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        CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY, PRESENT DAY

      

      

      

      The girl sprawled on the ground was dead… and loving it. Why else would she be grinning like the Cheshire Cat?

      It was early in the morning at Christ Church on the Oxford University campus. A thick mist hovered like veiled ghosts over the quadrangle garden known as Tom Quad. Water trickled steadily from a fountain in the middle like a ticking time bomb. The surrounding buildings loomed behind the cold air like a killer, carefully watching the consequences of his brutal crime.

      "Do dead people grin, mummy?" a young boy munching on a red cherry tart asked a woman in an expensive red coat.

      The woman in the red coat was speechless, hypnotized by the grinning girl lying dead on the grass. It was as if the girl was laughing at the living, reminding everyone of their inevitable fates. Live long or die grinning.

      A breeze of cold air chilled the woman in red back to reality. She sensed something evil lurking in the mist, so she dragged her boy away from the scene of the crime. Some people don't like a murder for breakfast. It's just not their thing.

      A few early risers stood around the corpse, though. None of them questioned the girl's identity or the significance of the murder taking place at the college. Again, it was that frumious grin on the girl's face that caught them.

      "She must be in heaven, with a grin like that," a senior student joked. He was athletic, not funny, and a typical jerk. The grin didn't conjure happiness. It was sinister, hollow, and nonsensical.

      A professor in a tweed jacket knelt to inspect the body. "It's not a natural grin. Someone did that to her," he declared. "Oh, my God." He looked away from the corpse, cupping his mouth with his hands.

      "What is it?" Senior Jerk panicked.

      A nerdy girl with thick glasses appeared from the mist, then knelt next to the professor. "What is it?" she inquired.

      "Her lips and cheeks were sewn up with a needle, baring her teeth to look like she is grinning. It's sick," Professor Tweed said.

      "That's bloody gross," Senior Jerk mooed like a cow.

      "Look what I found." Nerdy Girl held a tattered copy of Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures in Wonderland in her hands. An original library edition from 1865. "The dead girl was gripping it. She had it open to this page."

      "What page?" Professor Tweed's curiosity seemed to have cured his nausea.

      "This one, where Alice tells the Cheshire Cat she often sees a cat without a grin, but never a grin without a cat. It's highlighted." Nerdy Girl's mouth hung open, and she locked eyes with Professor Tweed before they stared back at the grinning girl.

      "Is this some kind of sick joke?" Senior Jerk growled, craning his ogre-thick neck.

      "May I see the book?" I said in my raspy voice. I hadn't spoken at all, but I usually like to speak last, after I've heard what else there is to be said.

      "Here," Nerdy Girl kindly handed the book over.

      I checked the highlighted page. "It's true," I said. "There's also a message scribbled in the margin," I said as I showed it to them. It read: Save Alice!

      "Do you think she wrote it before she died, like a clue or something?" Nerdy Girl adjusted her glasses. "Or maybe her name is Alice." She rummaged through the dead girl's pockets, looking for an ID.

      "I don't think so." I pointed out the necklace dangling from the dead girl's neck. "It says her name is Mabel."

      "I know who killed her!" another squeaky voice popped in from the mist. It belonged to an old woman, hunching over her wriggling cane. "It's the Cheshire Cat!" The few teeth she had left in her mouth chattered.

      Senior Jerk chortled. "Are we seriously having this conversation?"

      "Don't laugh, young man." The woman struggled on her cane, eager to see the dead girl. "It's all over the news."

      "I remember now." Nerdy Girl snapped her fingers. "Cheshire, the Cat. He's killed four girls, until now. Two in London, two in Cambridge, and now it appears that he's killed one in Oxford. All the girls were grinning after they died. I saw it on TV."

      "So, that's what Alice meant by a grin without a cat?" Senior Jerk mocked them, tucking his hands into his pockets and shrugging his shoulders. Being a jerk is more of a habit or a personality trait of sorts, not an attitude. It's incurable.

      "Let me take a closer look at her." The old woman held out a hand.

      "I don't think we should be doing this." Professor Tweed snatched the book from my hand as if I were a lazy student who just got an F in his class. I don't usually tolerate such behavior, but I made an exception. "We're tampering with evidence," he explained.

      "He's right." Nerdy Girl leaned away from the corpse. "We should wait for the police. Did someone call them?"

      "They're on their way," I replied. "I called them once I came across the corpse."

      "So, you're the one who found her?" Senior Jerk pointed his big finger at me.

      "I did." I always do.

      "Why are you grinning, then?" he snorted at the same time the professor adjusted his glasses to get a better look at my face. Nerdy Girl shrieked. She bumped against the corpse and fell on her back, not taking her eyes off me. The three of them were in a sudden state of shock. It was the old woman who didn't waste time. She threw her cane at me and galumphed back into the mist, screaming that she'd found the murderer.

      My grin widened.

      I wondered whom I should kill first—Professor Tweed, Nerdy Girl, or Senior Jerk? I'd save the old woman for last. She wasn't going anywhere, running aimlessly across the garden, like in a Caucus Race.
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        UNDERGROUND WARD, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      The writing on the wall says it's January 14. I am not sure what year. I haven't been sure of many things lately, but I'm wondering if it's my handwriting I'm looking at.

      There is an exquisite-looking key drawn underneath the date. It's carved with a sharp instrument, probably a broken mirror. I couldn't have written this. I'm terrified of mirrors. They love to call it Catoptrophobia around here.

      Unlike those of the regular patients in the asylum, my room is windowless, stripped down to a single mattress in the middle, a sink, and bucket for peeing—or puking—when necessary. The tiles on the floor are black and white squares, like a chessboard. I never step on black. Always white. Again, I'm not sure why.

      The walls are smeared with a greasy, pale green everywhere. I wonder if it's the previous patient's brains spattered all over from shock therapy. In the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum, politely known as the Warneford Hospital, the doctors have a fondness for shock therapy. They love watching patients with bulging eyes and shivering limbs, begging for relief from the electricity. It makes me question who is really mad here.

      It's been a while since I was sent to shock therapy myself. Dr. Tom Truckle, my supervising physician, said I don't need it anymore, particularly after I stopped mentioning Wonderland. He told me that I used to talk about it all the time; a dangerous place I claim I had been whisked away to when my elder sister lost me when I was seven.

      Truth is, I don't remember this Wonderland they are talking about. I don't even know why I am here. My oldest vivid memory is from a week ago. Before that, it's all a purple haze.

      I have only one friend in this asylum. It's not a doctor or a nurse. And it's not a human. It doesn't hate, envy, or point a finger at you. My friend is an orange flower I keep in a pot—a Tiger Lily I can't live without. I keep it safely next to a small crack in the wall, where a single ray of sun sneaks through for only ten minutes a day. It might not be enough light to grow a flower, but my Tiger Lily is a tough girl.

      Each day I save half of the water they give me for my flower. As for me, better thirsty than mad. My orange flower is also my personal rain check for my sanity. If I talk to her and she doesn't reply, I know I am not hallucinating. If she talks back to me, all kinds of nonsense starts to happen. Insanity prevails. There must be a reason why I am here. It doesn't mean I will easily give in to such a fate.

      "Alice Pleasance Wonder. Are you ready?" The nurse knocks with her electric prod on my steel door. Her name is Waltraud Wagner. She is German. Everything she says sounds like a threat, and she smells like smoke. My fellow mad people say she is a Nazi—that she used to kill her own patients back in Germany. "Get avay vrom za dor. I'm coming in," she demands.

      As I listen to the rattling of her large keychain, my heart pounds in my chest. The turn of the key makes me want to swallow. When the door opens, all I can think of is choking her before she begins to hurt me. Sadly, her neck is too thick for my nimble hands. I stare at her almost-square figure for a moment. Everything about her is four sizes too big. All except her feet, which are as small as mine. My sympathies, little feet.

      "Time for your daily ten-minute break upstairs." She approaches me with a straitjacket, a devilish grin on her face. I never get out. My ward is underground, and I'm only allowed to take my break in another empty ward upstairs where patients love to play soccer.

      A big, muscled warden stands behind Waltraud. Thomas Ogier. He is bald and has an angry-red face and a silver tooth he likes to flash whenever he sees me. His biceps are the size of my head. I have a hard time believing he was ever a four-pound baby.

      "Slide your arms into the jacket," Waltraud demands in her German accent, a cigarette puckered between her lips. "Slow and easy, Alice." She nods at Warden Ogier, in case I misbehave.

      I comply obediently and stretch out my arms for her to do whatever she wants. Waltraud twists my right arm slightly and checks the tattoo on my arm. It's the only tattoo I have. It's a handwritten sentence that looks like a thick armband from afar. Waltraud feels the need to read it aloud: "'I can't go back to yesterday because I was a different person then.'" I was told I had written it while still believing in Wonderland. "That Alice in Wonderland has really messed with your head," she says as she puffs smoke into my face.

      The tattoo and Waltraud's mocking are the least of my concerns right now. I let her tie me up, and while she does, I close my eyes. I imagine I am a sixteenth-century princess, some kind of lucky Cinderella, being squeezed into a corset by my chain-smoking servant in a fairy tale castle above ground, just about to go meet my prince charming. Such imagery always helps me breathe. I once thought that it was hope that saved the day, not sanity. I need to cool down before I begin my grand escape.
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      I twist my arms slightly under the jacket to give myself broader space to move in. As Waltraud buckles me up, I use one of my hands to inconspicuously pinch the front and give myself about three inches for slack. I also take a deep breath, so my upper body takes more space inside the jacket. I make sure my stronger arm is above the weaker while she pulls the sleeves behind me. When she is finished, I breathe out and feel the gap inside the jacket. People think escaping a straitjacket is impossible. A well-spread myth.

      "I feel like throwing up," I lie to Ogier and Waltraud. It's not unusual to want to vomit because of the heavy medications patients gulp all day.

      "You're not puking on my uniform like last time. I just had it dry-cleaned," Waltraud sighs in her German accent, the cigarette still between her lips. "Puke in the bucket."

      I turn around, happy my trick is working. With my back facing them, I push my stronger arm toward my opposite shoulder. I kneel on the floor and pretend to throw up as I bring my arm over my head and begin unbuckling the buckle on my sleeve with my teeth. I stretch my back a little and unbuckle the top and bottom buckles behind me. I do it fast, hoping they won't get it. But when I turn around, Warden Ogier has figured out my trick. A big smirk fills his face. He is happy he's found something to punish me for. If I don't act fast, they'll fry my brains in therapy.

      In no time, I grab a sedative syringe from Waltraud's pocket and gleefully stab her in the neck, whizzing the sedative into her brain. It works like a charm, but it doesn't stop me from shoving her face into the bucket. I have wanted to do that all week for the torture she's bestowed on me.

      "You little brat," Warden Ogier growls. He holds me from behind by the arms and lifts me up in the air. I can't free myself. I pull my legs up and flip them backward until I touch his shoulders. My hands slip from his grip, and I start clawing his broad back, like a monkey on an elephant. I don't waste time. I pull his prod from his pockets, then buzz him in the neck. He falls to his knees, and I stand on my feet.

      Dashing out of the room, I hear him moan behind me. He's going to pick himself up in a few minutes. I need to run through the hallways to get to the ward's main door, then escape this nightmare. I need to tell the world that I am not mad—or, at least, make sure I am not.

      Halfway into the hallway, my feet urge me to a halt. I can't help it. It's my heart that's stopping me, remembering that I have left something precious behind. My Tiger Lily.

      Don't do it, Alice. It will stall you. It's just a flower. You only have a minute to run away before the guards know what you've done. Be smart and run away.

      I defy all logic and turn back to my cell. I courtesy-kick the warden in the face, curse him when my leg hurts, push the nurse's face deeper into the bucket, then get my pot holding Tiger Lily. I don't leave my friends behind.
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      "Tell me I'm going to be all right," I say to my flower. She doesn't reply. She doesn't nod or flap her petals or think I am another huge moving flower myself. Good signs. I'm not hallucinating. This is real. I am actually escaping the asylum.

      When I am back in the hallway, the patients are screaming my name on both sides. They are pounding on the bars of their cells, trying to stick out their heads.

      "Alice. Alice. Alice!" they shout and clap their hands. They are enthusiastic. I could be the first ever to escape the asylum. But they're ruining my plan at the same time, by making all this noise. The emergency siren blares all of a sudden. The guards definitely heard the shouts.

      "Get out of here. Prove to them Wonderland exists," a patient in striped pajamas and bunny slippers wails. No wonder she believes in Wonderland. Dr. Tom Truckle told me once that I had great influence on patients, telling them about Wonderland. I don't remember any of that.

      "Don't go out, Alice," a woman, holding a pillow as if it were her cat, pleads. "I think the world outside is even crazier than in here."

      I keep on running.

      The asylum is turning into a madhouse. I hear the heavy footsteps of the guards approaching. All I can think of is hiding in the bathroom. I hate bathrooms because they have mirrors, but I have no other choice.

      Another patient reaches between the bars and grabs me by my gown. He pulls me closer to the bars. He is unlike the rest. He doesn't believe escaping is possible. He has bad teeth and smells of turtle soup. "Where do you think you're going, Alice?" he whispers in my ear. "You're insane. You belong here."

      "Let go of me." I hit him with my elbow and run to the bathroom.

      Inside, I shield my eyes with my hands as I dash into one of the stalls, avoiding the mirror. I sit on the stool, holding my pot tight to my chest. Those damn lunatics messed up my plan.

      Breathe, Alice. Breathe.

      I tap my feet on the floor, contemplating my next move. Then I hear someone singing outside my stall. It's a familiar voice. It has this unexplainably sinister mockery in it. I hate it, but I can't stop it:

      "When she was good, she was very, very good.

      "And when she was bad, she was horrid."

      "Shut up." I cup my ears with my hands. "I'm not insane." I know the voice comes from the mirror. That's why mirrors scare me. But in order to leave the bathroom, I will have to face it. With a drumming heart, I pull the stall's door open. What I see in the mirror paralyzes me, like always. There is a man-sized rabbit inside the mirror. It's white, with floppy pink ears. I can't see its features because its white hair is dangling down in its face. It taps a pocket watch with its fingers, still singing the nursery rhyme. This time, it alters a few words:

      "When she was good, she was very, very good.

      "And when she was mad, she was Alice."

      "Tell me I am going to be all right," I plead to my Tiger Lily.

      "You're not all right," the flower says. "You're insane, Alice. Insane!" It spreads its petals and spits in my face. I am hallucinating again.

      The guards bang into the bathroom, and one of them buzzes me with his prod. I shiver and drop the pot, losing my Tiger Lily to the wet floor. When I glance back at the mirror, the rabbit is gone. They will throw me back into my claustrophobic room and probably send me to shock therapy.

      As the guards pull me back down the hallway, the turtle-smelling patient sticks his head closer to the bars, shouting at me. "You're not sane, Alice!" He laughs and grabs the bars. "You're not. We're all mad here!"
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        VIP WARD, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      Dr. Tom Truckle, director of the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum, stood mouth agape among his assistants. They were staring at a cell in the VIP Ward, where they kept the most dangerous patients. Well, it was only one patient the ward was built for: Professor Carter Pillar, publicly known as Pillar the Killer, one of the world's most dangerous psychopaths.

      Unlike Alice's cell, this one was almost as big as a luxurious single room in a five-star hotel. The walls were the color of ripe mushrooms, with all kinds of vintage portraits hung on them. They were mostly portraits of plants and flowers, and they made the room look like a forest. The furniture was modern, mostly curvy, with dominant motifs of green and cream colors. It had a refrigerator, a widescreen TV, and a writing desk the color of ravens. Books were piled up in one corner with a couple of tobacco packs on top. A Cuban cigar, a pipe, and dried mushrooms were scattered on the couch. Two lampstands, shaped like bending roses and violets, added a sincere, cozy light onto the big creamy couch in the middle, all facing the bars overlooking the hallway where Dr. Tom Truckle stood. A blue hookah stood right before the couch, threads of smoke still spiraling in the air.

      There was one thing slightly wrong with Professor Pillar's cell. The professor wasn't there.

      "This is a joke, right?" Dr. Truckle growled at the wardens and nurses, who were rarely allowed to leave the underground ward—today was an exception, due to the Pillar's disappearance.

      The staff lowered their heads, afraid to meet Dr. Truckle's intimidating eyes. Truckle had fired employees for much lesser issues than an escaping patient in the past. The asylum's reputation meant everything to him.

      "I think—" a recently hired nurse began.

      "You think?" Truckle grimaced. "You don't get to think in my asylum. I'll tell you what I think: you're fired."

      Immediately, Ogier took her by the arm and showed her out.

      "I don't even know how he does it, Dr. Truckle," Waltraud Wagner said slowly. She'd always been among Dr. Truckle's favorites. "The cell is still locked from the outside. There is no sign of breaking out. And he is the one and only patient in the ward."

      "Professor Carter Pillar is one of the world's most dangerous psychopaths." Dr. Truckle faced his staff. "He used to teach philosophy at Oxford University until something happened to him and compromised his sanity." Truckle's eyes widened under his glasses when he pronounced the word "sanity." His thinning blonde hair almost prickled, sending goosebumps to his staff's arms. "Pillar the Killer killed twelve innocent people afterward. The fact that he tricked the court by pleading insanity does not deter from the other fact: that he is a cold-blooded serial killer disguising as an insane man." Truckle enjoyed the fear he saw in his staff's eyes. He'd always liked being feared. Otherwise, he felt he'd fail in controlling the asylum. "The Pillar might fool you with his charms, hypnotizing eyes, and nonsensical sarcasm. But if you think his stay here is for treatment, then you're on the verge of insanity yourself. The asylum is more of a prison for him. He's doing time here because neither Interpol nor the FBI could convict him. We're supposed to keep him locked in here, to protect the world outside from him." He knuckled his fingers as if preparing to punch somebody. "So can anyone explain to me how he managed to escape for the third time this month?" he screamed at the top of his lungs, his veins protruding from his neck like hot hookah hoses. Most of the staff swallowed hard. There was a saying in the asylum: that the only one madder than a hatter was the Truckle.

      "With all due respect, Dr. Truckle," Waltraud said, "I think we should finally inform the authorities."

      "You know I can't do that, nurse Waltraud." Truckle gritted his teeth. "We're all going to lose our jobs instantly if we tell them that the man they asked us to simply lock away is gone. Besides, everyone is head over heels looking for this Cheshire Cat killer right now. Knowing the Pillar escaped will worsen things for everyone."

      "What really puzzles me, Dr. Truckle is why Professor Carter Pillar always returns from his escape," Waltraud said. "I mean, we never report his escape, and yet he still returns to his cell, as if it's a walk in the park."

      Truckle's face reddened as he stared back at the empty cell. "He's mocking us, Waltraud." He tucked his hands in his pockets and was about to pull out one of the pills his psychiatrist prescribed him. He didn't want to expose himself in front of his staff. If they knew their boss needed help just like any other madman in the asylum, it'd be the end of his career. "He is bloody mocking us, and I am dying to know what he has on his mind," he said, crushing the pill into powder with his fingers. He didn't mind leaving it in the bottom of his pockets. He had a lot of pills, as he took four to six a day to calm down.

      "Maybe he really is mad," Ogier moved from behind. No one even paid attention to him. "Or why would he always come back?"

      "I think it's that Alice in Under Ground book he always keeps with him," Waltraud suggested, pointing at the book that lay on the couch. "I heard he started killing after reading it."

      Silence invaded the room, as everyone wondered where Professor Carter Pillar was at the moment.
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        ENTRANCE, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      
        
         

      

      

      

      A black limousine halted abruptly before the Radcliffe Asylum's entrance. The recklessness of its driver alerted security at the main gate. They held their guns and squinted against the framed windows of the unusually long limo. A series of uninterrupted laughter crackled from the inside, while the Beatles were playing somewhere in the back. The passengers sang "Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds," except that in their version, it was "Alice."

      A chauffeur got out and hurried to open the door for his partying passengers in the back. He was so devoted to his job that he hadn't even noticed the security guards with their guns aimed at the limousine. The chauffeur was short. He wore a tuxedo that was too long as if he'd borrowed it. His face was funny in the strangest ways. It was full of freckles scattered around a small and pointy nose. A chortle almost escaped one of the security guards upon noticing the chauffeur's thin mustache. It looked more like a rat's whiskers.

      The chauffeur cleared his throat, adjusted his necktie, and bent over as he opened the passenger door. Many girls were laughing from inside.

      A huge amount of smoke blew into the faces of the guards upon opening the door. It was as if someone had trapped a cloud inside the limo, and now it was floating out onto them, like a blob from one of the old scary movies. It was gray, thick, and smelled funny. The guards got a little dizzy.

      "Suspicious activity at the main gate," one of the guards radioed. "Probably tear gas by an intruder. Need backup."

      The rest of the guards stood paralyzed inside the big circle of gasses and waited until it began clearing away. The girls never stopped laughing and cheering for a moment. A few of the guards began coughing, though. The first thing the guards saw when the gasses subsided was a girl's leg stepping out of the limousine. It was a slender leg with a tattoo of a caterpillar on it. For guards who'd been handling insane people all their lives, drooling was the least they could do.

      Girl after girl got out of the limousine. They wore the tightest outfits, the longest boots, and the shortest skirts. They were either coughing or giggling. Some of them did both. Most of them were so happy that the guards in the back couldn't help but giggle back. Some of the girls smoked rolled cigars, smiling with kaleidoscope eyes.

      It was like a prelude to madness, where the highly respected gangster was about to show up last.

      Finally, a short leg showed from the car, followed by the egg-shaped head of a man with a pipe tucked between his full lips. The man's fedora slipped over his eyes as he got out with a hookah in his hand. When he coughed, he vanished like a magician behind spirals of thick smoke. When the smoke cleared, the guards saw he wore a tuxedo with light cream horizontal stripes. His hands were covered in white gloves. His fedora had two spikes that were shaped like mushrooms. Although a bit funny looking from afar, the man had an eerie presence that filled the heart with worry and anxiety. The guards straightened up and aimed at him. They knew the man. It was Pillar the Killer.

      Nudging his hat up, the Pillar looked at them with beady eyes. He looked easily content with himself, tremendously annoyed by the presence of others.

      "T-turn around. Hands on y-y-your h-head!" one of the guards demanded, his anxiety showing in his scattered syllables.

      The Pillar, with a hookah in one hand and a pipe in his mouth, looked puzzled. It seemed as if he didn't know what to do with them while surrendering to the asylum's guards. It looked as if someone had awakened him from a drowsy tangerine dream.

      "I said, turn around. Hands on your head, Professor Pillar," the guard repeated. "You're a fugitive of the Radcliffe Asylum. If you don't comply, I will shoot." It didn't look like the guard was going to shoot. He was bluffing and scared of the Pillar.

      "I was out shopping," the Pillar said. "Needed a purge valve for my hooka-a-a-ah." Smoke spiraled from his mouth, hitting the guard in the face. The guard sank to his knees from the power of the smoke, and Pillar lowered his head, squinting behind the smoke. "May I ask: whoo are yooh?"
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        DIRECTOR'S OFFICE, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      To meet with the Pillar, Dr. Truckle prepared himself by swallowing two pills at once. His meeting with Professor Carter Pillar wasn't going to be easy. There was a reason behind the Pillar's repeated escapes. It killed him, not knowing it. Pillar the Killer was definitely going to bargain for something. Dr. Truckle had to find a way to compromise with him.

      Under no circumstances could the doctor lose his job. It was all he had. After a money-draining divorce, ten years of serving at the asylum, and all the secrets the government had buried with him here, he could just not afford it. His kids had just been admitted to Oxford University, and his responsibilities had doubled. He also had his eyes on the young nurse in the secret ward that hosted prestigious people from Parliament. Insanity was a disease that spread to all classes and factions.

      If Interpol and the FBI had just succeeded in convicting this lunatic Professor Pillar, Dr. Truckle wouldn't have been stuck in this position now. But like always, the small fish had to clean up the big fish's poop.

      Giving time for the pills to take effect, he changed the channel on his big-screen TV. The news had nothing to talk about but the Cheshire Cat killer. The madman who left his victims dead and grinning.

      "Boy," Dr. Truckle told himself, "that little Alice in Wonderland book drove the world insane. It's just a children's book, people."

      The news showed recent footage of the Cheshire Cat sending a message to the world. It was a headshot, and he wore the orange mask of a grinning cat. It very much reminded Dr. Truckle of his childhood puppy named Garfield—which he loved to snuggle with and nibble at like a mouse. The Cheshire Cat's voice in the footage was distorted, but the words were clear:

      "This is a message from the Cheshire to the world. Stay away from me and the people I am involved with. This is beyond the FBI, Interpol, and any other authority in the world. The girls I kill have nothing to do with you. It's a Wonderland War. Stay away. You've been warned."

      Dr. Truckle wasn't sure if it were the pills or the Cheshire's monotonous voice that sent a shiver through his spine. The madness he'd just heard on national TV was beyond his years of expertise. It reminded him that the world was mad, in and outside of the asylum. He stood up and adjusted his necktie to meet with the Pillar. But before he did, a third pill wasn't a bad idea.
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        VIP WARD, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      When Dr. Truckle entered the VIP Ward, Carter Pillar was sitting on the big couch in the middle of his cell. He was still wearing his fedora and white gloves and smoking his blue hookah from a pink hose. Dr. Truckle approached the bars while the Pillar leaned over his hookah. The Pillar wasn't an ordinary smoker. He demanded certain sizes, certain manufacturing, and no ordinary ingredients from exotic regions. The professor thought of his smoking as an art. Dr. Truckle was planning to intimidate him with his yelling, but the Pillar spoke first.

      "Have you ever wondered if Wonderland is real, Tommy?" The Pillar liked to call him by his first name to provoke him. He didn't even look at him, talking in his distinguished lecturing voice. Dr. Truckle grimaced, suppressing his surfacing anger, unable to respond to this nonsense. "I mean, this lovely, stammering writer, mathematician, and photographer named Lewis Carroll couldn't possibly have just imagined Wonderland," the Pillar puffed, readjusting the charcoals with the other hand. "Just think of how his book has inspired, affected, and shaped the minds of children for almost one hundred and fifty years. It's safe to say that Carroll's words weren't a stroke of luck, but of genius. Something in that book makes people relate. Wonderland must be real."

      "So, instead of talking about your escape, you expect me to talk about Wonderland?" Dr. Truckle inquired, dying to know what was on the Pillar's mind.

      "The only philosophical problem with accepting the existence of Wonderland is that it means that our reality could actually be a figment of our imagination." The Pillar puffed out bubbles of smoke, which Dr. Truckle had never seen before. "An assumption that spikes an even crazier question: who are you?"

      "Listen to me, you piece of…" Dr. Truckle couldn't play along anymore. He fisted one hand but then remembered to breathe like his psychiatrist advised him. "I don't have the slightest idea how you escape the asylum, but I get your point. You don't really want to escape. In fact, you like it here for some reason. You know I love my job and could lose it if you escape. So I'm all ears. What do you want in return for your stay so that I won't lose my job?"

      "Alice Wonder," the Professor said without hesitation, puffing and adjusting coals. He never seemed to be satisfied with the placement of the coals, as if it were rocket science.

      "Alice Wonder?"

      "Alice Pleasance Wonder, patient number 1832, the one you lock up in a solitary, chessboard-like cell in the underground ward." The Pillar lost his whimsical lecturing voice to a flat and dull seriousness. But unlike Truckle, there wasn't the slightest hint of anger. "The girl you electrocuted over and over again and succeeded in making her forget all about Wonderland."

      "That Alice." Truckle rubbed his chin, pretending he'd just remembered her. It was a relief knowing the Pillar's need.

      "I want you to ask her a question. If I like her answer, then I'd like to meet her in person. Don't send a nurse. Do it yourself, and ask politely."

      "You're out of your mind," Truckle spat out.

      "'Out of my mind.' Ah, the irony." The Pillar laughed. "My victims used to say that to me." Just like that, any sign of humanity left his eyes. The change in his looks was so sudden that Dr. Truckle felt his throat become freezing cold. "I made sure they never said it again," the Pillar added.

      The silence in the room suffocated Dr. Truckle. He wanted to disagree, but the Pillar's intimidation was beyond anything he'd done to his own staff. He understood now why the court accepted the Pillar pleading out due to insanity. He was insanity itself. Keeping him away from the world at any price was a victory.

      "What do you want me to ask her?" Dr. Truckle said.

      "It's a simple mathematical question, yet the answer isn't as easy as it seems." The Pillar leaned back on his couch, crossed his legs, and stretched one arm sideways. In Dr. Truckle's eyes, he looked like a loony version of Sigmund Freud. "Ask her what four times seven is." The Pillar plastered a fake smile on his face.

      "This is nonsense." Dr. Truckle felt humiliated.

      "Oh. You haven't seen nonsense yet," the Pillar said. "By the way, I choked one of your guards with my hookah hose and hung him like slaughterhouse meat at the end of the hall. I'd like you to clean that right away before it begins to smell."
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        THE MUSH ROOM, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      Shock therapy feels like getting high. Each time Warden Ogier pushes the button, my body shivers so hard that my mind goes numb. It's not such a bad feeling if I think of it positively. I get to shut my mind off to the world for that brief buzz in my body. The world itself seems too noisy to me sometimes.

      To top it off, I am soaked in some kind of liquid, so electricity has a more profound effect. Each time he presses the button, Ogier snickers, and grins. The shocks are short and to the point. If they send these bolts through my body for a little longer, I might make a good fried dinner for cannibals.

      "How does it feel, Mushroomer?" Waltraud puffs spiral smoke in the air. She likes to call us mad people Mushroomers. This place I am being tortured in is called The Mush Room. It's all the nurses' and wardens' slang. Other than the analogy to most mushrooms being poisonous, they believe shock therapy mushes the patients' brains, and they find it amusing.

      I'm sure Waltraud and Ogier don't want me to die. What would be the fun in that? Watching me suffer is pure entertainment for them. Life underground is pretty boring to nurses and wardens. I can see it in Waltraud's eyes. That's the problem with sane people. They almost always have a license to kill those they think are insane.

      "Jeez." I rise against the pain and snicker back at Ogier. "I'm just a mad girl. Nothing personal." I guess I got what I deserved for trying to escape.

      Two hours later, I am back in my cell. The pain and dizziness are the least of my concerns. I feel lonely here without my Tiger Lily. Warden Ogier says she's been saved in a newer pot and sent to Dr. Tom Truckle's room, for his own amusement. Poor Tiger Lily, now in the hands of that vicious man.

      A few minutes later, Waltraud tells me I have visitors.
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        VISITING HALL, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      In the visiting hall, I sit opposite my mother and two sisters. There is no barrier between us. It's just tables. The visit is half an hour, max. Radcliffe Asylum's patients always behave. One threatening look from Warden Ogier or Nurse Waltraud will suffice.

      "How are you, Alice?" My mother reaches out to touch my hand. I let her, although I am not really sure she is my mother. She has faint, uncombed brown hair. Her eyes are moistening. I think she loves me.

      "Mad." I let out a weak smile.

      Lorina and Edith, my sisters, snicker with their hands covering their mouths. Their eyes are twinkling. They feel more like stepsisters to me. I don't think they love me at all.

      "Don't say that, darling." My mother's sincerity should affect me. It doesn't. Maybe because I am mad. I don't even remember her name, so I don't ask. I wonder why I remember the names of my sisters. Maybe because they are mean to me. I met all of them a week ago, for all I care. Before that, I was probably someone else entirely. At least, the tattoo on my arm suggests it. "You're just having a rough time." My mother's still caring enough to make believe she is my mother.

      "Can you get me out of here?" I cut through the drama.

      "Here we go again," Edith says. Lorina rolls her eyes and looks away. I think she's eyeing a cute boy visiting his sick mother next to us.

      I ignore them both anyways. It doesn't look like they'll help me. "How long have I been here?" I ask my mother.

      "Two years," Lorina volunteers. She looks like she'd like to stick out her tongue at me. "Since you were seventeen."

      "And why am I here?" The real question is: who in the world am I? But you can't ask someone that if you want them to think you are sane.

      "You killed your classmates, every single one of them." Edith's words fall like stones on me. I think she is the older one. She is deadly serious. Lorina is the flirty one, with an obsession with her manicured fingernails.

      "How did I do that?" My brain refuses to believe I am capable of killing anyone. I try to remember anything about it, but I can't.

      "See that stare in her eyes?" Lorina tells Edith as if I am not here with them. "She's in the cuckoo's nest."

      "Stop it, girls," my mother demands. Although she cares, she looks weak. She has no control whatsoever. It makes me wonder where my father is. I have never seen him. Maybe he is dead, but I don't ask. "Can I ask you a question, Alice?"

      I nod.

      "Do you still believe that Wonderland exists?"

      "No." I shake my head.

      "It means your therapy is working." My mother looks pleased. I wonder how she'd feel after two seconds in shock therapy.

      "What is all this talk about Wonderland?" I ask.

      "When you were seven,"—Edith's seriousness is annoying—"you went missing one afternoon and came back saying you'd been to that scary place."

      "Edith got punished that day because she was taking care of you, and you escaped." Lorina can't stop snickering. I understand why Edith is dead serious now. Guilt is eating at her. She hides it by being a jerk.

      "Shut up." Edith owns her sister with a sharp look. I wonder how I escaped her when I was a kid.

      "Please, girls. Stop it," my weakened mother says.

      "Why stop it?" Edith says. "I don't buy that she doesn't remember."

      "Yes," Lorina says. "She has to admit the horrible things she has done since she came back that afternoon."

      "Horrible things." I tilt my head. "Other than killing my classmates?"

      "Remember your boyfriend?" Lorina inquires.

      "I have a boyfriend?"

      "Had a boyfriend," Lorina says. She seems like she may have had a crush on my boyfriend. "Before you killed him, along with everyone else on the school bus two years ago."

      "Why would I do that?" It's really hard asking someone else about things you have done, but I truly don't remember.

      "Who knows?" Lorina rolls her eyes again, snickering at Edith.

      "I remember she said something about monsters from Wonderland." Edith laughs back. Her laugh is dull. It's like she's lazy, barely lifting her lips.

      "Wonderland Monsters?" I narrow my eyes. I am not sure if they're joking, or if that is what I said. Somehow I don't care about all of this. I don't care about my mother's submissive silence, my mocking sisters, not even about the Wonderland Monsters. What I do care about is the boyfriend that I killed. It strikes me as odd. Even with a partial memory, I don't think I would hurt someone I loved. "What's his name?" I ask.

      "Whose name?" Edith and Lorina are still laughing.

      "My boyfriend, the one I killed."

      "Adam," my mother says finally. "Adam J. Dixon."

      I don't know how or why, but the name Adam J. Dixon suddenly brings tears to my eyes.
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        ALICE'S CELL, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      Sleeping has become increasingly hard since I learned about my boyfriend, Adam. It's not like I remember him or the incident of killing my classmates on the school bus. But Adam, to me, is like Wonderland. I can't remember them, but something tells me they are real.

      What bothers me about Adam is that I am, strangely, mourning his death. I don't know if science has an explanation for my feelings, but I can't escape it. I feel I want to cry for him, visit his burial ground, say a little prayer, and leave roses on his tomb. To me, it's a genuine feeling. I don't think I even feel this way about my family.

      I wonder if it's possible to forget about someone but still experience a feeling toward them. It's as if I have written his name on the inner walls of my heart. As if I am stained with his soul. Whatever we shared is buried somewhere in the abyss of my mind. I just don't know how to swim deep enough and return to the surface with it. My thoughts are interrupted by Waltraud's knock on the door. Sometimes it feels like I am the only patient in the asylum.

      "I am really tired," I say. "I don't want to eat, go to the bathroom, or meet anyone. Leave me alone."

      "It's Dr. Tom Truckle," he says and enters my cell. He has never entered my cell before. When he steps inside, his hands are behind his back. "How have you been, Alice?" He has never asked me so politely.

      "Mad." My favorite answer. I think I should copyright it.

      "I'll make it short," Dr. Truckle says, discarding my complaint. He looks disgusted with my cell. "This might be outrageously silly, but I really need to ask you something." He shrugs. I have never seen him shrug. He looks uncomfortable with Waltraud's presence. "How much is four times seven?" he asks quickly as if embarrassed to say it. Waltraud and Ogier try their best not to laugh behind his back.

      "Twenty-eight." I shrug. Then a surge of emotion hits me. It reminds me of my buried feelings about Adam. A light bulb flickers in my head. Suddenly, I realize I know the right answer to the silly question. Whoever told Tom Truckle to ask it of me is sending me a code. I don't know how, but I know. "Wait," I say, interrupting Dr. Tom's departure. "It's fourteen," I answer with a hint of a smile on my lips.
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        THE PILLAR'S CELL, RADCLIFFE ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      "Fourteen it is!" Pillar chirped, coughing some of the hookah smoke in the air.

      "That's the right answer?" Truckle couldn't see the Pillar clearly behind the smoke.

      "Indeed," the Pillar said. "Now, bring her to me."

      "No. No. No!" Truckle snapped. "That'd be a serious breach of the asylum's rules."

      "I've always thought insanity was about breaking the rules," the Pillar said. "Be a good mad boy with a suit and necktie, and bring me Alice Wonder. This just gets better and better."

      "What's getting better?" Truckle couldn't hide his curiosity. The Pillar knew how to push his buttons.

      "Be patient, Tommy. Insane things come to those who wait." The Pillar leaned back on his couch. He looked content. A bit drowsy, too. Truckle remembered a moment in the eccentric professor's trial a couple of months ago. The Pillar had informed the judge that he preferred looking at the world from behind a curtain of smoke. The smoke was like a filtering screen, he had said. It helped him to see right through people's invisible masks.

      "I suppose I can make an exception and get her to meet you briefly," Truckle said. "But only if you tell me—"

      "I know, I know." The Pillar waved his gloved hand in the air. "You'd like to know why four times seven is fourteen. The answer is actually buried somewhere in your own childhood, Tommy, but let's say you can find it here." He nudged a copy of Lewis Carroll's original Alice's Adventures Under Ground toward the edge of the cell. Truckle was going to reach for it through the bars but pulled his hand back.

      "Oh," the Pillar said. "You're scared to even reach in. How very sane of you." He smirked. "Rest assured, Tommy. In Lewis Carroll's book, there is a part when Alice wonders if she's hallucinating. She questions her own sanity, and if she's even Alice at all."

      "What?"

      "In chapter two, 'The Pool of Tears,' Alice tries to perform multiplication but produces some odd results. She does it to assure herself she isn't mad," the Pillar said. "Alice finds out that while she is in Wonderland, four times five becomes twelve, and four times six is thirteen, and four times seven is…" The Pillar's eyes glittered.

      "According to this nonsensical logic, fourteen." Truckle felt ashamed at having said that, but he wasn't good at caging his curiosity.

      "Frabjous, isn't it?" The Pillar waved his hands like a proud magician.

      "So, this is some nerdy code for those obsessed with the book?" Truckle expected more than this. The professor was a killer for God's sake. What in the world was his interest in children's books?

      "Nerdy is an awfully racist and out-of-fashion word." The Pillar raised his forefinger. "We call ourselves Wonderlanders."

      "Are you kidding me? You sound like you believe that Alice Wonder is the Alice in the book." Truckle chortled. "You're the optimum zenith of insanity. I don't think I can even profile you."

      "It's time insanity has a role model." The Pillar dragged long enough on his hookah to make a whizzing sound. "Now, go get me Alice, before I change my mind and escape again."
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        VIP WARD'S DOOR, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      On my way to meet this mysterious Professor Pillar, I break free from the warden and run toward Tom Truckle's office to get my Tiger Lily. My attempt is overruled again as the wardens grab hold of me and tie me back up in a straitjacket. This time, they squeeze me in hard, so I can't untie myself.

      Ogier grins, watching me get buckled up. He taps his prod on the thick flesh of his palm as if reminding me how much he'd enjoy shocking me if I untie myself again. As they walk me up to the VIP Ward, I try to squeeze my head for deeper memories of Wonderland and the people I supposedly killed. I can't remember anyone, not even the Pillar, who wants to see me.

      "You're by far one of the worst Mushroomers in my asylum," Dr. Truckle says, adjusting his tie as he walks beside me. He's always been self-conscious about the fancy way he dresses and how he looks. But it's the first time he calls me a Mushroomer. "And even though you killed your classmates, I know you're not a natural-born killer. I have been treating you for some time, so I know what I am talking about." He stops before the metallic door leading to the VIP hallway. It looks much cleaner than the mess I live in downstairs. I think of it as purgatory, one step away from the sane world outside. "Like I told you, Professor Carter Pillar is a cold-hearted murderer. He's done horrible things, like pulling his victims' eyes out and stuffing their sockets with mushrooms. He used laughing gas on another victim and smoked his damn hookah while watching him die of internal bleeding caused by the laughter. He even once hypnotized a man and made him jump off a rooftop of the Tom Tower at Oxford University after persuading him he had wings."

      "What's your point, doctor?" I can't help but notice Truckle's uneasiness with the Pillar. It makes me curiouser and curiouser.

      "The point is… once you're alone with him, he is known for messing with people's minds and convincing them of any ideas he wants to seed in their brains," Dr. Truckle says. "He always has an agenda and knows how to read people's insecurities. I advise you to stay tied in your straitjacket and as far away as possible from the bars of his cell. Or you'll jeopardize your chances of leaving the asylum."

      "I didn't know I had a chance in the first place." I stare him right in the eyes, making sure he isn't lying or playing games.

      "I know it's crazy, but you do." Dr. Truckle laces his hands together. "Your mother's lawyer has convinced the court that if the asylum proves you've been cured, they will rule out your crimes of killing your classmates."

      "She did that?" So the woman with the name I don't know must be my mother after all.

      "She's been trying with all her might to help you," Dr. Truckle says. "If that happens, then you've committed the perfect crime, in my opinion: killed your classmates, pleaded insanity, got cured, and got your freedom afterward. That must be every teenager's dream." He continues, "To believe you're cured, we have to either make sure you're not fooling us when you say you don't remember Wonderland, or…"

      "Or?"

      "Or the Pillar proves you're sane." Dr. Truckle rubs his chin.

      "How would a madman serial killer, who dresses as if he is a caterpillar, prove that?"

      "By proving that Wonderland is real." Dr. Truckle's face suddenly changes, and he begins to laugh at me as he nudges me through the door. I guess he was just messing with my head.
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      Tied up in my straitjacket, I walk down the hallway to meet with this Pillar. It's a much cleaner and broader hallway than mine downstairs. All cells are empty. All except the one with a shimmering yellow light. I hear music faintly playing in the background. As I walk closer, I recognize the tune. It's "White Rabbit" by Jefferson Airplane. Smoke circles out of the cell as I stop in front of it, ready to meet him. Pillar the Killer himself.

      The Pillar's cell is luxurious in a mad way. Its floor is raised almost a foot above the hallway's floor. It makes it look like a performer's stage. The Pillar is sitting, legs crossed, on a huge couch. He is smoking his hookah with one hand and holding a jar with a butterfly inside with the other. The butterfly crashes against the glass, wanting to be set free. The Pillar doesn't care.

      Silence creeps into the place, and I don't feel like starting the conversation. The Pillar's eyes scan me in a most unusual way. It's as if he knows me, has known me and is making sure it's really me. Although mad people don't intimidate me, I feel mysteriously uncomfortable. He has such an unexplainable presence for such a short and average-looking man.

      There is a chair in the hall facing the cell. I sit on it, not taking my eyes off him. His eyes are beady as he waves the hookah's hose in the air. He does it like a maestro orchestrating the song's unusual melody. It takes me a while to discover he is writing words with his hookah's smoke in the air. The smoke magically sticks. It's a question, one that may have been easier for me to answer more than a week ago: Whooo are you?

      This isn't happening, right? This is too surreal, even for my insanity.

      "I'm not sure who I am," I say, wondering why I feel the need to comply. "People around me seem to have an idea of who I am, though."

      "Who do they think you are?"

      "They say I killed my friends." I raise my eyes and stare in his, realizing that, in the weirdest of ways, we're both killers.

      "Why haven't I ever thought of that?" He sucks on his hookah.

      "Think of what?"

      "Killing my friends." He puffs a ring of smoke back into the room. "But then again, you can't kill something you don't have."

      "You don't have friends?" I didn't expect him to open up to me. Or is he?

      "Neither have you."

      "Actually, I do."

      "Ah, you must mean your Tiger Lily. A very interesting species." He sounds either sleepy or too comfortable in his skin. An apocalypse wouldn't shake him off his hookah. "I heard you messed up your escape because of it."

      "She is the first thing I remember seeing from a week ago. Since then, she has been my only friend."

      "I wonder if it meant more than that in the past." The Pillar takes a long drag.

      I stop and think about it. Was I attached to it because of an older suppressed memory, maybe? "Is that why you wanted to meet me to ask about my flower?" I ask.

      "Of course not. I am here to talk to you about Wonderland."

      "Then, you better read the book." I'm tired of talking about Wonderland. "Because it doesn't exist in real life."

      "That's strange. I am quite sure your mother and sisters repeatedly mentioned you talking about Wonderland. A real one." His eyes pierce through me. I am not even going to ask how he knows about my mother and sisters.

      I am not comfortable with him knowing about my family, but something makes me keep talking to him. "My mom says I escaped from my sister Edith when I was seven and came back blabbering about a scary place called Wonderland," I say. "It's a crazy story. I think it was my childhood imagination after reading Alice in Wonderland. It's just silly."

      "What's life but a big, silly book?" he says. "You've answered the question I sent you. It means you must remember something."

      "I don't know how the answer came to me, but I assume it's because it was written in Alice in Wonderland."

      "No, it's not. The fact that four times seven is fourteen is only hinted at in the book. It's never mentioned. You remember more than you think you do, Alice. It's just the shock therapies and medicine that made you forget," the Pillar says. "Seriously, Alice. Aren't you curious about the things you don't remember?" He places his hose on the edge of the hookah and leans forward. It's the first time he gives me his full attention. "I can make you remember amazing things."

      "Like what?"

      "Like who the Red Queen really is. Why she chopped off heads. Who the Rabbit really was. Where the real rabbit hole exists. What a raven and a writing desk really have in common. Why Lewis Carroll wrote this book and a lot of the other things," the Pillar says. "Basically, I can tell you who you really are. And you know what happens if you know who you really are?"

      "No, I don't." I think I am better off not knowing who I really am. I don't know why I think so.

      "You get to know if you really killed your classmates. And if you did, you get to know why you did it." The Pillar stops for effect. I am almost sure of what he will say next. "Don't you want to know why you killed the boy you loved?"
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      The Pillar's last remark gets to me the most. I still can't shake my mourning over the boy I loved but can't remember. Adam and my Tiger Lily seem to be all I care about in this world.

         "I am listening," I say. "Tell me what you want."

         "I want him," he says without hesitation as he clicks his TV on. It shows news coverage of the Cheshire Cat murders.

         "You're not going to tell me this is the real Cheshire Cat, are you?" I chortle.

         "What do you care? Wonderland isn't real to you, correct?" He smirks. "I will guarantee that you leave this asylum twelve hours each day, see the world outside, do the little tasks I ask of you, and then come back and sleep in the asylum at night."

         "That's not possible. The judge says I am insane. It's official."

         "I believe you noticed I have an effect on Dr. Truckle. Trust me. He will do as I say."

         "I assume these tasks have something to do with catching the Cheshire Cat?" I raise an eyebrow. This conversation seems surreal to me. I'm not sure if I am not just hallucinating it.

      "If you do as I say, we'll catch him," the Pillar says. "Don't worry. I won't ask you to shoot a gun or be in great danger. You'll just help me solve some puzzles about him, and then go to bed like any obedient mad girl."

      "You realize this should be the police's work, right?"

      "Trust me; they can't catch him. Besides, wouldn't you feel better if you helped in catching him and saving tons of other girls from getting killed?"

      I like the idea, although saving people isn't something mad girls should be doing. "And what will I get in return, other than the chance of seeing real sunshine and snow for the first time in the last two years?"

      "I am hoping that at some point, you'll remember Wonderland again, and I can prove your sanity. But I know you're not enthusiastic about this idea," he says. "Tell you what: I can make Dr. Truckle get you a cell like mine."

      "I don't care about the cell," I say. "For my first mission out, I want my Tiger Lily back."

      "The Tiger Lily again," he says.

      "And a bigger source of sunshine for it to grow in my cell."

      "I like a girl who knows what she wants. We have a deal," he says.

      I nod, not knowing exactly what I am doing. All I can think of is that I will get out of this place, even if it's for a few hours a day. I wonder if I will get to go watch a movie or go out and eat ice cream like normal people do. "Deal," I say.

      "Frabjous," the Pillar chirps. I find it silly that he uses this word, but I also find it amusing.

      "How do we start?" I ask.

      "Why don't we start with that silly straitjacket of yours? I heard you're a master of escaping it."
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        VIP WARD, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      The next morning, they send me back to the VIP Ward. I'm surprised no nurses or wardens are present. Instead, the hallway is filled with Mushroomers from another ward.

      "Welcome to the pinnacle of insanity." The Pillar waves his cane in the air, like a circus ringmaster. He hasn't started smoking yet. I guess it's too early, or maybe he prefers to be sober while I am on this mission. The mad patients in their tattered gowns surround me with giggling eyes. I feel like I am in an insane zombie movie, the princess of all zombies. "Aren't you going to greet your fellow lunatics—or should I call them 'colleagues'?" the Pillar says, throwing parental glances at them. They seem to adore him.

      How did he even get them out of their cells?

      "What are they doing here?" I try to keep a stride or two away from the nearest fellow. I was thinking today was going to be my first day to mingle with normal humans. I guess I was wrong about that.

      "The nature of your mission is highly secretive," the Pillar explains, patting a mad girl who hugs him tightly as if he is the Easter Bunny. "I mean, maddeningly secretive. You're going to deal with the Cheshire Cat himself, a most wanted criminal Wonderlander." He excuses himself from his fangirl. "This means no sane person can be part of this." He air-quotes the word "sane."

      "And if anyone asks me what I am doing?" I say.

      "Anyone, like who?" he asks.

      "Police, for instance?" I tilt my head.

      "Didn't you listen to the Cheshire's footage, explaining that this is a Wonderland War?"

      "Yeah, right." I purse my lips.

      "Alice, Alice, Alice," he sighs. "Here is how I look at it. In order to prove you are sane, you will have to do insane things. Think it over before you accept my offer. This is truly like a rabbit hole: once you fall in, there is no coming back."

      "You mean none of the nurses or wardens are even going to know?" I thought I could get Waltraud and Ogier to treat me better, at least.

      A mad Mushroomer laughs with puffy eyes at me and wiggles his forefinger into a "no." He has a big, crooked finger he could wipe windshields with.

      "But Dr. Truckle knows," I remark, avoiding the Mushroomer.

      "Oh, Tommy," the Pillar says. "I consider him one of us." He points to the patients. "He's just good at hiding it, fooling the universe that he is a sane man running an asylum. Isn't it so, Mushroomers?" The patients nod eagerly.

      I rest my case.

      The Pillar signals to a few of his Mushroomers to bring something. They arrive with a wardrobe on wheels, one that wasn't here before. They pull it in front of me and point at it with mouths drooling. I'm now Alice, princess of fools.

      "Harrods?" I read the name on the wardrobe. "You bought me clothes from Harrods?"

      "I'm not sure we bought them." The Pillar exchanges glances with them. "But they're here, aren't they? Insane people have to get dressed too." The patients' nod at me.

      I let out a long sigh, then breathe all the sanity I can think of back in. Before arriving, I was offered a nice shower in the underground ward. Waltraud and Ogier thought I was going to be examined by a highly regarded specialist outside of the asylum, where I'd be exclusively supervised by Dr. Truckle. I understand now that Waltraud is going to stay oblivious to my secret mission. But it's all right—who can resist a wardrobe from Harrods?

      I rummage through it and end up choosing dirty blue jeans and a white t-shirt. A girl in tattered clothes flashes her thumbs at me, liking my choice. I can't help it and toss her a dress out of pity. She looks at it for a moment, not knowing what to do with it, and ends up chewing on it.

      The Pillar tells me that it's lightly snowing outside, so I throw on a light blue pullover with a hood and long white sleeves. An older Mushroomer woman throws me white boots and giggles at me. Gotta love them loons. They're all I got, after all.

      "Look at you." The Pillar looks happy. "A modern-day Alice. Lewis would have been proud."

      Although I don't have the guts to stare in a mirror to see how I look, I feel really fresh. I'm not sure if it's the clothes, the freedom, or my loony friends. But here I come, Wonderlanders.

      The Pillar's fangirl passes me a pink watch. It's beautiful.

      "I was going to get you a golden pocket watch, but then I faced some obstacles," the Pillar says.

      "Couldn't steal from the guys at Rolex?" I chuckle, putting on my watch.

      "Problems with Wonderland rabbits, actually. They are the watchmakers, and control the industry all over the world," the Pillar says. "Caterpillars and rabbits don't get along, you know." The Pillar turns to look at a couple of Mushroomers working on a typewriter on the writing desk in his cell. They are typing furiously and debating something. One of them types; the other pulls the bar to start a new line. They stare at it as if it's an atomic bomb. I peek in to see what this is all about. They keep gluing and cutting papers.

      "Are we done, or what?" the Pillar puffs impatiently. I am wondering what this is all about.

      One of them walks out of the cell with an old camera. It's a nineteenth-century-style camera with bellows for focusing. He places it on a tripod in front of him and asks me to pose. I am still puzzled.

      "Say 'cheese,' Alice," the Pillar demands. "The Mushroomers have no use for technology and smartphone cameras. They must've been here since long ago." He rolls his eyes.

      I smile flatly at the Mushroomer taking the picture. As fast as a rabbit, he hops back to the writing desk and continues writing and cutting with his friend. He returns with a card in his hand and a drooling grin. It's a pretty smile, actually. Insane, but truly and outrageously happy. I am starting to envy the Mushroomers.

      I'm not going to ask how the Pillar knows about my mirror phobia. I assume he knows more than I know about myself.

      Seeing my face on the card is a better solution than looking in the mirror. I've never thought about it. I like the way I look. I have auburn hair, naturally wavy—or is it just an aftereffect of too many shock therapies? I have light blue eyes and a slightly edged face. You can tell I don't eat much, I guess. My skin is fair, and I have an overall ordinary and familiar face. If I hadn't been in an asylum, I could have been someone's neighbor or girlfriend, or a college girl in a small town.

      But that's not what this card is about. When I read it, I discover it's an Oxford University card. It has my name on it: Alice Pleasant Wonder. I am a freshman.

      "It's Pleasance, not Pleasant," I tell the Pillar.

      "Pleasant is more pleasant," he says. "Besides, you're not an Oxford University student either. Don't be picky when it comes to forging."

      "You're right about that. I'm just silly," I note. "I haven't even finished high school."

      "Oh, you have finished that." He laughs. "How many did she kill again?" he asks the Mushroomers. They start jumping and clapping, and his fangirl grabs my hand and raises it, like a winner at a boxing match. "She finished all her schoolmates, didn't she?" The Pillar is overly content with having mad people around him. It's a totally different side of him that I don't think he shows to the world outside. "Now, it's time to catch a killer and save some lives." He rubs his hands together and walks back to his couch in the cell, and starts smoking his inverted mushroom-shaped pipe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE PILLAR'S CELL, THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      "Are you ready?" the Pillar says.

      "I'm not sure. For what?"

      "It means you're ready. Shall we start?" He pushes a copy of Alice's Adventures Under Ground toward me, as I stay right behind the bars. The copy isn't his. It's an old library edition, and it has a girl in a yellow dress on it.

      "I always thought Alice wore blue," I comment, picking up the book.

      "False myth number one," the Pillar says. "John Tenniel, who drew all the paintings in the book, depicted Alice in a yellow dress in the first released version in 1865."

      "You're not serious, are you?"

      "I am insanely serious. From now on, everything I say about Wonderland is deadly serious, Alice."

      "Why yellow?" I glance at the cover again.

      "Yellow was considered the color of madness at the time," the Pillar explains. "But let's not get lost in such debatable details now. Flip through the book, and tell me what you see."

      "A regular Alice in Wonderland paperback." I tilt my head, then flip through it. "It's a library copy. It has a British Library stamp on it."

      "Good." He nods. "Where is the British Library located?"

      "In London?"

      "Right. What else do you see?"

      "Someone borrowed this book yesterday." I can see the date on the inlaid card. "I didn't know libraries wrote borrowing dates inside their books."

      "They don't," the Pillar says. "Someone wants us to know the date. What else do you see?"

      "There is a map tucked between the pages. It's old, and it looks like it's been drawn by hand. A map of Oxford University." I unfold it. "A place called Christ Church, to be exact. One location is circled in red." I stop and resist the peak in my pulse. The red circle has the face of a grinning cat on it. "Is the book another message from the Cheshire?"

      "It is. What does it say under the cat with the grin on the map?" The Pillar doesn't waste time.

      "It says: 'We're All Mad Here.'"

      "Clichéd to the bone, isn't it?" The Pillar smiles faintly.

      "There is an arrow pointing to a location underneath. What is all that? I don't understand."

      "That's Cheshire the Cat's most recent message," the Pillar says. "He is playing with open cards now, knowing you and I are in the picture."

      "Should we be looking for something where the arrow points?"

      "Indeed," the Pillar puffs. "You're going to follow that trail today."

      "I am? I thought it's my first day at college," I say.

      "College sucks. The first days especially suck. Saving lives doesn't."

      "Who said anything about saving lives?" I inquire. "It's just a map. I am assuming it leads to a treasure or something."

      "You're wrong. This book was found in the hands of another dead girl this morning."

      "What? Different than the one he killed in Christ Church two days ago?"

      "Yes. In London, next to the British Library. They're going to announce it on the news later. For some reason, he left evidence to show the girl is dead but took her with him."

      "Is that his way of mocking the world, sending messages with dead girls?"

      "In his case, he is grinning at the world. He wants us to discover something in that location he circled," the Pillar says. "I believe it's another girl he has trapped somewhere."

      "Why is he killing those girls? What does he want?"

      "I have no idea what he wants with the girls. But I think he is also testing you, Alice."

      "Why would he test me?" I feel anger seeping through my pores.

      "He wants to know if you're the Real Alice." The Pillar's gaze is stripped of any emotion.

      I consider all the possibilities of who I really am for a moment. "You realize it's my first day among sane people," I say, thinking about what I am getting myself into.

      "If you've survived parasites and bacteria until the age of nineteen, you can survive sane people." He draws on his pipe.

      "But you realize this is a bit too much for me. I don't want to end my first day being called insane in the sane world."

      "You're caring too much about people, Alice," he says. "Take it from me: sane is mundane; insanity is the new black."

      I can't even smile at his absurd comment. Saving someone is a big responsibility. I am not sure I can save myself. All that I can think of is this: What would the Real Alice do?

      Save the girl, of course.
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        OUTSIDE THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      When Tom Truckle opens the asylum's door for me, I shield my eyes from the sun. Although weak against the snow, its rays feel hot on my face. We haven't met for so long, and I guess that's why.

      My legs are stiff as the cold breeze outside licks at my face, like an unfriendly dog. The idea of facing the sane world again isn't as exciting as I would have thought. I feel like I am missing the dimly lit corridors and the crazy faces of patients. Watching people walking around me in suits and coats just doesn't feel right. I wonder if evolution wasn't from ape to man, but from insane to sane.

      I take a deep breath and step outside. The sound of the door closing behind me echoes in the back of my head. I feel disconnected, left alone in this new world. I find it ironic. I wanted to escape the asylum before. If the wardens only knew I'd feel so intimidated. I wonder if that is why the Pillar always returns. Is it possible he couldn't make it among the sane, so he began killing them?

      I walk to the first bus station with books in my hands. I haven't even looked at them. It feels good standing among people and waiting for a bus, though. No one knows I am insane. No one cares who I am. I hope it's going to be easy fooling them into thinking that I am one of them. One of the privileges of not knowing who you are is that you can pretend to be anyone you like.

      Getting on the bus, I pay for my ride to Oxford University, which isn't that far from the Radcliffe Asylum—people outside call it the Warneford hospital. I guess they're embarrassed to say "asylum." Money feels funny in my hands. If I give you this slice of paper, you let me on the bus? It's ridiculous.

      I pick a seat by the window in the last row and sit. I'm used to sitting with my back against my cell's walls. The last row suits me fine. I make sure I don't pull my knees to my chest and bury my head in my hands like I usually do. It reminds me that I am lonely out here without my Tiger Lily.

      I don't know how I'd feel if someone sat next to me. Proximity with others doesn't sound like a good idea right now. I haven't sat close to someone for a long time. I'm not even sure I am capable of having a regular conversation with anyone. What if they ask me about a street address? What if they ask me what I am studying, or who I am? I glance at my books. They're mostly psychology and philosophy books. One of them is a children's novel, though. It's called There is a Mad Girl at the End of this Book. It makes me laugh. I take it that it's the Pillar's doing.

      My phone buzzes. I look around as if I am doing something wrong. Everyone's phone buzzes. I am just not used to it. I pick it up. It's a message from the Pillar. Next to a mental health hotline, he is the only one on my contact list. The Pillar doesn't stop playing with me.

      Doing all right? His message reads.

      A little uncomfortable with being around people, I write, having a hard time typing on the phone's small touch keypad.

      Do you see a rabbit with a watch, late for an appointment?

      No. I giggle, and I think people notice.

      Then you're all right. You're a psychology student with exceptionally high grades in high school, in case someone asks you.

      Why psychology?

      Most serial killers and criminals study psychology at some point. It's easier to spot them that way, he writes. I want you among them.

      Did the Cheshire Cat study it?

      Definitely. Tell me, what do you see around you, Alice?

      Trees, pavement, and people walking outside my window, I write.

      And the passengers on the bus?

      Normal people. I see an old woman who just bought some groceries. A young couple, probably heading to the university, too. A middle-aged man with a suitcase. He looks like a professor. And a few other regular people.

      All sane?

      I take it this is a joke, I write as I smile. How do I know?

      Sane people care too much about silly things, Alice, the Pillar writes. Is the professor checking his tie and jacket, maybe the suitcase? Does he look insecure about his looks?

      He is checking his tie, actually, I write, and look around to see if the Pillar is on the bus, but he isn't.

      The couple. Are they holding hands? Do they look worried, not comfortable with others seeing them together?

      No. They are chatting casually, I write.

      Does one of them react more to the other? Look harder, Alice. Is one of them talking, making more of an effort to please the other?

      Yes, I write. But that's normal. Why are you asking?

      I'm not asking, he replies. I'm teaching you how to spot Wonderland Monsters. They don't have these human emotions and insecurities. A Wonderland Monster's face is void of life. For instance, if you meet the Cheshire Cat, you'll know him from his grin. It will be an empty grin, void of these simple emotions you notice about the people on the bus.

      The Wonderland Monsters look like normal people? I write.

      At this time in history, yes. They are reincarnated as normal-looking humans. It doesn't make them sane or friendly, though.

      That's reassuring :P.

      Oh, you still remember emoticons. Where are you?

      Close to Christ Church, like the map indicates. Should I get off there? I write, making silly conversation. Having him on my phone isn't a bad idea. He keeps me company.

      Exactly. Once you reach St. Aldates Street, watch for the bus station closest to the Tom Tower, one of the college's most important entrances, the Pillar says. I remember Dr. Truckle saying the Pillar made someone jump off the Tom Tower. If my timing is correct, the bus should be stopping there in about five seconds, he writes, interrupting my thoughts.

      The Pillar is right about the timing. I wonder how. The bus stops at St. Aldates Street. It's a beautiful entrance to Christ Church College. A couple of students beat me to the door, as my stiffened legs are pondering if I really want to do this. I shrug, and it feels like I have a lump in my throat. Stepping out of the bus feels like a big commitment to catch a crazy killer.

      Suddenly, a boy bumps into me from behind. "Don't act like a tourist," he whispers in my ear. "Or they'll figure out who you really are."

      His voice sends a strange shiver to my soul. A good one, although I can sense he's arrogant and too sure of himself. Before I turn around to look at him, I notice he smells of playing cards.
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        ST. ALDATES STREET, TOM TOWER ENTRANCE, CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      It's not the most amazing smell, but it reminds me of old books and things as ancient as human souls. The boy pushes me ahead to get off the bus with the other students. I don't have a chance to tilt my head and see his face.

      "Goodbye, fat, old, and obnoxious bus driver, whatever your name is." He salutes the driver and nudges me off the bus as it hits the road again. I am surprised the bus driver doesn't slam back at the boy's rudeness.

      On the ground, I turn around and flash my angry face at the boy. Something I am very good at. "Who the heck do you think you—"

      All of a sudden, I can't speak. The boy wears a hoodie, like me, and he has this peculiar smile. Peculiar in a way I can't put my finger on it. It's like a soft smirk of mischief that is softened by the dimples on both cheeks. It makes him look familiar and oddly trustworthy. I can't yell at him. I wonder if that's why the bus driver took his insult lightly.

      As the moment freezes, the boy looks down at me. A strand of black hair dangles on his forehead as he hangs on to his backpack. It's a funny bag, with all kinds of playing cards glued to it. They're all Jacks of Diamonds. I guess that's where the smell comes from. It's really silly. It doesn't match his good looks.

      "Wow, girl," he says, breaking the silence. "We're not even going to kiss yet. I need comfort, dates, and a little cuddling before I go there."

      "What?" My face tenses. I can't seem to shake off what people around me say. I feel insulted by his remarks. Did I really get lost in his attractive face that much? "I don't even know you."

      "After all we went through on the bus?" His eyes widen, and he cups his mouth with one hand. "I was so close to dying for you. All you had to do was ask."

      "You'd die for me?" I blink my puzzled eyes. "You just weren't ready to kiss me?"

      "So you changed your mind about the kiss." His smirk is like the devil, and his dimples are angelic.

      "Urgh," I sigh skyward, almost fisting my hands.

      "You don't have to get his permission." He acts puzzled, looking at the sky above. "Jesus must have kissed somebody."

      "Jesus?" I wonder why I am not just walking away from the embarrassment.

      "Jesus," he repeats. "The guy who saved the world and looks as good as me."

      "This is nonsense!" I freak out. Should I tell him I just left an asylum? Damn my feet. Why am I not walking away?

      "I love nonsense." He pulls his hood back and holds me by the arms. "You know there is an actual science to it?"

      My phone rings. It's probably the Pillar.

      "Oh, you have a boyfriend?" the arrogant boy says.

      "No." I can't remember which pocket in my jeans I tucked the phone in.

      "Awesome!" He rubs his hands.

      "I mean, yes." I find the phone in my back pocket. I feel guilty not mentioning Adam. Why in the world do I feel like that if I don't remember him?

      "Bugger." The boy pouts, and I realize I don't want him to leave.

      "I mean, no."

      "Oh." He tilts his head back. "You're not insane, are you?"

      I don't answer. My tongue is tied. I push the green button to answer the Pillar.

      "His name is Jack Diamonds," the Pillar says on the other end. "He's a big distraction. Get rid of him. We don't have time."

      "But…" I don't know how to explain my curiosity about Jack to the Pillar. Before I even ponder the thought, students rush out from another bus, and I find myself pushed through the main entrance with them. When I tiptoe to see Jack again, he's gone.
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        GARDEN, CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      "Right now, you're walking under the famous Tom Tower." The Pillar is playing my tourist guide through the phone. "It was designed by Christopher Wren, who was also the architect of St. Paul's Cathedral in London."

      "All right?" I remind myself that I am on a mission and that I might never see Jack again.

      "The Tom Tower is a major tourist attraction. I can spend all day long telling you about it. One thing is that it houses the Great Tom, the loudest bell in Oxford."

      "Do I have to know about this?"

      "Everything I tell you is important, Alice. You might not use it now, but later." The Pillar is back in his lecturing mode. "The Great Tom bell is sounded 101 times every night, around five past nine, Oxford time. In the past, it was used as a curfew alarm to remind students to get back to their dorms. Also, somewhere up there was Lewis Carroll's photography studio."

      "Lewis Carroll was a photographer?"

      "And a mathematician and painter, among other things. The guy was a genius. He even predicted Einstein's theories in a paragraph in his other book, The Hunting of the Snark."

      I am very curious about his photography. "What were his pictures like?" I don't know why, but something tells me I have to see the photos.

      "They were of girls, mostly, but we'll get to that later. Focus only on everything I tell you, Alice. Everything is important," the Pillar insists, as I walk through the huge cloisters.

      I get inside Christ Church College and look at a vast green area in front of me. The college is a fortress, a quadrangle of Renaissance buildings encompassing the green garden in front of me from four sides. There is a fountain in the middle of the garden. The scenery makes me forget about Jack. This place has an unprecedented presence. It's like it holds great secrets, like great men and women have walked its earth.

      "I see you went speechless," the Pillar says.

      "I can't explain it, but there is something about this place that feels so…"

      "Mad? It's one of the most mysterious places in history. Mad people know that. Sane people think it's just a college, where you get a degree and hang it on the wall. Walk around for a minute, Alice. Let it sink into your soul. Breathe the same air Lewis – and many other geniuses – breathed centuries ago. By the way, you should use your headset since I will be in your ear for the rest of the day."

      "That's reassuring." I purse my lips, then put my headset on.

      "That's better. Here's a brief history of this frabjous place," the Pillar says. "Christ Church is one of the largest colleges in the University of Oxford. It has a world-famous cathedral choir, a most respectable library, and a unique and very old cathedral. Let alone the many untold secrets it keeps safely from the sane people of this world."

      "I'm listening." It's true. I wonder why I hadn't read about it before I arrived. I am already enchanted by it.

      "Over the years, Christ Church has had many distinguished students, tutors, and visiting academics. In my eyes, they are the most amazingly insane men of history. To name a few: madman and philosopher John Locke, madman and scientist Albert Einstein, more than thirteen madmen British prime ministers. And, of course, our most beloved madman of all, Lewis Carroll."

      "He went to Oxford? I thought he only used the place above as a studio."

      "It's almost an insult not to know that, Alice. He was a math tutor at Christ Church."

      I come across a temporarily closed area. The police are all over the place. Students can only pass by showing their IDs and having their bags inspected.

      "I assume you've arrived at the crime scene by now," the Pillar says. "Where the Cheshire killed a girl, a professor, a jock, an old woman, and a young girl two days ago."

      "How do you know that?" I look around to see if he's watching me nearby.

      "You're very predictable, like most people, Alice." I can hear him puff his pipe. "You'll have to learn to be unpredictable if we want to catch the Cheshire Cat. Now walk ahead toward the police, and don't look too long at the crime scene. A regular student should have seen it before."

      I approach the policeman. I can't help but shrug. It's not like I am a criminal. I am afraid he knows I belong to an asylum and will put me back in. I just can't help it. I mean, the cold oxygen I am breathing here still feels like a dream.

      "Alice Pleasant Wonder," the police officer says, reading my name on the card. "A lovely name."

      All I do is smile. I hope I come across as sincere and normal.

      "It reminds me of the girl who killed her classmates two years ago," he says.

      My heart sinks to my belly.
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        THE GREAT HALL, CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      Time stops, and I have no idea what to do. I can't seem to utter words until the police officer speaks again. "Except that that Alice's last name was Pleasance, and she's in an asylum."

      "Yeah, I always get that." My smile is plastic, but he doesn't notice. Now I know why the Pillar changed my name. Although trivial, it makes me someone else. Did the policeman really fall for that, or do I smell something wrong?

      "You look perfectly sane to me," the officer says. I notice he tries to act serious, but he looks funny. He has a peculiar mustache, thin like a mouse's whiskers. "Have a good day."

      "Thank you." I take the card back and take a couple of steps up into the building.

      "Liar, liar, pants on fire," the Pillar chirps in my ear.

      "That wasn't funny."

      "It wasn't supposed to be. Anyways, what you're entering now is the prestigious Great Hall."

      The Pillar's words ring in my head as I enter this enchanting place. Long dining tables are stacked on both sides. They are filled with all kinds of dining instruments, bowls, forks, and placemats. Gold and brown are the most common colors in this yellowish, dimly lit place. The walls are unusually high, and majestic in ways I can't describe. Portraits are hung behind the table on both sides. Exquisite oil-painted portraits of people I don't know.

      "A unique place, isn't it?" the Pillar says.

      "Unbelievable." I am enamored.

      "The Great Hall is where they filmed movies like Harry Potter. All that abracadabra wizard nonsense couldn't have used portraits if the Great Hall didn't exist," the Pillar says. "Also, movies like The Golden Compass, with its hodgepodge of white bears, were filmed here. The Great Hall is where every great story wants to take place."

      "Really? I never knew that. Why do I sense resentment toward these movies in your voice?" I can't help but take the chance and ask him. The Pillar doesn't open up. Hearing him personally irritated at something gives me a small window into his mind.

      "Why do I resent them?" the Pillar asks. "Alice. Go ask any tourist about the Great Hall, and they always mention this Harry Potter, but never Lewis Carroll and Alice in Wonderland. Harry Potter isn't even real. Lewis and Alice are."

      "I assume by 'Alice,' you mean me?"

      "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. You will know everything in time."

      I walk further into the hall. "So why am I not in class, and here walking around the Great Hall?"

      "Pull out the map from the book. What do you see?"

      I do as asked and stare at the Cheshire Cat's map. It doesn't take a genius to see this is the circled spot on the map.

      "Make sense now?" the Pillar says.

      "It does." I fidget in my place. The magnificent place turns into a scary castle in my eyes. What if the Cheshire Cat is watching me now? What if this is a trap, and I will be dead next?
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      Inside the Great Hall, I walk among tourists. I didn't know tourists from all over the world visited during college hours, but I like the idea.

      Everything around me is grand and majestic. I come across a table covered with empty teacups right before the Great Hall's massive door. "What are those teacups for?"

      "They are usually for professors' and intellectualists' meetings," the Pillar says. "Rarely are they for the priests from the cathedral, who sometimes have special meetings in here too."

      "Don't tell me the Mad Hatter is involved?" I don't know how I even dare to ask.

      "Be careful of what you wish for, Alice," the Pillar says. "He's even worse than the Cheshire. Are you inside the hall yet?"

      "I am."

      "Tell me where the arrow on the map points exactly. Can you make it out?" the Pillar asks.

      "It points at the portraits on the wall behind the tables in the Great Hall."

      "These are portraits of very respectable men and women you're staring at, except they aren't wizards." The Pillar chews on the words. I think he really hates Harry Potter. "Well, they are real wizards of science, literature, and all sorts of arts. Can you tell me which portrait the Cheshire Cat wants us to see?"

      "Hmm…" I count the portraits on the map. "It should be… let me see…" I walk tangent to the wall and, finally, stand in front of a black-and-white portrait. It's of a middle-aged man, with fair features and nurtured hair. He looks very familiar. Very intelligent. I read the sign underneath: "Charles Lutwidge Dodgson."

      "Interesting." I hear the Pillar breathe into his pipe. "So, that's what the Cheshire wants us to look at."

      "Who's Charles Lutwidge Dodgson?" I say.

      "Shame on you, Alice." The Pillar laughs. "It's Lewis Carroll's real name. It's written right under the name on the plaque."

      "Lewis isn't his real name?"

      "Lewis Carroll is a pen-name, part of the forgery of the truth behind Wonderland," the Pillar says. "Let's figure out why the Cheshire wants us to look here. It's one of his games, I'm sure. There has to be a reason behind it."

      "Maybe he's just fascinated with Lewis Carroll?" I suggest, unable to see something peculiar in the portrait.

      "You still think this isn't the real Cheshire Cat, and just some infatuated copycat?" the Pillar says. "You're even worse than the media. Look harder at the portrait. Something must be odd. The Cheshire likes riddles."

      I look, but I can't see anything that catches my eye. I even check the portrait's frame, to no avail. A couple of tourists glance awkwardly at me when I do that. "Could you just tell me what I am looking for?" I whisper, aware of a few people around me, probably thinking I am mad, talking into the headset all the time.

      "It depends on what you want to find," the Pillar says.

      "That's not funny."

      "I think it is. Tell me, Alice. Lewis's picture is a profile, right? Do you see anything in the direction he is looking toward?"

      "Another portrait. Einstein."

      "Does he still look crazy with that white cotton-candy-like hair?" the Pillar says. "Anyways, I don't think that the Cheshire wants us to look at Einstein. How about the portrait opposite to Lewis's on the other side?"

      I turn around. "Actually, there is no portrait in that spot on the other side. You think it's a secret door?"

      "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. It's unlikely that the answer is that far from the location of the portrait," the Pillar says. "Since the portrait faces the table, do you see anything unusual on the spot facing Lewis Carroll?"

      "I do," I say. "It's definitely unusual, but I don't think it belongs to the Cheshire."

      "Can you please describe it?" I sense the Pillar's curiosity in my ears.

      "It's a block of cheese." I try to sound casual. Why is there a block of cheese in the Great Hall?

      "Cheese. How quaint." The Pillar laughs. "Of course, I don't have to tell you what cheese and a grin have in common."

      "I suppose you say 'cheese' when you grin in a picture, which refers to the Cheshire Cat somehow?"

      "He has a sick, surreal sense of humor, doesn't he?"

      "He has a sick mind. He kills young girls. Besides, it says 'Cheshire Cheese' on the block."

      "Cheshire Cheese. Now that's clever." The Pillar snaps his fingers.

      "I don't see how."

      "Lewis Carroll was born in Daresbury, Warrington, in Cheshire," the Pillar says.

      "Is that a coincidence?"

      "From now on, there are no coincidences. Everything we'll go through is carefully planned by the Cheshire, and its solution has to relate to Lewis Carroll."

      "Is that what inspired Carroll to create the Cheshire character, because he was born in the town of Cheshire?"

      "Create, no. Write about, yes," the Pillar explains. "Cheshire is a dairy county, long known for a peculiar cheese warehouse in the banks of the River Dee. That's when it was still a port, more than a hundred years ago."

      "So?"

      "Patience, my dear mad girl." The Pillar pauses and takes a longer drag. He wants to teach me to listen and not interrupt him. "Of course, a cheese warehouse in Cheshire attracted a whole lot of miserable rats." He imitates their squeaky voices on the phone. I am starting to glimpse part of his insanity. "The rats came from all over the world to the cheese warehouse, thanks to the ships arriving to transport the cheese. That's when the cats crawled into Cheshire County, assembling on the dockside to catch the endless amount of rats. And since no Pied Piper ever came to Cheshire, the Cheshire Cats were the happiest in the kingdom. Happiest means they grinned all the time."

      I find myself wanting to sit all of a sudden, still staring at that grinning cat on the block of cheese on the table. Part of the Pillar's story sent thunderbolts to my head as if I should remember this myself, but I can't. Another part was the craziness of the fact that the Cheshire Cat is real. This isn't a game. This isn't a copycat.

      "Alice?" the Pillar says.

      "I'm here. Just felt a bit dizzy. Why is the Cheshire sending us this message, then?"

      "Well, for one, the message is for me. I imagine he has other riddles for you, later. As for now, he wants to remind us he is real, not just a grinning cat in a book with pictures. He has a history and an origin. He wants us to respect him."

      "So, what is he? A cat possessing someone's soul?" I let out a nervous laugh.

      "I can't answer that now. But you'll never look at cats the same way again, will you?" The Pillar laughs without acknowledging me. "Now, let's get back to the puzzles. Look closer at the block of cheese. You might find something underneath it. I'm sure this game isn't finished yet."

      I pick up the cheese and inspect it.

      "Anything?" the Pillar asks.

      "Yes," I say. "When I turn the cheese upside down, I see something carved on its back."

      "Please read it, Alice. Meow some Cheshire music to my ears." The Pillar is a notch too excited now. I'm caught between a serial killer I am supposed to catch, and another puffing nonsense in my ears.

      "It says: Eat Me." I shake my head at the silliness.

      "Now that's frabjous in a very Jub Jub way." The Pillar claps his hands.

      "Look, I'm not going to do it," I whisper with gritted teeth as I fist my hands.

      "I think you will, Alice," the Pillar says in the calmest voice I've ever heard.

      "Listen, you little piece of…" I wave my forefinger in the air and notice people tilting their heads toward me. "You little piece of caterpillar." I smile broadly at the tourists. They squint at my absurdness.

      "Poor girl. She's so into the act that she really is Alice," an old woman with bushy white hair tells her husband. "She even dresses like her."

      "Wise woman." The Pillar laughs at me on the phone.

      "The tourists think I am a loon." I turn and face Lewis Carroll's portrait, so I can talk to him privately.

      "Good for you, or they'd be calling the police for suspicious activity in the Great Hall. Now be a good girl, and do what the Cheshire asks."

      "Tell me one reason why I should, Professor Pillar," I challenge him. "You can't make me."

      "Please look at the back of the Cheshire's map, and then tell me you have changed your mind." He is too sure of himself. No hint of sarcasm or insanity.

      I pull the crumpled map from my pocket and flatten it upon the portrait. The heck with what people think of me. I flip it on its back and discover there is handwriting in the middle: Either you solve my riddles fast, or the next girl dies before noon. The message hits me like a pebble in the eye. I raise my head and gaze at the sun beyond the high windows. Its rays are almost perpendicular outside. I have so little time to save a girl from death. The sneaky Pillar knew about her from the beginning.

      "Still think you're not mad, Alice?" The Pillar's voice scares me. "Because it rather takes a mad to catch a mad."
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      "Give me a minute to think it over." I turn around and stare at the big block of cheese.

      "A minute might be a bit too late," the Pillar says. "Look at you, staring at the cheese like a hungry mouse. The Cheshire is probably watching you somewhere, and his plan is working so far." The Pillar's words tick in my head like a time bomb. A girl's life is at stake here. "I hope you get what he is conveying. Back in Cheshire County, he used to feed on the mice eating the cheese from the warehouse. By eating the cheese, you will be his little mouse now, Alice. Your reluctance isn't doing the girl any good."

      "All right. I'll take the cheese to the bathroom and cut it open with something." I pick it up from the table. "I assume there is another message inside. Like a fortune cookie, maybe."

      "Alice, Alice, Alice," the Pillar sighs. "When the Cheshire says 'eat me,' you have to eat it. You don't have time. Just look at the sun." I tilt my head again and see his point. I can't believe a girl's life depends on me. Who in the world am I to save a life? "Come on, pull your sleeves up and dip into the cheese. Detach yourself from the tourists. What's the worst that could happen: they might think you're insane?" The Pillar is having the time of his life.

      And I have to save a girl whom I don't even know.

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes, then sink my teeth into the cheese. It's actually delicious. I nibble on it at first, as the people around me gather to see what kind of cuckoo I am. I have no time for them. Maybe I'll have time to explain later – after I save the girl.

      The nibbling turns into biting. I choose a side and bite through, waiting for a piece of paper to come my way. It doesn't.

      I turn the block of cheese and bite the other side. I am trying my best not to even breathe. The sun has turned into a bomb and keeps on ticking in my head.

      More people gather around me, staring at the nineteen-year-old in a modern Alice dress gorging on cheese.

      A boy picks up the Cheshire's label, which has fallen from the block and shows it to other people. "It says: Eat Me!" He laughs. "This is so awesome!"

      I am biting from a third side now. I can't see the sun through the glass anymore. It's going closer to perpendicular. Or am I just panicking?

      Tick tock. Tick tock. I think I am going to vomit.

      "It's a show." The old woman with the bushy white hair is back. "She isn't a crazy girl. It's a show, and it's entertaining!" She begins clapping, and the tourists follow. They don't clap as in "wow, that's awesome." They clap as if we're in a beer fest, and I am doing the polka dance.

      I take a deep breath and sink in again. My head is going to explode. Why is my head ticking louder whenever I eat more chunks? I can't find the Cheshire's message. This must be cheese overdose.

      "You think she'll grow taller?" another tourist asks.

      "Nah," her husband says. "That's the kind of stuff they'd do in Disney."

      Tick. Tock. Tick tock.

      "Interesting how mad behaviors always entertain the sane," the Pillar whispers in my ear.

      "Shut up!" I yell at him, spitting Cheshire Cheese on the tourists.

      They clap even harder.

      "Tell me, Alice," the Pillar says. "Why is your head ticking?"

      What? How can he hear the ticking in my head? Now, this is absurd.

      "It's like tick tock, all the time," the Pillar says. "Do you have a time bomb somewhere?"

      I can't believe he hears my own thoughts. I can't live this way if he truly does. Suddenly, my teeth hurt really badly. I have bitten something made of steel. My eyes widen as I keep chugging through the cheese, like chattering teeth. The message isn't a piece of paper. It's something made of steel. Finally, something falls off the cheese. A watch.

      "That's why I thought I was ticking," I mumble. The tourists laugh. They're on cloud nine now.

      "A watch?" the Pillar asks. "Please tell me it is not a pocket watch, or this Cheshire's sense of humor is atrociously absurd."

      "It is a pocket watch." I pick it up and rub the cheese off it. "It has a rabbit drawn inside. His two hands show the minutes and the hours."

      "That's brilliant. Show me!" the old woman says.

      "Don't you dare come near me," I sneer at her, and get back to the Pillar. "The watch isn't working. It stopped once I touched it, I think."

      "That's even more interesting," the Pillar says.

      "Do something!" I shout at him. "We have to save the girl."

      "Don't yell at me. I am not the killer here," he says. "Well, I kill people, but not this one. Tell me, Alice, anything unusual about the watch?"

      "Other than that it's not working, I don't think so."

      "A pocket watch that isn't working," the Pillar thinks aloud. "What time is it stuck on?"

      "Six o'clock."

      "That's the message," the Pillar says. "I don't really know what it means, though."

      "What? How can you not know? I thought this was some kind of sick game you were playing with the Cheshire. You have to know."

      "I don't," the Pillar says firmly. "Sorry, kid. We're going to have to give up on the girl. It's almost noon, and the Cheshire wins this round."

      "I'm not going to give up on her!" I shout.

      "Why? You don't even know her. She means nothing to you," he says.

      I say nothing because I don't know why. I just have to save her. I can't stand knowing that I could save someone then bail on them.

      "Did the Cheshire eat your tongue?" the Pillar says.

      "Okay, okay." I try to calm myself down. The tourists are taking pictures of me. They are filming me with their phones. That old woman keeps grinning at me. "Let's see. The watch is fixed on six o'clock. Now it's around eleven-thirty. The Cheshire said I have until noon, so six o'clock can't be a number. It can't be time."

      "Interesting," the Pillar says.

      "It's a location." I raise my hands in the air. "Like snipers and policemen in movies, when they say shoot this one in the six o'clock direction."

      "Frabjous," the Pillar says. "And where is six o'clock as a location?"

      "Right behind me." I turn around, back to Lewis Carroll's portrait.

      "Like the Cheshire used to say: if you don't know where you're going, any road will get you there," the Pillar says.
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      It doesn't matter how long I inspect Lewis Carroll's portrait; I don't find anything strange. It's devastating. Even the tourists start to get bored, all except the old woman. She is most attentive.

      "Tell me, Alice, does Lewis Carroll grin in the portrait?"

      "No." I double-check, in case my eyes are giving up on me. I had one shot of my medication early this morning. I might need another one since I'm beginning to tire.

      "Damn. That would have been classic," the Pillar says.

      "Maybe it's something behind the portrait," I suggest.

      "I know what six o'clock might be!" the old woman interrupts. Her grin is ridiculous. She is enjoying this more than a seven-year-old would enjoy an Alice in Wonderland book with pictures.

      "Okay?" She might be my last resort.

      "Six o'clock is when the Mad Hatter froze time by singing in his awful voice. The Red Queen said that" she says.

      "The lady is actually right," the Pillar says in my ear.

      "So what?" I ask. "What's the Mad Hatter got to do with this?"

      "It might not be a direct reference to the Hatter. What is the Hatter famous for?"

      "Tea, his hat, and mad parties," I reply.

      "That's the answer," he says, but I don't get it.

      "I think it could be the teacups in the entrance of the Great Hall," the old woman suggests. "Wherever the Hatter goes, there are teacups." I don't even know if she knows what's going on. She thinks this is some kind of interactive display by Oxford University to entertain the tourists, I guess.

      "I always thought Lewis Carroll's books were suitable for nine- to ninety-year-olds," the Pillar says. "She isn't over ninety by any chance, is she?"

      "Shut up." I dart across the hall, pushing the tourists away. I catch the eyes of a security guard, but he doesn't approach me. I wonder if he knows about me.

      I arrive back at the entrance with the huge table with plates and tons of empty teacups on it. I check each and every teacup.

      "She's Alice Bond." The old woman claps her hands.

      "All cups are empty. All but one," I tell the Pillar.

      "Does it say 'drink me'?" the Pillar says in his whimsical voice.

      I don't even waste time. My fingers reach into the tea in the cup, and they touch something. Here it is, just what I was looking for.

      "It's another watch… digital," I say.

      "Working?" the Pillar asks.

      "No."

      "Rub it like you'd rub a bottle with a genie in it." I hear him take a drag. "I'm sure it will start counting downwards."

      "Why?" I rub it with my sleeve anyway.

      "The last watch in the cheese was ticking, and it probably stopped when you rubbed it. This one will work once you rub it. It's just the kind of nonsense the Cheshire would use."

      "But the time was fixed on six o'clock then. He couldn't have predicted when I'd rub it," I say.

      "A watch can still tick when its hour and minute hands are fixed, Alice. It's not that hard to do. Now, rub this one."

      I do. The Pillar is right. It's a stopwatch. The clock's digital counter starts counting backward. Six minutes, I tell the Pillar.

      "So we have only six minutes left. A new deadline," the Pillar comments. "Tick. Rewind. The madness begins again."
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      "There must be some other clue in the teacup because this is definitely the last mile in the puzzle," the Pillar suggests.

      The old woman pulls a folded piece of paper from the cup with that silly grin on her face.

      "A paper." I unfold it and read it to the Pillar. "It says, A four-letter doublet."

      "That's what I call exciting," the Pillar says. "What else does it say?"

      "There is a drawing of a door, then an arrow that points from the door to a drawing of a lock," I say. "What the snicker snack is a doublet?" I have no idea why I am talking in the Pillar's slang all of a sudden.

      "A doublet, also called a 'word ladder,' is a game invented by Lewis Carroll during the Christmas of 1877," the Pillar lectures. "It's a simple game. I tell you a four-letter word, and ask you to turn it into another word by changing one letter at a time."

      "What?" My head is frying. I can't even focus on the game.

      "Let's say I ask you to turn the word 'word' into the word 'gold.' First, you'd change 'word' into 'wood' by changing one letter, and then you'd change 'wood' into 'good.' Then finally, you change one last letter in 'good' and turn it into 'gold.' Easy peasy, if you ask me."

      "So what's this got to do with saving the girl?" I glance back at the watch. Five minutes.

      "The Cheshire drew a door and a lock for you," the Pillar explains. "He wants you to turn the word 'door' into the word 'lock.' And since I know how crazy he is, I imagine this is somehow your clue to unlock wherever the girl is being kept. Behind some door, probably. Better get going, Alice."

      "Okay." I panic again. The old woman's eyes widen. I am not sure if she heard the Pillar, but she encourages me and tells me I can do it. "Let's remove one letter from 'door.' Let's change the R into an M. 'Doom.'" I snap my fingers.

      "No. Alice, no," the Pillar says. "You can't see 'doom.' It has to be something you can see or work with where you are. Each word that will come up will help you find the real lock."

      "'Door' into 'boor'?" I mumble.

      "Sounds good," the Pillar says.

      "What's a 'boor'?" I ask.

      "A person of rude and clumsy manners. Go on. You're on the right track."

      "Now we change 'boor' into… hmmm… 'book'?" I raise a finger in the air.

      "Excellent. I imagine we could find a useful book nearby. Go on."

      "'Book' into 'look'?" I'm improvising.

      "And finally, change a single letter in 'look,' and you get 'lock.'" The Pillar claps. "Well done."

      "And then what?" Four minutes left.

      "Look around for a boor, Alice," the Pillar says. "Come on. You don't have much time. A boor. Listen hard for a student, a professor, or a tourist who is complaining, obnoxious, and ill-mannered. There are plenty of those in the world."

      "A boor who is unpleasant and rude," I remind myself as I look around.

      "My husband is definitely unpleasant," the old woman says. "He is in the next hall, arguing over the price of a book he just bought."

      "A boor and a book. Two for the price of one," the Pillar nags me in my ear. "And it's not even Christmas yet."
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      "Sir," I call to the man, running toward him.

      He stands arguing with the librarian that he has to refund him because the book he bought has holes in it. When I arrive, I find out that this part of the hall has been emptied for cleaning. The staff members are asking him to leave, as it needs to be maintained. I whiz through and don't let anyone stop me. They stop his wife from following me, though.

      "I paid for this book," the obnoxious man protests. He looks just like I had always imagined Ebenezer Scrooge from "A Christmas Carol" would look in my mind.

      "Please, Mr. Scrooge," the librarian says. "We need you to leave the hall."

      I don't even let my mind consider the fact I heard his name is Scrooge. I find it too distracting, and I have a girl to save.

      "Please, Mr. Scrooge," I say. "Could you please show me the book?"

      "Of course not." He is a tall, scruffy man, and pulls the book away. "I bought it and its mine."

      "You have only three minutes," the Pillar reminds me. "You have to get that book. It's part of the Cheshire's puzzle."

      "Please, sir."

      "So it's a valuable book, eh?" Mr. Scrooge glances at it one more time with a smug look on his face. The book is about Lewis Carroll's life at Oxford University. "How much would you pay for it?"

      "Pay?"

      "Bugger," the Pillar says. "Now you have to get a loan from the bank to save the girl. I think it takes between three and four weeks to clear. Not too shabby. You could save the girl's corpse by then. Besides, I don't think the banks give loans to girls with a record of madness. They know girls are shopaholics."

      "Shut up!" I yell.

      "You're telling me to shut up?" Mr. Scrooge frowns. "That's it. No book for you, young lady."

      "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it that way. Listen, I can give you this." I show him the six o'clock rabbit watch. It looks expensive, even classic.

      "A watch?"

      "It's not just any watch. It is Lewis Carroll's own watch. See the rabbit? It's even six o'clock all the time, just like when the Mad Hatter sang and froze time."

      Mr. Scrooge tilts his head and inspects the watch for a long time. His gaze is penetrating. His eyebrows arch as if he is a British minister about to take a crucial decision. He glances back at the book, then at the watch. Time is running out.

      "You want this book for this watch?" he says.

      "Yes, please." This must be the hardest bargain I have ever had to make.

      "You got it, young lady." He hands me the book and laughs. "She wants this book so badly," he mumbles as he walks away. "It's full of holes." He leaves the hall. A security guard comes and shows him out, then nods at me. He has that silly pointed nose and a face full of freckles. He is the same person who pretended to be the officer asking for my ID. Before he pulls the hall's door to a close, he tells me, "Do what you have to do. Fast!"

      "It's nice to know someone is helping," the Pillar says.

      "Who is that, and how does he know me?"

      "He works for me."

      "And where are the real guards?"

      "Sedated and bound somewhere in the Tom Tower," the Pillar says.

      I know I should object, but all I can think of is saving the girl. There are certainly no morals whatsoever when working with the Pillar.

      I get on my knees and inspect the book. This fits the sequence: first, the "boor," who turned out to be Mr. Scrooge, then the "book" about Lewis Carroll, and then "look" inside the book.

      "I'm looking inside the book. I imagine that should send me to the 'lock,'" I tell the Pillar.

      "Are there any messages from the Cheshire on the first page or the cover?"

      "Yes." I almost laugh when I read it. "It says: What is the Use of a Book, Without Pictures or Conversation."

      "And?"

      "The answer is holes."

      "I assume the book you have has holes in it like Mr. Scrooge said."

      "Yes. The book has two big holes on each page," I tell the Pillar.

      "What shapes are the holes?"

      "They look like two tall rods, thicker at the bottom, and thinner as they stretch up. They have two heads at the ends that look like some kind of soldier with an unusual hat, I think. It could be a plate on their heads."

      "I see." The Pillar's voice dims. "Damn that, Cheshire. He was really playing with us from the beginning."

      "You know what that is?"

      "If you're sitting, raise the book and look through at the east wall." I do as he says. "You should come across two brass firedogs in front of a fireplace. My guess is, if you stay right in the middle of the room at that level, you'll see they fit the cuts in the book"

      I do as he says, and he is right. I see the brass firedogs. They're gold plated and very unique. In fact, they remind me of Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland right away. I don't know what it is, but they carry his sense of nonsense and humor.

      "What are they supposed to mean? I don't see a 'lock.'" I feel out of time and disappointed.

      "You like the firedogs?" a voice sneaks up from behind me. I thought I was alone in the hall, or is it one of the Pillar's assistants? When I turn around, it's Jack Diamonds.
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      Jack has his backpack on one shoulder, and his curly hair falling down his forehead again. And, of course, that attractive smirk.

      "What are you doing here?" I snap.

      Jack closes his eyes and puckers up his lips as if we're about to kiss. "You owe me a kiss."

      "What? You're out of your mind." I can't even imagine this guy is for real. "How did you even get in here?"

      "I'm a dangerous man." He opens his eyes and shapes his fingers into a gun. He starts to shoot like a cowboy. "Wanna go out on a date?"

      "Ugh," I sigh. He is certainly a distraction. Where did he come from?

      "Doesn't have to be a date, then," he says. "I could drive you around Oxford in a limousine, and be your chauffeur for one night."

      I shake my head. I wonder how the Pillar knows Jack. "Do you even own a limousine?"

      "No, but I will steal one for you, buttercup." He pulls me closer by my waist so fast that I can't even shake myself free. "My name is Jack Diamonds, by the way," he whispers softly in my ear, "I'm a thief of hearts. Pun intended, of course."

      "Let go of me," I say as I pull away.

      "Wow, you're good at squeezing yourself away from a man's arms." He looks admiringly at his empty embrace.

      "You haven't seen me with a straitjacket." The words spill out of my mouth spontaneously. It takes me a second to realize that I can't let him know I sleep in the asylum at night.

      "Straitjacket?" He raises an eyebrow, "I didn't know you're into bondage and stuff."

      "Get rid of him," the Pillar says. "I told you he is a distraction."

      I stare at the watch and gaze back at Jack.

      "Why are you always on the phone?" He tilts his head and flashes his boyish dimples. Too boyish for a twenty-year-old. "Are talking to that old man who just walked out? You're not dating him, are you?"

      "Shut up." I have one minute left, and I look back at those brass firedogs. "What about the firedogs? I have no time." I squeeze my headset, talking to the Pillar. I'll have to work, even if Jack is still behind me.

      The Pillar abandons me.

      "You don't need a date, buttercup. You need a tour guide." Jack spreads his arms and bows his head, as in "I'm at your service." "The firedogs are Lewis Carroll's inspiration for the long neck chapter when she eats that cake and gets taller."

      "Really?"

      "Yeah, she keeps getting taller and shorter and taller and…"

      "I know the book." I wave my hand in the air. "This is how the Cheshire was fooling us from the beginning." I click my fingers together, pretending Jack isn't here. "When he wrote 'eat me' on the Cheshire Cheese, he was referring to the girl's hiding place," I tell myself, interpreting the last piece of the puzzle. Suddenly, I shriek. "It's the fireplace! He's locked the girl behind the fireplace!"

      Thirty seconds left.

      "There is a girl behind the fireplace?" Jack looks puzzled as I run around, looking for anything to help me bring down the brick wall blocking the fireplace.

      "A big hammer will do, Alice." The Pillar has decided to talk to me again. "Faster. Go get help from outside! They'll know how to break it."

      And just before I run to the door, I hear the bricks falling in a series of thuds. I turn around and see Jack bringing down the brick walls with the firedogs. He has strong arms, and he is determined as heck. He also looks like he has a thing for vandalism.

      "The heck with national treasures!" he pants, as the bricks fall down.

      I pass the firedogs and squeeze myself into the tight place behind them. Then I get on all fours and use the phone's light to peek into the darkness of the fireplace. I smell ashes, but can't see anything. Then I hear a girl moaning. I don't hesitate and crawl into the dark.

      It doesn't take me long before I can see the shadow of a girl inside. She's lying on the floor with her hands and knees tied.
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      Oh, my God. She's only ten or so. I run to her and get on my knees. I have to crawl inside to get to her. Her mouth is tied, and her dress is torn, ashes covering her legs. The look in her eyes is killing me. Those pleading eyes. I can't imagine she's been locked in this awful place for so long. This damn Cheshire Cat. I swear I will catch him.

      When I reach for the girl, she pulls away, still panicking. I'm assuming she is in great shock. "It's all right," I say. "I am here to help you."

      The girl stops panicking but doesn't move or allow me to untie her hands and legs. I feel like I want to scream and cry at the same time. I want to tell her that I know what it feels like being trapped and isolated in such a small room. She reminds me of myself in the asylum. I am praying the Cheshire didn't do this on purpose, sacrificing the girl to play with my head.

      Whenever I crawl closer to her, she shies away. I don't want to force her. She's been through enough. I need to find a way for her to trust me. I reach for the ashes and smear them on my face and hands, trying to assure her we're both alike. That I can save her if only she'll let me. The girl still doesn't trust me. Her mouth is duct-taped, so she can't speak. But her eyes speak. I wonder what she wants to tell me.

      "Please, let me help you," I say, tears trickling down my cheeks.

      She does that thing with her eyes again, unable to speak.

      "At least let's remove the duct tape, so you can tell me what you want."

      She thinks about it, then nods. I crawl over and pull it slowly. She's brave. She doesn't moan anymore.

      "Are you Alice?" she asks me, with her faint and weakened voice.

      "I am." There is no point in asking her how she knows now.

      My answer makes her relax. She allows me to unbind her and help her crawl out of the fireplace. We get out to the middle of the hall, where she hugs me while I am on my knees. Then she finally let’s go and cries hysterically. She's been through a lot.

      My whole world is falling apart. I have never felt this much emotion for such a long time—I don't even know how long. The sane world is too cruel, I think as I hold her tighter to me. I don't even know her, but I want to give her all the love I can provide. How can the Cheshire do something like that to this young kid? The sane world is horrible. The Pillar was right. Living among the sane is insane.

      "I'm not a fan of drama," Jack says from behind me. When I tilt my head, I see him climbing out of one of those highly arched windows. Is this guy some kind of a thief, or what? "But you owe me a date!" He points a finger at me, then waves goodbye to the girl. I am surprised that she waves goodbye to him. For the first time, she smiles.

      When I turn to look at Jack again, he's gone.

      "Well done, Alice," the Pillar says in my ears. "Not too shabby for our first day at college. See you in the asylum tonight." He hangs up on me.

      "Are you okay?" I ask the girl as I catch my breath.

      She nods. "As soon as you told me your name was Alice, I knew I was going to be okay. Thank you."

      "Really?" I check her body for any bruises. "Are you hurt in any way?"

      The girl shakes her head. I can tell she is all right. The Cheshire didn't hurt her, which makes me wonder what all of this was about.

      "What's your name?" I run my finger through her hair.

      "Constance."

      "What a lovely name." I hug her again.

      "Not as lovely as yours." Her small hands cling to my pullover from behind. "My mom was going to name me Alice first."

      "You love that name a lot, huh?" I smile, wondering why my name means so much to her.

      She hits me with the answer: "The man who kidnapped me told me a girl named Alice was coming for me."

      "Oh." My face tightens, and my need to catch the Cheshire heightens. "Did you see his face?"

      "No, he was wearing a mask of a grinning cat," she says. "But when I asked him if it was Alice in Wonderland who was coming to save me, he said yes, it was her. He meant you," the girl continues, her head on my shoulder. I fight the tears. She thinks Alice is her hero from the books, and that she came to save her. Or maybe I am too stupid to notice that she is right. That I am Alice, and that I am destined for much more than a cell in an asylum. "I told him Alice is only seven," the girl continues. "She can't save me."

      "What did he say to that?"

      "He said, 'Alice is grown up now, and she will try to save the world.'"
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        THE RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      Going back to the Radcliffe Asylum, I don't know what's worse: the mad people inside, or the mad people outside.

      Dr. Tom Truckle taunts me for ten minutes for being late and jeopardizing his reputation by being a hero. He doesn't care at all about saving the girl. I feel better about the way the Pillar blackmails him. Also, I try to tell him to get over it. I shoved the girl out to the public and escaped through the window Jack used. No one saw me save her but the Pillar's chauffeur, and a few tourists who cannot prove anything but the existence of a mad girl who ate a block of cheese at the Great Hall. Then, of course, the media began showing the video of the mad girl who ate the block of cheese and began connecting me to saving the girl.

      Tom permits me to see the Pillar one last time before I am shoved back to the ward underground. He has given my Tiger Lily to the Pillar, just to anger me. Now I will have to get it from the Pillar.

      As I walk to the VIP lounge, I think about how I couldn't have done much without the Pillar, whom I have no idea what to think of. And Jack, who is a total mystery. The fact that every passing second brings me closer to the idea of the existence of a real Wonderland, that everyone I meet seems to be part of it, is both enchanting and maddening at the same time.

      I sit on the chair facing the Pillar's bars, feeling super powerful.

      "Some people say that Lewis Carroll must have been on drugs to write such a whimsical, nonsensical, and radical tale as Alice's Adventures Under Ground." The Pillar shoots me one of his seemingly irrelevant remarks, like always. He doesn't even glance at me, treating the hookah as if he's fixing his new Porsche.

      "In Wonderland, you mean." I fidget, caught in his mad reality again.

      "It was called Under Ground until Lewis published his first draft in 1865," the Pillar says. "Two thousand copies were published before he came to his senses and collected them back from the market, to republish it again as Alice's Adventures in Wonderland."

      "Why did he do that?" I am astonished at the way he can change the conversation. I thought we were going to talk about what happened today.

      "That's a big question." He wiggles his gloved finger. "I don't really have the answer. Historians will tell you that John Tenniel, his genius painter, wasn't satisfied with the pictures. The truth is, Lewis hid a lot of messages inside the book, which at first draft didn't seem that hidden to Tenniel. Lewis needed to rewrite it one last time."

      "Did he succeed in pulling back the two thousand copies from the market?"

      "All but fifty copies." The Pillar raises his copy as if he is holding the Olympic torch. "This is one of them."

      "So, that's why you treat it like your personal Wonderland bible."

      "I don't think I am a bible man, Alice—I love comics, though," he says "But I get your metaphor. There are chapters in here that have never been seen by human eyes." He steps to a brighter spot in the cell. For the first time, I notice that something is wrong with the Pillar's skin. It's why he probably wears too much clothing. It's like he has a mild allergy, and it looks like his skin is slightly peeling off.

      "Why did the Cheshire tell Constance that a girl named Alice was going to save her?" I cut in. There are so many questions in my head. I need an answer to one or two, at least.

      "Isn't it strange when you talk about Alice in the third person as if it's not you?"

      I shrug. It's the question I have been escaping all day. "I am not Alice," I tell him, even though Constance made me think I must be her. But thinking it over on my way back, I found the idea unbelievable. "I can't be, not even logically. The Real Alice lived in the nineteenth century. We're in the twenty-first."

      "When it comes to Wonderland, what's logic got to do with it?" he says. "You know what I think? I think you're afraid to be Alice."

      "Why would you say that?"

      "Because you think you're fragile. The craziness you've seen in the so-called sane world is too much for you." His eyes are unusually piercing. "I mean, just click your TV on and look at the madness in the world. Wars, killing, envy, hatred, and the whole nine yards. It doesn't look too encouraging, going out there and helping people, not when you could just spend your time in this cozy cell and bed downstairs. It's easy downstairs, isn't it?" He cranes his neck. "You're sure you have a place to sleep at night. You don't have worries about tomorrow. And in your case, you have no past to haunt you. And all you have to do in exchange for food is entertain the wardens with thirty minutes of shock therapy every now and then. Life is just so easy for the mad."

      I find my hands laced together as I listen to his words. I hate how he sees right through me. I haven't thought about it like that exactly, but he hit the jackpot about the world outside. I wasn't comfortable with it and wished I could return to the crazy cell I was trying to escape all of the time. It's a horrible feeling. It feels inhuman and wrong. But so is my fear of the sane people out there. When I think of it, I haven't met a Mushroomer downstairs who is capable of trapping a girl in a dark crawlspace, like the Cheshire did.

      "You know who mad people really are, Alice?" the Pillar says with his pipe between his lips. "Just lazy people who took the easier way out in life."

      "Please give me some of that stuff you're smoking." I try to make it sound like a joke, hiding the fact that he is getting to me. "It seems very good."

      "Beware of what you wish for, Alice," he says. "I'm one of the few Lewis wrote about accurately. I mean, without mushrooms, hookahs, and smoke, where would I be?" He stands up and starts tapping his feet in place. It's funny seeing him dance and enjoy himself. Whether he is a real killer or a hoax still puzzles me.

      "May I ask why you're dancing now?"

      "It's not a dance. It's a Caucus Race. You run so fast, still in the same place," he says, so into it. "It reminds me that we can't escape our fates. But enough about me, Alice. How did it feel to save Constance today?"

      "It felt…" I shrug. "It felt really good. Heart-wrenching, but good. I feel like if I end up living in the sane world, I need to save a soul every day to cling to my sanity."

      The Pillar smiles broadly.

      "What's that smile on your face?"

      "You said it yourself," the Pillar says. "The only way to stay sane in the world outside is to save a soul every day. How about we do it again? And then maybe again?"

      "I thought I was getting out to prove my sanity. Is that what I am here for? To save people from mad people and Wonderland Monsters?"

      "Questions. Questions. Questions. Don't you ever learn that questions don't ever get answered unless I ask them?" he says. "Questions are the lazy man's way to try to learn when the only way to learn is not to ask."

      "Then, what is the only way to learn?"

      "To live, of course." He tilts his head. "Look at me. Not really a role model, but I am a fine example of living. You'd think I'm stoned and lightheaded, but you know that the stuff I've learned is endless. That's because I allowed myself to live every moment of it."

      "Whatever." I stand up. "I said it as a metaphor. I don't really want to save someone every day. The outside world is too mad for me." I let out an uncontrolled laugh. "I think I better stay here. I believe you promised me I'd get my Tiger Lily back." I see it next to the couch. Someone has been taking care of her. She looks fine.

      "As you wish, Alice." He pushes the pot my way. "As you wish."

      I take the pot and feel its warmth in my heart. I paid a great price to get my friend back.
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        UNDERGROUND WARD, THE RADCLIFFE ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      Holding my precious pot, I walk among my fellow mad people back to my room. Waltraud taps her prod on her hand as she walks behind me. The patients on both sides stare at me, wondering where I have been all day. It's as if they secretly know I have been to the outside world and are wondering what it was like. I smile at them, and they tilt their heads, wondering why I am smiling today.

      I know why. I am back home.

      Waltraud informs me that it's too late for me to start shock therapy, but she promises me great pain soon. She and Ogier aren't finished with me yet after I tried escaping last time. I see a plaster on her nose from when I pushed her face into the bucket. Whatever pain they impose on me, it won't be as bad as knowing there are killers out there murdering young girls.

      I enter my cell and place my flower next to the wall with the slight crack in it. Tomorrow she'll enjoy the sunshine for ten minutes again. Before I go to sleep, I run my fingers on the writing on the wall. It still says the fourteenth of January and has a key drawn underneath. I know for a fact that we're not in January. It's mid-December. Christmas is on the way. I have no idea what the date means. Why January the fourteenth?

      As for the key, I have no clue what it means. Who wrote this on my wall?

      Tired of questioning, I call it a day and lay me down to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Usually, my dreams in the asylum are short and make no sense. This time, I dream of standing at a bus stop. I look younger, probably seventeen. I'm holding someone's hand. I think it must be Adam J. Dixon's. He is wearing a hood, and I can't see his face. My first impression is that he is not Adam. He could be the Pillar playing games with me. Even worse, the Cheshire Cat. After all, I don't know what Adam and the Cheshire look like. How can I forget the face of someone I loved?

      Whoever I am holding hands with squeezes in a gentle way. It's a warm squeeze, filled with love and care. I need it. I haven't felt this safe before. It's not the Cheshire or the Pillar. It has to be Adam.

      Several other students come over and wait at the bus stop. They are all happy. They are laughing. They high-five Adam and talk to him. They call him Ay Jay. I am afraid they'll ignore me. None of their faces ring a bell, and they are supposed to be my classmates.

      "Alice!" a girl says. And then another. They raise their hands to high-five me. Hesitantly, I clap back. They ask me how I have been. One girl whispers in my ear that she always had an eye for Adam, but now that we're together, she wishes me luck. She doesn't say it in a mean way. She is happy for me. She even points at my sisters, Lorina and Elsie, standing at the bus stop opposite to us. They don't say a word. Their eyes say it all. They don't like me.

      Adam is taller than me. He bows his head with the hood still on and whispers in my ear, "I heard that." His voice is so musical that I want to play it over and over again. "They don't know that I am the lucky one." He squeezes my hand again.

      The bus arrives before I get to talk back to him or see his face. He pulls me ahead, and we get on the yellow bus. The atmosphere is ethereal. Everything just fits. I think the sky is even pinkish in my dream. If this was my life before the asylum, then I'm better off dead now, without Adam and my friends.

      Yes, I know I'm dreaming, and it seems I'm the only one who knows this is in the past. The others are just happy, cracking jokes. I am supposed to have spent a lot of time with them, but I don't remember one face. The bus takes off, and I'm starting to doubt we're heading to school, or we wouldn't be that happy.

      Adam keeps talking to the others while I'm occupied with the bus. My sisters said I killed everyone on a bus. Could it be this one? I stand up and walk the aisle, looking for a stranger on the bus. My gut feeling tells me there is an intruder in here. I know I'm not crazy. I couldn't have killed all those happy people I seem to love. Why would I?

      I eye each passenger but don't see someone I know or suspect. It even crosses my mind that I might find my envious sisters on the bus. Maybe they did it, but they aren't here.

      I reach the beginning of the bus, near the driver's seat, and realize who the intruder is. The bus driver has rabbit ears.

      I rub my eyes and stare back at everyone. They don't seem to see it. I take a step forward and notice the sign says the bus is driving to 83 St. Aldates Street in Oxford, the same street where I got off at the Tom Tower this morning.

      "You're late, you're late, for a very important date," a voice mocks me. A voice I hate the most. It's the rabbit driver. He is the same rabbit I see in the mirror, with his white hair dangling down his face, except I can see his teeth now. They are pointed, like a scary clown. The rabbit has a pocket watch dangling from his hand.

      "Leave me alone," I say. "I'm not mad."

      "How is this for madness?" The rabbit pushes the gas pedal and speeds up, crossing over to the opposite side of the road. The bus is swooshing by the cars driving our direction. He wants to kill us all. I jump on him and grip the wheel, trying to stop the bus, but the rabbit is too strong. I can't steer.

      My friends in the back scream, "Don't do it, Alice! Don't kill us!"

      I have no idea why they think it's me. I turn back, and the rabbit is gone. The bus is on the loose. When I raise my head to look at the cars, glass splinters in my face. We've already crashed. It's time to wake up from the dream. How in the world did I survive this?
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        PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION BUS, OXFORD

      

      

      

      I wake up shaking in my seat. Yes, I am in a seat, and on a bus. Not the one in my dream, but a real one, outside of the asylum.

      "Bad dreams?" The Pillar rests both his hands on a cane next to me. We're sitting in the front seat of the bus. I crane my neck to see the driver. He isn't a rabbit. Instead, it's that mouse-looking dude who must be working for the Pillar. He is wearing an Irish hat this time.

      The sun is shining feebly outside. I think it's the next day already.

      "I dreamt of a school bus." I rub my eyes, checking out my modern Alice outfit. "Am I still dreaming?"

      "Hit the brakes, please!" the Pillar shouts at the bus driver, who hits the brakes abruptly. Cars screech, and people honk their horns behind us as I almost bang my head on the pole.

      "Does this feel like a dream to you?" the Pillar says and signals for the driver to proceed.

      "You stole a public bus?" I furrow my brow.

      "Rich people steal poor people's houses and lives. I can't borrow a public bus?" He shakes his shoulder, sincerely annoyed by my remark.

      "How did I get here?" I touch my head. I am not hurt.

      "I had to sedate you, and dress you up." The Pillar looks out of the window. "The Mushroomers helped me."

      "Why would you do something like that?" I am dizzy and enraged by the Pillar dragging me out here. "I told you I am done with the world outside. I am not the Alice you think I am."

      "There is something you have to see." The Pillar knocks his cane on the floor. "Stop here!" he says, raising his cane. I notice he never addresses the chauffeur by name. "Take this." He tucks a notebook in my lap. It looks like it belongs to a child, and has pink and yellow roses on the cover. It's a little smeared with ashes or something, though.

      "What's this?" I open it up and flip through it. The notebook is girlish. Its pages are filled with drawings of a young girl in a blue-and-white dress. At one point, the girl is fighting a Cheshire Cat, then the Mad Hatter, and the Jabberwocky. It's basically a young girl's reimagining of a twisted Wonderland. The Alice in the drawing looks uncannily like me.

      "It's Constance's notebook," the Pillar explains. "She drew all these three years ago when she was seven years old."

      "So what? The girl looks a little like me. It doesn't mean I am the Alice she wants. I look pretty ordinary, like any other girl on the street."

      "That's not the point. Constance had this book with her when the Cheshire kidnapped her. Her mother called and asked for it since it was left in the fireplace in Christ Church."

      "Her mother called who?" I ask.

      "Doesn't matter. She said Constance asked for you to deliver it. The girl wants to see you one last time. That's her house." He points to a two-story middle-class house. It's mostly gray but in a lovely way.

      I stare at the house and then at the notebook. The truth is, I love Constance. I actually miss her, and it's only been a day when I only talked to her for ten minutes.

      "All right," I sigh. "If that's all, I will deliver it."
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        CONSTANCE'S HOUSE

      

      

      

      The doorbell to Constance's house is a cuckoo sound. I try not to laugh.

      "Just a minute," a woman's voice calls from inside. A moment later, she opens the door.

      "Hi." I bend my neck slightly. "My name is—"

      "Alice," the woman says. She looks like Constance's grandmother, but she must be her mother. Her eyes are moistened. Was she crying? "I know." She pulls me closer and hugs me. Actually, she is squeezing me, and her armpits smell. I expect more hygiene from sane people, but I say nothing. "We were waiting for you."

      "I brought you this." I show her the notebook.

      Constance's mother stares at the notebook for a while, then breaks into tears. It's the kind of sniffling tears that make you think the person is sneezing in your face. I understand she is emotional, but I am bringing her the notebook. She should be happy.

      "It's Constance’s." She holds it in her hands. Constance is the kind of word that is pretty good for spitting. She almost drenches me.

      "I know." I smile. "Can I see her? I was told—"

      The mother breaks into tears again. She needs a handkerchief, and I have none. Why does she keep crying? "Come in." She ushers me inside. Finally.

      I walk into the modest house but don't get to look around, since the mother pulls me by the hand to Constance's room.

      Constance's room is all about Alice in Wonderland. All kinds of wallpapers, toys… even the carpet has one big Humpty Dumpty on it. In between, there is always Alice, fighting dragons, wolves, and human-sized spiders. All the Alices are me. If I had doubts about the notebook, I can't escape a wall-size portrait of me.

      This isn't happening. How could it be?

      "She always talks about you," her mother explains. "I've always wondered why you never showed up. She said she keeps inviting you to dinner, but you're busy saving lives."

      "I…" I am speechless, afraid that I'll burst into tears when Constance comes through the door. Did the Cheshire Cat plan this on purpose?

      "Yesterday, she told me that even if the Cheshire kidnaps her again, you promised her you will always save her."

      "Of course—"

      "And now that it's happened, I believe you're here to—"

      "What's happened?" I interrupt.

      Suddenly, we both realize the horror. She doesn't know why I am here, and I don't know why I am here. The Pillar played me.

      "You don't know?" Her mother looks puzzled. "Constance was kidnapped again yesterday by the Cheshire."

      "What? How?" I slump to the bed, tears filling my eyes but refusing to burst out. "Didn't the police protect her? What is this, a jungle? The Cheshire kidnaps a girl twice? Why didn't you take care of her?"

      "She wasn't taken here," her mother explains. "She went to the Alice Shop in Oxford. She was planning on buying you a present."

      "The Alice Shop?"

      "Yes. You must know it. It's on 83 St. Aldates."
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        ST. ALDATES STREET, THE ALICE SHOP, CHRIST CHURCH

      

      

      

      It takes me some time to find the Pillar. He keeps playing that silly game with me on the phone, where he sends me messages and guides me through town to find him. Instead of firing back at him for playing me, he's disarming my anger by using the tactic of waiting. I have no choice but to play his game. At this moment, I have no one else but him to help me catch the Cheshire.

      And I will catch him. I feel so close to Constance, and this is beginning to become personal between me and the Cheshire.

      I end up in front of the Alice Shop at 83 St. Aldates Street. It's a gift shop, really nice. It screams Victorian style but has a red door with the number 83 on it. A young crowd visits and leaves with a Queen of Hearts playing card, a drinking bottle that says "drink me," a big fluffy rabbit in a tuxedo, and all kinds of souvenirs.

      A breeze of cold air rushes behind me all of a sudden. When I turn around, I see it's a school bus speeding up. It's just a normal bus, and nothing bad is going to happen. It just reminds me of my dream, where the rabbit killed my friends. Why does everyone else think I killed them? I don't even know what's real and what isn't.

      My phone rings.

      "Historians will tell you that the Alice Shop is what inspired Lewis to write about the Old Sheep Shop in Alice's Adventures Through the Looking Glass," the Pillar says on the phone. "The truth is, this is the shop itself. Lovely, isn't it?"

      "Can't quite say that, after you shattered my childhood memories." I purse my lips.

      "You don't have 'childhood' memories. You have Wonderland memories. They will come back to you sooner or later. I don't promise you will like them, though."

      "So why did I dream about the Alice Shop?"

      "I can't think of something that could help in that shop. It's just the shop the Cheshire followed Constance to. That's it. Tourists come to visit it from all over the world. Constance just loved you so much, she wanted to buy you something special from it," the Pillar says, and I don't know his location. "The fact that you dreamt about it only backs up my theory that you're destined to save lives outside the asylum. You still want to stay lazy in your cell downstairs?"

      "No." I'm confident about it. "If not to save lives, then to save Constance and catch the Cheshire this time."

      "Can you write this down and sign it please, so I can use it in court when you change your mind again?" he says.

      "Stop playing games. I learned my lesson. If Constance thinks I am her superhero, I will be. So don't waste time, and tell me something useful. Why did the Cheshire kidnap her again after I saved her?"

      "Maybe you didn't really save her the first time. Maybe he let you save her."

      "How so?"

      "Maybe he just let you think you saved her," the Pillar says, "so he could know if you're the Real Alice because if so, you'll be a great threat to him."

      "How can I be a threat to the Cheshire? And why don't you just tell me what happened in Wonderland in the past?"

      "Other than the fact that I don't know everything, I have to protect certain assets of mine. Wonderland is like relationships: very complicated. Do I have to remind you that you and I weren't allies in Wonderland?" His voice is sharp as if he wants to carve the recognition into my skull.

      "I didn't think I was friends with a serial killer."

      The Pillar says nothing for some time. His silence is killing me. All kinds of crazy thoughts fill my head.

      "I am really wondering what the Cheshire is after." Like always, he is a master of changing subjects. "Killing girls for fun isn't his thing. He is smart, sneaky, sly, and smooth, just like a normal cat. A killing spree isn't his thing."

      "Then, where do I start looking for him? He must have a weak spot." I begin walking around the college. It feels good walking and breathing the air, like a normal person. I am starting to get used to it.

      "In my caterpillar experience, a man's weakness always lies in their past, where all their dirty laundry is buried," he sighs cheerfully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      "How do we dig into his past?" I glance skyward, wondering if he's watching me from somewhere. I am not sure he is back in the asylum. He sounds as if he's around me. I don't know why.

      "Why don't you think for yourself for a change?" the Pillar says.

      I think it over for a moment. What do I know about the Cheshire? "The Cheshire likes games. His games are meticulously planned. He is fond of making them about grins and cats, his favorite subjects. He is also fond of hinting at his past—wait. Is that it? You said that Cheshire County and the cheese factory inspired Lewis to write about him."

      "It's a very small town. Lovely sane people. Lazy as well. They haven't cherished Lewis Carroll's memory enough, so they stayed a small town. I wouldn't expect answers from them," the Pillar says, "I like your thinking, though, Alice. But you're like most sane people, looking in a faraway place when the answer is right under your feet." The way he says "feet" makes me stop in my place. Why am I so sure he is nearby? I know now. All the sounds surrounding him are the same sounds around me. The cars, the sound of the man selling waffles, the girls squeaking out of the Alice Shop.

      "Literally, Alice," he says. "Look under your feet."

      I look at my white sneakers and wonder what he means. Am I supposed to see a mark on the pavement now? I wouldn't be surprised if that is the case.

      Finally, something crazy happens. A book falls from the sky, right in front of me. It's Alice's Adventures Under Ground.

      Without glancing skyward again, I kneel and pick it up, making sure the copy is intact. Then I crane my neck and look up. The Pillar is standing on the roof of Tom Quad, one of the four quadrangles in Christ Church. He is standing in a spot right next to the Tom Tower. I prefer not to ask how he got there. "That's not a gentle way to treat a book that was never out in print," I tell him on the phone and wave hi to him with the book.

      He pretends he doesn't know me and feeds pigeons from his gloved hands. "Did you know that the Carroll family doesn't make a dime out of its sales?" He ignores me but talks to me on the phone. Neat. "Can you believe that? It's the second most sold book in history, after the Bible." I didn't know that. "I guess Lewis couldn't compete with God, although they are both big on nonsense." The pigeons flutter away from the roof, and I stand up with the book in my hands. No one around me even questions a book that has fallen from the sky. Only a couple of girls shoot me irritated glances and keep on walking. I have no idea why they did that. Are people that busy in the sane world?

      I flip through the book like crazy. "So, what page should I be reading to learn about the Cheshire's past?" I jam the phone between my cheek and shoulder. "Is it the part when I talk to him about the grin?"

      "You said 'I' when you mentioned talking to the Cheshire. That's progress to me," he says. "There is only one person who might know about the Cheshire's past. She was mentioned in the book. You just need to free your mind, and the rest will follow." He whistles to the flying pigeons to come back. "Think of the first time you met the Cheshire in the book, Alice. Think."

      "He was on the tree, and I was lost," I say confidently. "He kept appearing and disappearing again."

      "It's a great metaphor for your current situation, but no, that's not when you first met the Cheshire. You met the Cheshire at…"

      "The Duchess's house." The words spring out of my mouth. "The Duchess!"

      "Yes. In fact, the Duchess owned the Cheshire Cat at this point."

      "I get it. If we find the Duchess… Who better than her knows about the Cheshire's past, and hopefully, his weaknesses?" I crane my neck and look at him. "Do you know how we can find her?"

      Instead of looking back at me, the Pillar raises his cane in one hand, the hookah in the other. He stares down at the pedestrians on St. Aldates Street, and then shouts at the world from the top of his lungs, "God has ordered me to build an ark and get you on it, people!" He is acting dead seriously. "If you don't get on it with me before the Wonderland Monsters arrive, you will all die. This will be your apocalypse!"

      I try not to laugh, while a couple of homeless people faintly clap their hands next to me. "Yeah, the apocalypse. I remember it," a toothless man says, then goes asking someone for change. Other than this, no one even pays attention to the Noah-posing man on the roof.

      The Pillar lowers his instruments and looks down at me with that smug grin on his face. "Don't you love the carelessness of the sane world? I mean, I could be wrapped up in dynamite, and no amount of warning will make them do something about it." His whole face is shimmering with delight. Then in the blink of an eye, he changes to dead serious again. "Are you ready to meet the Duchess?"
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      "I don't suppose she is really a duchess in this time and age." I stop next to the Pillar, watching the news on a TV that's for sale behind a shop window. He came down from the rooftop, and we started walking, but something about the TV caught his attention.

      "Of course not," the Pillar says absently, glancing at another TV next to it. It's broadcasting news about people being evacuated from their homes. "I told you the Wonderland Monsters were reincarnated into modern-day people. The Duchess is reincarnated into what you'd call the equivalent of a duchess in our time." He is still taken by the news. There's a documentary about poverty in African countries. I don't know what's so interesting to him, and I can't read his face.

      "Equivalent? What is she?" I ask. "Wait. The Duchess isn't the Queen of England, is she?"

      "Oh, no." The Pillar finally looks away from the horrible news from all over the world. "That's just silly," he tells me.

      "As if all the rest isn't."

      "Silly is different from nonsense. Queens of England have always been fond of Lewis. As a matter of fact, Queen Victoria was a good friend of his."

      "Then, who is the Duchess?"

      "Margaret Kent," the Pillar announces.

      "Who?"

      "A very well-known woman in Parliament," he says.

      "The British Parliament?"

      "No. The Parliament of Oz. Focus, Alice." The Pillar pouts. "She is a TV superstar." He points at another TV behind the glass window showing a meeting of the British Parliament. There are too many important people in suits. I don't know who Margaret Kent is. "I don't expect you to recognize her. You've been living underground for years. But she is loved by most sane people."

      "How is the Duchess loved by other people? Isn't she supposed to be a Wonderland Monster?"

      "Like most politicians, she's fooled them by promising the impossible," the Pillar says. "Did you ever notice if you promise the possible, people won't believe you?"

      "She is one of those people with two different faces. How wasn't she exposed until now?"

      "Some have tried, actually. A year ago, a young man drew a caricature of her in the Daily Telegraph, mocking her as the ugliest woman in Britain."

      "Is she that ugly?" I scan all the women of Parliament on the screen. They all look just fine.

      "In fact, she is modestly beautiful, with all her plastic surgeries, pearl necklaces, and elegant blonde hair," the Pillar says. "Her ugliness mentioned in the newspaper stems from all the ugly things she does under the table. Bribes, extortion, and tampering with trials in favor of the big guys. One of the rules of the sane world… the poor keep getting poorer, and the rich keep getting… bitchier."

      "Margret Kent?" I try the name on my lips, as I recognize her from the plate in front of her as she speaks on TV. She looks like the perfect female politician, a face everyone would normally trust.

      "Of course, the artist who drew the caricature was mysteriously assassinated by a 'terrorist' a week later."

      "That's awful."

      "Alice." The Pillar holds me by the shoulder. "You're not focusing. The artist was assassinated by someone sent by Margaret Kent because he was exposing her dirty laundry."

      "Are you sure?"

      "And do you know who assassinated him?" The Pillar's face is too close to mine. I have an idea about the answer, but it just refuses to surface on my lips. "The Cheshire Cat was the Duchess's grinning cat in the book. In real life, he is her private assassin."

      I take a step back, my hands on the wall. I'm dizzy, and I get that feeling again, that the world in my private cell is a better place than all of this. "This can't be." My voice is almost inaudible as it starts to rain all of a sudden.
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        THE PILLAR'S LIMOUSINE, SOMEWHERE IN OXFORD

      

      

      

      "This is how the world operates," the Pillar says. We're sitting in the back of his limousine. "Why do you think killers like me and the Cheshire don't get caught? People like Margaret Kent are occupied with making money and getting more powerful every day. There is famine, wars, people dying, and poverty all around us. But you know what? The heck with all that. Let's just make more money, and kill anyone who gets in the way. Or better, let's drive them insane."

      "So Margaret Kent knows about Wonderland, and hires its monsters to do her dirty work?"

      "Genius, isn't it?" the Pillar says, the pipe tucked in the corner of his mouth. "You get to hire someone like the Cheshire, who in the public eye is just a silly cat in a book, and then get away with it. If someone tries to expose you, he will be laughed at, because, let's face it, Wonderland can't be real."

      "Why is the Cheshire Cat doing it? You said it wasn't like him to go on a killing spree."

      "Even a cat has to make a living," the Pillar says. "The money is good, and he has some kind of grudge against humanity. Maybe someone stepped on his tail or something. Who knows?"

      "So, Margaret Kent paid him to kill the girls?"

      "It's unlikely. Who'd pay to kill young girls? Besides, he wouldn't be playing games and puzzles with us if he were being paid. Margaret's jobs are swift. She wants off with her enemies' heads."

      "So how are we going to make Mrs. Kent tell us anything about the Cheshire?" I say. "Is it even possible we could meet such an important woman in the first place?"

      The Pillar turns to me with that shimmering look in his eyes again. "It depends."

      "On?"

      "Tell me, Alice." He rubs something off his trousers. "On a scale from one to insanity, how insane are you?"

      I get the feeling that the Pillar and I are about to do some crazy things.
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        DIRECTOR'S OFFICE, RADCLIFFE ASYLUM

      

      

      

      "I'm not going to do that!" Tom Truckle protests. He fidgets in his place and reaches for his pills from the drawer.

      The Pillar and I sit opposite to him in his office. We exchange looks while we're on the verge of bursting into laughter. I have to admit that spending time with the Pillar has taught me to just let go and give in to all the madness in the world.

      "I am not asking much," I tell Truckle. "I just want a Certificate of Insanity."

      "There is no such thing." Truckle gulps water to let the pill slide down. "And even if there is, I just can't do it. This is insane. You are insane."

      "See, that's why I want a Certificate of Insanity." I am doing my best not to giggle.

      "Please, Tommy." The Pillar rests his hands on his cane. "We've got work to do, and you're stalling."

      "You are insane as well," Truckle says.

      "Thank you, but I don't need a certificate myself. It's poor Alice here who needs it. Look at her. She is so innocent." I pull my legs together and squeeze my hands between them, flapping my eyelashes and sulking all over him. I'm really enjoying this. "How else can we prove she is insane?" the Pillar adds.

      "Something tells me you're going to do something mad with this certificate." Truckle is losing it. The pressure the Pillar is putting him under is unbelievable. The doctor is breaking all the rules to keep his job.

      "Please don't use words like 'mad' and 'retarded.' It really hurts." The Pillar is playing this just right. I am going to laugh until I cry when I get out.

      "I didn't say 'retarded'!" Truckle grips his chair, face red like a tomato before the explosion. "Besides, what do you want me to call you?"

      "'Mushroom' is a good word. Right, Alice?" The Pillar looks at me.

      "Yes." I blink innocently again. "Mushroom. I am a Mushroom." The Pillar nods and pats me gently. "You're a Mushroom," I say to the Pillar, then turn to Dr. Truckle. "And you're a Mushroom, too."

      "I'm not a Mushroom!" Dr. Truckle stands up, slamming his hands on the desk. I think he should seriously consider reporting the Pillar's escape and lose his job, or he'll end up in one of the underground wards.

      "Yes, you are." I stare at him as if he is sick. "You have those red spots on your face. What are those, Dr. Truckle?"

      "What?" He touches his face. "What spots?"

      "I think it may be chickenpox." The Pillar worsens the joke: "Mushroompox, maybe?"

      "You're messing with my head!" Dr. Truckle screams. I can see the veins pumping on his neck. "Here is your certificate." He pulls out an official paper from the drawer and signs it. "Get out!"

      The Pillar cranes his neck to see what Dr. Truckle is writing. "Please, Dr. Truckle. Don't write that," he protests.

      Dr. Truckle looks puzzled.

      "What did he write?" I stand up and stamp my feet. "Is it about me?" I fold my arms in front of me.

      "He wrote…" The Pillar pretends he can't bring himself to say it. "He wrote that you're 'insane in the membrane' and 'cuckoo in the head.'"

      "Did you write that?" I sneer at Dr. Truckle.

      "No." Dr. Truckle waves his arms defensively. "I swear I didn't."

      I take the certificate angrily, then read it. It's what we're looking for. The Pillar and I stand up, ready to leave. But before we go, I get onto the desk and kiss Dr. Truckle on the cheek, then run my hands slowly over his nose. We've played the poor guy too much. When I kiss him, it's like I've electrocuted him with my lips. I think he is going to pee himself. "And you haven't even tried shock therapy yet," I whisper in his ear.

      "Let's go, Alice," the Pillar says. "We're late for our plane to London." He waves my Certificate of Insanity in front of him. We're going to need it to meet the Duchess.
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        MARGARET KENT'S OFFICE, WESTMINSTER PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      Margaret Kent sat alone in a luxurious private room in the Palace of Westminster in London. She had an important meeting to attend in a little while, and she didn't like waiting. If she'd ever waited for anyone, she wouldn't have come this far in her career. Things had to be done swiftly, and decisions had to be made in a blink of an eye. In order to save a few heads, many heads had to be chopped. She learned that from the Queen of Hearts many years ago. But she didn't want to remember Wonderland anymore. She had moved on, and now she had to deal with things in this world.

      Ordinary people would think that a woman of her caliber would have everything at the tips of her fingers. It was far from the truth. Since Margaret joined Parliament, she'd been having a hard time sleeping at night. The horrible things she had permitted behind the public's back were enough to drive her mad for the rest of her life.

      But these horrible things had to be done, she thought, as she rubbed the expensive Rolex around her wrist. A woman in such a position had to sacrifice others in favor of her nation. It was the way things were done. In the States. In Germany. And in most countries. She stood up and gazed out her window at all the simple people enjoying life outside. If they only knew the price she, and her fellow men and women of Parliament, paid to get them there.

      But that's a lie, Margaret, her annoying inner voice said. Not everything you have done was for the safety of your people, or everyone would be living a prosperous life in this world by now.

      Margaret walked away from the window and checked her hair in the mirror. In reality, it was thinning. But thanks to her personal crew, who took care of her appearance, it looked far from it. People loved their politicians looking good. Beauty was a must when telling lies.

      She gazed at her watch one more time, trying to distract herself from her nagging inner thoughts.

      Welcome back, Margaret. It's me, the true voice inside you. The one that knows all your secrets. I know about the people you wrongfully imprisoned, sent to asylums, and even killed. It's understandable. It's a game called life.

      Margaret didn't know why her annoying voice was attacking her today. She'd never regretted anything she'd done. The secrets she kept from the public were a necessary evil. If anyone thought it was possible to spread justice and make everyone equal in this world, they were highly delusional. The world was like clockwork. In order for the bigger wheels to survive, the smaller wheels had to work harder in their merry-go-round. They just had to be promised big things that weren't going to happen. Problem solved.

      Turning her TV on to distract herself, she realized what worried her. It was right in front of her: The Cheshire Cat killing girls all around the country, and they couldn't do anything about it. They were going to discuss that in their private meeting. It had to be in private because they all knew what the Cheshire did for them, and the secrets he knew. He'd been pushing the envelope, and they couldn't catch him because he had the power to expose them.

      Margaret had been using the Cheshire for some time. She'd never known him to be a crazy killer, spilling blood for no reason. He hated humans and did the jobs she'd assigned him in exchange for money or information, mostly involving Wonderland. The Cheshire was obsessed with opening the secret doors to Wonderland again. The ones Lewis Carroll had locked the monsters in a long time ago. Margaret never knew how the Cheshire escaped his prison, and she never asked.

      Her peers in the office still loved to call her "the Duchess," but as much as she faked her beautiful appearance, the ugliness inside her was always coming through. She never hesitated to hurt anyone. Her career was her reason to live, and she was getting greedier every day.

      "Now what am I going to do about that?" she said to herself in the empty room. The Cheshire had to stop his killing, or the consequences were going to be grand.

      Margaret Kent, fiddling with her pearl necklace, squinted at the sight of the girl on TV. It was that girl who had become famous for nibbling like crazy on a block of cheese inside the Great Hall. Some said she saved the girl who'd been kidnapped by the Cheshire yesterday. The news said she was an Oxford University freshman. Still, no one had found her since.

      Margaret squinted harder and neared the TV. "Wait a minute." Her eyes widened as she took a closer look at the girl. "This couldn't be. Is this her?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ENTRANCE, WESTMINSTER PALACE, BRITISH PARLIAMENT HEADQUARTERS

      

      

      

       

      The Pillar is pushing me in a wheelchair. We're heading toward the Palace of Westminster's entrance. This is going to be crazy.

      I am wearing my tattered nightgown from the asylum and am tucked in the wheelchair. I have my legs crossed awkwardly, and I wear one sock with a hole in it. My other foot is dirty with mud, and my hand is hanging loose to my side. To add some drama to the madness, I raise my other hand in the air, as if I am a marionette left hanging by a thread. My hair looks as if it was fried and dried, sticking out like spikes everywhere. It's topped with a flower-patterned hat, the kind you put on toddlers.

      The hat's laces are knitted like shoelaces around my neck, but that's not the best part. White liquid is drizzling from my mouth. People think it's vomit, but it's actually marshmallows. I stuff my mouth with them discreetly, chew them until they are mushy enough, and then let them drizzle out from between my lips. It was the Pillar's idea.

      I am doing my best not to laugh again, acting like a total loon, as the Pillar wheels me across the Parliament entrance. The guards stop him. They speak politely since I look pathetic, and he looks like a homeless dad on a pension he's never collected.

      "Good morning, government!" The Pillar salutes them. He is wearing blue overalls with nothing underneath, and big torn shoes. His peeling skin shows on his shoulder and makes him look even worse. The tattered parts of his overalls are sewn together with pieces of cloth. One of them is the badge of the Liverpool football team, and the other is the flag of the United Kingdom, with the Queen smoking a hookah on it.

      "Sir, you can't walk past this line." The guards are extremely considerate. The people around us aren't. Those in expensive suits are trying to get away from us as quickly as possible. People driving by are just laughing at us mad people.

      The Pillar flashes my Insanity Certificate as if it's a map to Treasure Island. With the bandana on his head and the silver tooth, it suits him well. "This is a certificate from the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum stating that my daughter is insane," the Pillar says. "She is cuckoo in the head. Loony in the toony. Nana banana." He begins to cry. "She is all I got." When he cries, my wheelchair shakes. He is that intense. I can't stop myself from laughing, so I drool more marshmallows to hide it. Sweet marshmallows.

      "Sir," the guard repeats. "We're very sorry about your daughter. But you have to leave. This is a government building."

      "I know what it is," the Pillar snaps and flashes another paper that means nothing, probably some doctor's prescription. "This is permission to meet Margaret Kent."

      "What?" The guard looks puzzled.

      "My daughter is dying. She has Jub Jub disease. It's a contagious infection that comes from tropical birds." The Pillar flaps his elbows like a bird's wings.

      The guards back away from me. I push the limits and reach for them, like a desperate beggar. "Pleath!" I say. A woman nearby starts to sob out of pity. I am getting cramps in my stomach from the laughs I am holding back.

      "All my daughter wants before she dies is to meet Margaret Kent," the Pillar says. "This document here is permission to meet her." He shows the document sideways to everyone.

      Nobody cares about checking its authenticity but the guard. When he does, I wheel myself closer to him. "Pleath, mithter." I reach out my marionette hands again, and cough marshmallows on his legs. The guard backs off and starts to radio someone inside the building.

      "Didn't you see us on TV?" the Pillar says. "Margaret Kent promised to see my daughter. I know Margaret Kent is a good woman. She would never let us down, right?" The Pillar is talking to the sympathetic crowd. They nod. Pity does wonders.

      A daughter of one of the observing women is licking an ice cream. I turn the wheel and stretch out my hand. "Aith kreem!"

      "I'm sorry, madam," the Pillar says. "My daughter hasn't seen a cone this big before. You mind giving it to her?"

      The woman kindly asks her daughter to give me the cone. The Pillar snatches it from her and gives it to me as we turn to face the guards. Actually, he splashes it onto my cheeks, so I look totally miserable now.

      The men and women in suits start complaining about not being able to enter the building because I am blocking it. "She's got Jub Jub disease!" they yell at the guards. "And we have an important meeting we need to attend."

      "I heard Jub Jub disease is lethal," a man in a suit and tie declares.

      "Pleath mithter." I roll toward the man. "I want to kith the Ducheth." I spit out marshmallows and cherry ice cream.

      A senior guard appears from inside and orders the guards to let us in. "We're not going to waste all day on this," he yells at them. "Let them in."

      "Thank you." I reach for him. The man jumps away from me.

      The Pillar cries tears of happiness that we're going to see Margaret Kent and rolls me inside. I have to admit; insanity is so much fun.
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        WESTMINSTER PALACE

      

      

      

      Inside, the receptionist tries to contact Margaret Kent to confirm our meeting, but my continued vomiting of marshmallows forces them to give us space. The Pillar shows them our fake IDs, and they let us into the nearest bathroom—which we detour from, of course.

      The Pillar wheels me into the nearest elevator and tells me he knows exactly where to find the Duchess. He pulls out a hookah hose he had hidden inside the wheelchair and flashes a smile like a four-year-old. I grimace when I see him pull small parts from the hookah inside my wheelchair, too. He starts connecting them together, like Legos.

      "Killers usually put together a gun in this part of the movie," I mock him, wondering why we're so compatible when it comes to lunacy.

      "They don't call me 'Pilla da Killa' for nothing, Alice," he says, fitting the last part in. "I advise you to suspend disbelief because everything you'll see right now is going to be beyond crazy." I watch the elevator's counter rising until the elevator finally stops. "Smile," the Pillar says. "It's showtime." He wheels me into the corridors against all kinds of guards, who've been told about us coming in. A guard points his gun at us, but the Pillar whips him with his hose, blood spattering on the wall. Things start to get messy.

      "You didn't have to hurt him," I protest.

      "Put your morals in your back pocket please, and get them out later." He puffs smoke from his hookah and then breathes it back into the hall in great amounts. The smoke spreads all over the corridors. "I have a job to do," he pants.

      People start coughing at first, some already fainting because of his wondrous smoke. A little later, smoke puts a couple of guards to sleep instantly, the rest start laughing hysterically. Instead of attacking us, they can't stop laughing till their stomachs hurt.

      "Is that laughing gas?" I say.

      The Pillar doesn't answer me, and high-fives a happy guard instead, right before he kicks him to the ground.

      "Why am I not affected by the smoke?" I ask. I feel like a spoiled kid rolled into a crazy funhouse.

      "It's the marshmallows I fed you, baby doll." The Pillar kicks Margaret's door open and wheels me in. "It's an antidote."

      I am not sure how to feel about being wheeled around by a killer. Am I really doing this to save a girl, or am I just a mad girl giving myself all the excuses in the world? The Pillar doesn't kill anyone with his surreal weapons. He wounds and sedates them on our way to Margaret. I do believe the Cheshire now, saying this Wonderland War is larger than anyone thinks. I don't even know what the war is about. All my thoughts are messed up again.

      The Pillar doesn't stop puffing or hitting guards with his hose. I am wheeling myself next to him by now.

      "Can we just not hurt everyone we meet?" I plead as I pant, wheeling the chair—I am so caught up in the moment that I forget I can walk and leave the chair behind.

      "The Real Alice wouldn't say that," the ruthless Pillar says, hitting numbers on a pad near a golden double door. "You think those are innocent people?" The door opens, and he wheels me in.
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      Pillar the Killer closes the door behind us and locks it by hitting certain code numbers on the keypad on the inside wall. He turns around and stares at the woman sitting behind her luxurious desk. She is clinging to the sides of her chair. I can see a great view of the River Thames through the glass behind her. Once she recognizes the Pillar, she is sweating—the way I did when I was in shock therapy.

      "Long time no see, Duchess." The Pillar spreads his hands. Something suddenly smells. It's his armpits. He sniffs them, and he blushes slightly when looking at me. "I guess I overplayed my part."

      "Listen, Carter," the Duchess says in a challenging voice. I don't like her, but she doesn't look like a weak woman. If only the Pillar hadn't taken her by surprise. "Whatever you want, I can give you."

      "Did I say you can talk?" The Pillar races up to her and grabs her by the neck. Again, for a short man, his agility is superhuman. "This isn't the Parliament of the United Kingdom anymore. It's the Pillar's one-man Parliament. Welcome to my surreal democracy." He feeds her marshmallows and forces her to swallow them so she'll stay immune to his smoke for a while. Then he pulls the hose and wraps it around her neck, almost choking her as he fixes the hookah somehow on the desk. The hose is wickedly long. He pulls it far enough and sits on a chair facing her. Then he notices a rocking chair nearby and decides to sit on it. All this time, the Duchess is choking on the hose snaking around her neck.

      "We have three minutes before the guards unlock your door," the Pillar tells her. "So here is the deal. I will ask you questions. You will answer them. And I'll go away." The Duchess nods, hanging on to the hose in case he pulls harder. "If you lie to me, I will choke you to death, Margaret. It's an easy question. Where can I find the Cheshire?"

      "I…" The Duchess's eyes beg for slack around her neck. The Pillar loosens his hose a little. "I truly don't know."

      "I never trust anyone who says 'truly,' 'believe me,' or 'deeply.'" The Pillar doesn't pull, but he takes a drag from his hookah. It still has some pressure on the Duchess's neck.

      "Believe me, I don't." She reaches out her arm. "Is that Alice?" She points at me.

      "No," the Pillar says. "That's an insane underage girl with acne, angst, and parental issues. I am eloping with her. Now, answer the question. When was the last time you saw the Cheshire?"

      "You know this is an absurd question," she says, glancing at me. The Pillar pulls on the hose, and she diverts her gaze to him. There is something they both don't want me to know about the Cheshire. I wonder what it is. "The Cheshire is a master of disguise."

      "He is not a master of anything." I sense envy in the Pillar's voice.

      "He wasn't walking around in a grinning cat's mask, for God's sake," the Duchess grunts against the hose. "I've never even seen his face since he's transformed from a cat to a human."

      "But you know him when you see him," Pillar says. "Can you tell me why he is killing those girls? What's gotten into him?"

      "I'd like to know that myself. Believe me, I would. All I know is that he reappeared two years ago and approached me. It was the first time I'd seen him since Carroll trapped the monsters in Wonderland. So I thought he'd make a good assassin. I send him the missions by email, pay with wire transfers. That's all."

      "See?" The Pillar turns to me. "The government people fund assassins from Wonderland. Even Lewis Carroll couldn't have thought of that." He pulls the hose harder, looking back at the Duchess.

      I am speechless. The world outside is a mess. I remind myself that the Pillar told me that, from now on, I need to suspend disbelief. It's funny that I have to do this in a sane world. Did the Duchess just say that Lewis Carroll locked the Wonderland Monsters away?

      The Pillar takes a long drag. The Duchess's face begins to turn blue.

      "Wait." She raises her hand. "I remember one last thing. I thought it was trivial, but it rings a bell now."

      "I am listening."

      "Three months ago, the Cheshire emailed me, asking for some of Lewis Carroll's vintage photos," she says. I remind myself Lewis was a photographer. "Photos of girls, specifically."

      "More than fifty percent of Lewis's photos were girls," the Pillar says. I didn't know that. "Young girls, to be precise." Now, that sounds a bit weird to me.

      "I know, but the Cheshire had a list of names. Seven girls," the Duchess says. "You know that Lewis's work has never been collected properly in one volume, so the Cheshire asked me to use my connections and get him the photos."

      "And you didn't think that might have anything to do with the killing spree he is on?" I feel the need to interfere.

      "Sane folks, baby doll." The Pillar barely tilts his head toward me. "They love to look away from reason. It's a common symptom." He turns back to the Duchess. "What happened after you got him the photos?"

      "He disappeared. A week later, the killings started," the Duchess says. "The reason why I dismissed this incident is that the names of the dead girls didn't match the girls in the photos."

      "Of course they don't match," I say. "The girls Lewis photographed lived a hundred and fifty years ago. They are dead."

      "Still, there has to be a connection," the Pillar says. "How many girls has he kidnapped so far?"

      "Six killed. Constance is the seventh," I say. Poor Constance. I'm sitting here with these mad Wonderlanders, unable to help her.

      "It means if we don't save Constance, we might never find him again. I assume she is the last on the list," the Pillar says, then asks the Duchess for the list of names. She writes them down, still tilting her neck awkwardly, then asks him to let her live. "This isn't enough, Duchess. It's all too vague," the Pillar says. "Give me something better than this. A lead I can follow once I leave this office."

      "I have a lead," she says, but her eyes show her reluctance to speak. "I know someone who knows about the Cheshire's origins. But I doubt she will want to talk to you."

      The Pillar grimaces. I assume he's never had a problem forcing people to talk. "Who'd that person be? And it's a 'she'?"

      "It's the White Queen."
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      "Who is the White Queen?" I ask the Pillar, but he ignores me. I can sense he's uncomfortable talking about her. There is an indecipherable look in his eyes. All I can interpret is that he highly respects her.

      "The White Queen. The chess Queen. The one in Through the Looking Glass," the Duchess replies on his behalf. She seems angry with me.

      "Why would the White Queen know about the Cheshire's origins?" the Pillar asks.

      "At some point in Wonderland, he confessed certain things to her. You know how charming she can be when you're down and out." The Duchess definitely hates the White Queen, too.

      I watch the Pillar think about the White Queen a breath too long. It's as if he is staring into a memory. A memory so relaxing, he loosens his grip on the hose. Who is the White Queen? I'm so eager to know.

      The digital pad on the wall starts to buzz, and the timer counts down.

      "We have no time," the Pillar says. "The guards are on their way, and I'm not into spilling sane people's blood today." He approaches the Duchess. "I'll let you go. But if I learn that you lied to me, I'm going to make you as ugly as you were in Wonderland."

      "I am telling the truth. Believe me," she pleads. I can't help but wonder what the Duchess has done to become pretty if she had been ugly in Wonderland.

      "One more thing before I go," the Pillar says. "I have a brother. No need for names. Just look him up. He's been to Afghanistan. He lost his arm. He came back and lost his wife, his kids, his dog, his house, and his job. Thanks to the likes of you, he is a drug addict now."

      "I'm truly sorry." The Duchess lays a hand on her heart.

      "I told you not to use the word 'truly.'" He grabs her by her neck. "I want you to help him."

      "All right, all right. That's doable," she says. "We'll get him a job, extra money, insurance, and a big-screen TV. We can get him a young Russian wife if you like. Anything."

      I wonder how many lives the Duchess has messed with. Who does she think she is?

      "I'm thinking something more elegant. He's my only brother, and I love him." The Pillar rubs his chin. The word "love" coming out of his mouth makes me cringe. "I want him to be a tennis player. In fact, the greatest tennis player in the world. Make him win Wimbledon next year."

      "I'm not God. I can't do that," she protests. "He's lost his arm, for God's sake."

      "It's about time a one-armed man wins something," the Pillar says. "You're the government. You promise people you can do anything."
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      We escape the Duchess's room through a secret emergency door that leads to underground tunnels. It seems Parliament has been prepared for an apocalypse beforehand. The Duchess let the Pillar punch her in the face so she could pretend we'd attacked her before she could even see what we looked like.

      The Pillar's limousine, driven by that short dude who looks like a rat, picks us up around the corner. The Pillar shoves me inside and tells me not to ask any questions until we leave London. I'm tired and lay my head to rest for a while.

      About two hours later, we reach Oxford. The chauffeur informs the Pillar that we're being followed.

      "Who is following us?" I turn to look behind us.

      "The Reds," the chauffeur says.

      "Who are the Reds?"

      "No time for questions," the Pillar says. "Stop the car!" Again, he doesn't call his chauffeur by name.

      The limousine stops, and the Pillar drags me out while we're still dressed as mad homeless people.

      "Hurry, Alice. We really have no time for the Reds right now." The Pillar walks me to the nearest bus station, and we hop on the first public transportation we come to.

      "I want to know who the Reds are," I tell him once we're on, squeezed between the crowd.

      "Please, stop asking." The Pillar hangs on to the pole as the bus jostles away.

      "Tell me, or I will tell everyone that you're a serial killer who just escaped from an asylum," I fire back, not giving two cents about the people around us. "This is crazy. I can't believe that I am still here with you."

      "It's love, darling," a seated woman tells me as she examines her hair in a hand mirror.

      "I think it's my mojo," the Pillar says, flirting with her.

      "Shut up!" I block my ears from all this nonsense.

      "Is this old creep hitting on you?" a boy missing a front tooth asks me. Of course, in my outfit of insanity, I must be his princess charming.

      "Yes, I am bugging her," the Pillar answers him flatly. "I know teeth don't seem to be precious to you, but if you don't want to lose another one, I'd advise you to jump out of the window and die."

      The boy vanishes in the blink of an eye. I don't think he realizes he was talking to Pillar the killer.

      "Die, remember?" the Pillar reminds him, then faces me. "Now, can we be reasonable for a moment?"

      "Reasonable?" I feel like pulling my hair out. "You call this reasonable? Ever since I met you, everything is insane!"

      "I told you, it's love, darling." The seated woman puts on her lipstick without looking at us.

      "We met in an asylum." The Pillar winks at the woman and points at me. "Isn't it romantic?" The woman seems uncomfortable when she hears this and sits a couple of seats away. "If I remember well, all you cared about this morning was saving the little girl," the Pillar continues.

      "It's still all I care about."

      "So forget about the Reds, and let's keep on moving," the Pillar says. "We know the White Queen can lead us to the Cheshire now. We should be going. On the way, we could look up the names of the girls the Cheshire asked for and hopefully find a connection."

      "You're right." I hang on to the pole and breathe slower. I can deal with the nonsense later after I save Constance for the second time. "So, where is the White Queen? What is she in this world, a ghost in a white dress?"

      "Believe me, you will never guess who she is."

      "Another Wonderland Monster, I assume."

      "Not at all." The Pillar smiles as if remembering a loved one. "She is quite a nice woman. Let's not waste time; we need to get to the asylum and change before we visit her." He turns around to talk to the driver. It's not the chauffeur this time. Just a normal guy. "Bus driver, could you please let us off at the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum?"

      "It's not on my route," the driver blurts.

      "I'm sure you will make an exception for two insane fugitive patients like us." The smug look on the Pillar's face is priceless. People start to move away from us now, begging the driver to send us home to the asylum.

      "Thank you very much," the Pillar says and turns to me. "This way, we'll be on time to catch the plane."

      "We're flying? To where?"

      "The Vatican, of course."
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      It's only hours before we're on a plane to Rome, then a taxi to the Vatican. I don't even know what's going on. Everything is happening so fast. I feel like Alice whisked to a surreal, but real-life Wonderland.

      All I am hoping is that I can save Constance in the end. At least, this would be the only sane thing that happened in the last couple of days. Whenever I remember her hugging me and making me promise her I would never give up on her, I remind myself that this is why I am following the Pillar. I wonder if she's still alive.

      The Pillar is looking forward to the sunset and hoping we'll catch it while on the plane. We have a few hours before I have to be taken back into the asylum, as per our unbelievable deal with Dr. Truckle.

      "I can't believe you blackmailed Dr. Truckle to buy us the airplane tickets," I comment, looking over the Pillar's shoulder to see the world from above. He'd insisted on sitting next to the window. Sometimes, he sounds like a four-year-old.

      "I can't believe he didn't get us first-class tickets." He pouts. "Besides, I have never been comfortable with Emirates Airlines. I don't like their slogan: When was the last time you did something for the first time?"

      "Why? I think it's a brilliant slogan."

      "When was the last time you did something mad? That's a slogan, Alice."

      I ignore his comment and start surfing the internet on my phone, looking up the girls' names.

      "Someone's learning fast. Yesterday you weren't comfortable with typing on the phone." The Pillar turns his head and puts on his glasses. "What are you surfing? Celebrity gossip, Barbie games, and music videos?"

      I ignore his silliness. "Actually, I am studying the names of the girls the Cheshire killed," I say, scrolling on.

      "Why the ones he killed, and not the names on the list?"

      "The ones on the list are just young girls Lewis Carroll photographed," I say. "They are black-and-white photos, and sometimes sepia. Some of them are actually a bit creepy. I don't know what to do with those photos of girls who died a long time ago. So I had to start somewhere. The names of the Cheshire's victims seem convenient to me."

      "And what did you find, Inspector Alice Wonder?" He lowers his glasses and peeks at my phone. It's one of the rare moments he looks like a real college professor.

      "I researched the names of the six girls he killed," I explain. "Two of them were from the same town, and the other two from another. Only the last two were from two different towns."

      The Pillar looks puzzled.

      "The four towns the girls originally came from are near Warrington, Cheshire, where Lewis Carroll was born," I elaborate.

      The Pillar raises an eyebrow. "Interesting. Anything common among the girls?"

      "Not in a physical way. Not even their ages or their hobbies. Some of them were blonde, some brunettes. Some seven and some fourteen."

      "But?" He cups a hand behind his ear.

      "The towns they came from have something in common." I am proud of my research.

      "The towns? Curiouser and curiouser." The Pillar gives me his full attention.

      "Each town the girls came from was at some point considered the origin of where Lewis Carroll was inspired to write about the Cheshire Cat."

      "You didn't get that from Wikipedia, did you?" The Pillar closes his eyes and sighs.

      "What's wrong with that?"

      "Wikipedia, to me, is what Wonderland is to the so-called sane people." He opens his eyes and rubs them. "It doesn't exist. Most of its info is Jub Jub." I am taking it that Jub Jub is the total opposite of frabjous. "Anyways, go on. What do you think this means?"

      "At first, I had no idea. I just thought their proximity to each other was a bit strange, but then I figured it out," I say. "Each of these towns has stone carvings of a grinning cat in one of its churches."

      "Grinning cats? Churches? Never thought those two would mix." The Pillar is even more interested now. "What are the names of the towns and the churches?"

      "St. Wilfrid Church in Grappenhall, a village adjacent to Lewis Carroll's birthplace in Daresbury in Warrington, Cheshire." I scroll down on my phone. "St. Nicolas Church in Cranleigh. It's a town close to Guildford, where one of Carroll's sisters lived. It is also where he died. A nameless church in the village of Croft-on-Tees. And finally, St. Christopher's in Pott Shrigley."

      "Each one of those churches has a statue of a grinning cat in it?"

      "Each one." I nod. "And each one claims it was the inspiration for Lewis to write about the Cheshire Cat."

      "That's one hell of a connection, although I can't see what it leads to," he says. "But the corpses of the Cheshire's victims were found in Cambridge, London, and Oxford."

      "It's where the girls' families moved later. But the five girls were born in the smaller towns with the churches. Can't you see that all of these towns were visited by Lewis Carroll, or at least he had access to them?"

      "Let me think this over," the Pillar says. "The Cheshire kills girls who were born in villages around where Lewis Carroll lived. Not just that, but places where sandstones or statues of a grinning cat exist. What could that mean?"

      "Like I said, I can't interpret the meaning, but this is no coincidence."

      "And where is Constance from?"

      My eyes widen. Why hadn't I thought of that?

      "Wait. You probably won't find that info on the net." He checks his phone, surfing some secret forum or something. "Just a minute." He keeps searching. "Here it is. Constance Richard—" The Pillar stops in the middle of the sentence. "In London."

      "So no connection to the other girls?" I feel disappointed. Another lost lead.

      "Not necessarily. Who said there isn't a statue of a grinning cat in London? I just don't know of it. Your theory is still possible," the Pillar says.

      The light above our seats flashes, urging us to fasten our seatbelts. We've arrived.

      "Now that we're about to land," the Pillar says, "there is something I have to do." He stands up and faces everyone in the plane. "Ladies and gentlemen, honored visitors of Rome, and probably the Vatican City after, may I have your attention?"

      "Please sit down, sir," the flight attendant demands, but he ignores her.

      "I'm the archbishop of the Frabjous Christians of Monte Carlo," he says. I am sure there is no such thing. "And I'd like you to recite this little prayer with me before we land."

      "Sir!" the flight attendant repeats, to no avail. "Please sit down! We're about to land."

      "Do you think we can land without the will of God, young lady?" he says to her and wins the passengers' attention immediately. "Do you think your seatbelts will save you from the wrath of God if He so desires to crash this plane to pieces?"

      The flight attendant shrugs and the crowd begs the Pillar to recite his landing prayer. "Okay, just make it quick." She lowers her head and walks away.

      "After me, please." He raises his hand to the plane's ceiling and begins, "Now I sit me down to land," and the passengers repeat after him, all in one voice. "I pray the Lord with open hands"—this has become the Vatican Airlines—"that if I die before we land"—I can't believe how poor his rhyming is. Why are these people even following him?—"please don't take me to Wonderland!"

      "Amen," everyone says, and I feel like I want to dig Lewis Carroll up from his grave and ask him who the Pillar really is.
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      Once we land, the Pillar stops a taxi and chirps in Italian. When I say chirp, I mean it. It's like he is someone else entirely when he talks this loud language. I listen to him the way he says bene and cups his hand like Italians do. The taxi driver is fascinated by the Pillar, although I can't understand what they are saying. All I know is the Pillar's name is suddenly Professor Carlo Pallotti.

      We finally stop at a beautiful square with narrow streets. The Pillar takes me by the hand and shows me around. He says we're going to St. Peter's, one of the oldest churches in the world.

      "Basilica di San Pietro in Vaticano." He waves at the beautiful church in front of us.

      "Mama mia!" I find myself saying. I am not mocking him. Truly, the whole place and the church are magical. I can't believe I have been trapped in the asylum for all this time. The world outside is mad, but it's also beautiful. If I weren't here on a mission, I'd be touring this location and taking pictures all day long. "But wait a minute, Professor Carlo Pallotti," I say. "What does this have to do with the White Queen?"

      The Pillar doesn't answer me. He ushers me to some kind of a parade nearby. Not in the sense of carnivals and dancing girls. This is a very respectable celebration. All the people look peaceful and modest. They seem to be waiting for someone, all looking in one direction. Carriages pass slowly between the spectators on both sides. It looks like the Queen of England's birthday parade, which I have just seen footage of on the plane.

      The Pillar takes off his hat and tucks it in his suit. He tells me that there is a dress code for being near the basilica. Hats aren't allowed.

      "So, what are we waiting for?" I ask.

      "We're waiting for her," the Pillar says, knocking his cane proudly against the ground. "The White Queen herself."

      "I notice you haven't smoked since we came back from London," I remark, standing among the celebrating people.

      "That's true." The Pillar nods. "Here is what you have to know. Of all enemies I have met in my life, I only respect one," the Pillar says, chin up, saluting other people waiting on the opposite side. "The White Queen." He nods toward a red carriage pulled by two white horses. It's filled with nuns or priestesses waving solemnly at us and the people around. I feel like I have to bow my head and wave back. They are beautiful. Old. Wise. And their smiles are relaxing. It's as if they have no envy or anxiety in their hearts. I wonder why they don't send the likes of them to nurse us in the asylum, instead of Waltraud and Ogier.

      Still, I don't think any of them is the White Queen.

      "Vatican protocol formally requires that women—Catholic queens and princesses, to be exact—wear a long black dress with a collar, long sleeves, and a black mantilla," the Pillar whispers in my ear as he salutes them with me.

      "Mantilla? You mean that shawl on their heads?" I say.

      "That's it."

      "So are these women nuns or princesses?"

      "Those are nuns. This is a very special ceremony," he explains. "Only a few selected princesses and queens were exempted and allowed to wear white in the history of the Vatican."

      "Really?"

      "It's a very sensitive exemption," the Pillar explains. "Only a few queens, like the queens of Belgium, Italy, and Luxembourg, were given that privilege. They like to call it Privilege du Blanc, 'the privilege of the white,'" he says. "Of course, the most important woman who was ever exempted is her." He points at another carriage that appears. "She's both a nun and Wonderland's White Queen."

      There is one woman in the carriage. She wears all white, her hair is white and smooth, and her face is gleaming with some invisible serene power. She isn't old like the others, probably in her late thirties. Men and women nod at her as she waves at them. The way people look at her reminds me how people used to look at Mother Teresa years ago. The woman simply has my heart, and, strangely enough, I want to go to war for her. I feel like I have met her in the past buried behind my eyes.

      "Her name is Fabiola," the Pillar announces. "The White Queen." For the first time, I see him bow his head when her carriage passes before us.
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      We follow Fabiola to a hallway inside St. Peter's. The Pillar tells me that its inner designs are some of the most renowned works in Renaissance architecture. When I look at all this from another angle, I am such a lucky mad girl, having been to one of the oldest universities and churches in the last couple of days.

      "I need to ask this, professor," I whisper in his ear while we stand in line to kiss Fabiola's hands and receive her blessings. "I can accept that Wonderland is real and that its inhabitants live among us. I am even trying to accept that the likes of the Cheshire aren't malevolent childhood fantasies, but vicious monsters. What puzzles me is to accept them to be living all over the globe. Shouldn't all of this be happening at Oxford University, where Lewis wrote his book?"

      "When Lewis Carroll found out about the darkness lurking in Wonderland, he did his best to free its good people and entrap its monsters," the Pillar says while greeting other tourists. He has an uncanny way with old ladies. They all giggle at him, even the nuns. "After Lewis locked the monsters in Wonderland, the rest of its inhabitants had to survive through reincarnation and spells that allowed them to disguise themselves behind new personalities all over the world. It was best for them to separate, so they wouldn't cross paths. No one wanted to be reminded of what happened there. But since Wonderlanders are frabjous people by nature, they excelled wherever they were. I won't be surprised if the Duchess ends up ruling England, the White Queen becomes the next Mother Teresa, and the Cheshire has a great chance to sell his soul to the devil. Those are a few of many others we haven't met yet." He nods at one more woman, and it's our turn to meet the White Queen.

      "In that scope, it's going to be a grand war between good and evil if the Wonderland Monsters escape like the Cheshire," I remark.

      "It's called the Wonderland Wars, Alice," the Pillar says from the corner of his mouth. "Believe me, this is nothing compared to what you're about to see soon. Didn't you see me screaming on top of Tom Quad, warning people of an apocalypse? I hope you didn't think I was joking like the sane people did." The Pillar stands up, and bows to Fabiola then approaches her.

      I watch the Pillar kneel on one leg and kiss Fabiola's hand. I hadn't noticed that his hair is strangely spiky and short. It's also receding. He whispers something to the White Queen while on his knees. Like all other women, she smiles. Her smile is so serene that I swear I can feel light in my heart. But then when he raises his head, and she takes a closer look at him, her face dims as if she has seen a ghost from the past.

      Fabiola calls the ceremony to a halt and stands up. She is tall, and she is good-looking—really good-looking. Although I can't see the features of her body from underneath her white dress, I am assuming she has a body of a ballerina. The way she stands shows she is athletic. I wonder what made her take on the role of a nun when she could have been a superstar or model in this life.

      The Pillar stands up and keeps talking to her. She throws a short glance at me over his shoulders. I smile at her, unable to do anything else. I have never seen anyone like her. She flashes a brief smile at me, too. It's a sincere smile, but then she lets out a long sigh. Something about me brings sadness to her heart.

      She turns back to the Pillar and whispers something to him. He nods. Then she holds the rim of her dress up like a princess and excuses herself from the other nuns, who lower their heads with respect.

      The Pillar approaches me in a hurry and pulls me by the hand to another private chamber in the church.

      "What's going on? Aren't we going to meet the White Queen?" I ask.

      "We will. She doesn't want to meet me in public. I am a bad man, you know," the Pillar says in a regretful tone. I haven't heard him sound like that. What kind of effect does Fabiola have on him? On me?

      We pass through an enormous arch as he nods at a couple of nuns guarding the huge doors to the chamber. They lead us into a new hall and close the doors behind us. Fabiola appears on the other end and points at the confession booth.

      "This is going to be my first time in a confession booth," the Pillar says. "I hope it's big enough to fit us both."
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      "Forgive me, father, for I have puffed," are the Pillar's first words in the booth. But then he looks embarrassed that he said that. It's like a habit. He doesn't feel comfortable inside.

      We're waiting for the White Queen to open the screen to her compartment. The Pillar and I are squeezed into ours.

      "Tell me what you want, Pillar," are her first words when she rolls the screen open. She sounds a lot more serious than I would have expected. "Make it short. You know your presence in the house of God isn't that welcomed."

      "Insults aside, I need to ask you something about Wonderland," the Pillar says.

      "There is no such thing as Wonderland," Fabiola says. I'm surprised by her response. I turn and face the Pillar with inquisitive eyes.

      "She likes to joke," the Pillar explains.

      "I'm not joking," Fabiola insists. "I don't talk about Wonderland in the presence of strangers."

      "Alice is not a stranger," the Pillar says.

      "She isn't Alice." The White Queen's tone brooks no negotiation. Although I like her, I am surprised she denies everything. "Not the one you think she is."

      "I'm Alice Wonder," I say. "And I don't necessarily want to be the Alice. I am here to save a girl named Constance. Can you help us?"

      The White Queen watches me closer from behind the screen. I see her eyes. They are a faint blue, and the white around them is transparent.

      "So it was really you who saved Constance the first time in Oxford," she says. I think her heart warms toward me a little. "I saw it on TV."

      "I thought you said the TV was the devil's window to the world." The Pillar arches an eyebrow.

      "Don't speak until I permit you to," the White Queen says. Last time I heard this, the Pillar was saying it to the Duchess. "So back to you, Alice Wonder." She is definitely warming up to me. Saving lives means a lot to her. "You did a brave job there in Oxford."

      "She couldn't have done it without me—"

      The Pillar's words are cut off by the White Queen's stare. He doesn't shrug, but he pouts. He could slit her throat. But then again, he couldn't. They have a crazy relationship.

      "Come here, beautiful," the White Queen tells me. "Let me see you outside this booth."

      I squeeze past the Pillar and get out, eager to meet her. Outside, she takes me by the hand and walks me along her private place for prayer. It's as artistic and holy as the rest of St. Peter's.

      "Brave girls aren't easy to come by these days." She still holds my hand, walking me to a part of the hall with statues all around.

      "Thank you, White Queen." I nod, feeling safe in her hands.

      "Please, call me Fabiola." She smiles at me and stops before an unusual part of the floor. It's made of black and white marble squares, and its surface glitters in the sunlight shining through from the inlaid glass in the dome above us.

      "Tell me why you want to save the girl," she says. "Is she related to you?"

      "Not at all," I say.

      "Why would you save someone you don't know?"

      "I shared a special moment with Constance in Christ Church," I reply.

      "Tell me about it." She pulls my chin up so I can meet her eyes. "Life's biggest moments are small moments."

      "When she was in the fireplace, she refused to take my hand to save her at first," I say. "She only did when I told her my name was Alice. And then when I saved her, she hugged me so tightly, like no one ever has before. It was a new feeling for me."

      "What kind of feeling?"

      "I've always been looking for someone to help. At least, that's what I remember from my last week in the asylum."

      "The asylum?" The White Queen gazes back at the Pillar as if he is my parent.

      "I found her in an asylum. It's like a kindergarten for mad people, that's all." The Pillar shrugs one shoulder. "Trust me, she is the Alice."

      The White Queen shakes her head and turns back to me. "Continue. You said you were always looking for someone to help."

      "When I met Constance, I felt like she was helping me by letting me save her." The words flow without me even thinking about them. "It's hard to explain."

      "It isn't hard at all," Fabiola says. "This is what true humans feel. We're all here in this world to help one another."

      "And then Constance said something," I continue.

      "Go on. I'm listening. What did the little girl say?"

      "She said the Cheshire told her that Alice in Wonderland is now older and would be coming to save her. Constance has her room filled with drawings of me being Alice in Wonderland, and the Cheshire Cat told her I am coming to save her. Regardless of the craziness of all that, I had to promise her that I would never let the Cheshire hurt her."

      "A promise is a serious matter, Alice." The White Queen nods.

      "But I couldn't keep my promise," I say. "I wish to stay true to my word."

      "That's something I can help with," she says. "You see, most people who come to see me are broken. They need help. They think I can help them when they only can help themselves. I try to make them understand that. In your case, you seem to know it. Only you can help yourself and keep the promise you made."

      "I believe so…" I smile.

      "I will help you. Not because of this horrible man you walk the earth with, but because of that great, loving energy I sense coming from you toward the world." The White Queen has an unnamable magic on the tip of her tongue. The words she says stay with me somehow. It makes me feel twice as tall—which reminds me of Alice in the book again. "But I'm afraid you're not the Alice. You're not the one we're waiting for." She shakes her head. "I'm sorry. You have the same name and good heart, but not as strong as the real one."
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      "Come here," the White Queen says, now that we're done with the Alice issue. "Give me a hug." I let her hug me. I feel the same way I did when Constance hugged me. I feel the warmth, a surge of easiness as if returning home. "The Pillar wants you to think you're the Real Alice," she whispers in my ear so he can't hear. "He has plans of his own for Wonderland. Use him, but don't trust him." She pushes me away gently and holds me by the arms. "But I will help you save the girl."

      "A chessboard-tiled floor," says the Pillar, breaking the whispering. I bet he is curious about what Fabiola told me. "I didn't know the nuns were into chess."

      "It's not for chess," the White Queen says, winking at me. "I'll show you. Why don't you step on it, Alice?"

      I comply right away, then stop before taking my first step. I remember I can't step on black tiles. My legs step on the white ones spontaneously, making my walking look awkward. But I finish the walk and end up on the other side.

      The White Queen claps elegantly, barely making her hands touch. She looks at me as if I am an infant who just learned to walk. "The good at heart only walk on white," she explains, and now I know why I couldn't step on black in my cell.

      "Oh," the Pillar says, taking a step away.

      "Don't you want to try it, Pillar?" the White Queen teases him.

      "I don't feel like playing hopscotch today," he says, pretending to be checking the artistic designs all around.

      "So how do we catch the Cheshire?" I ask.

      "Before you catch him, I need to tell you about the seven girls in the photographs," the White Queen says. "The Pillar sent them to my phone anonymously an hour ago." The Pillar never wastes time.

      "Any ideas?" the Pillar asks her.

      "Actually, yes," the White Queen says. "The theory you sent me is brilliant."

      "It's my theory," I say.

      "Don't be picky, Alice. We're a team now." He turns back to Fabiola. "But it's flawed. Constance wasn't born in one of the towns with a church that has a grinning cat statue in it."

      "That's true," Fabiola says. "But it doesn't mean she isn't a perfect fit to the puzzle."

      "I don't follow," I say.

      "Most of the girls Lewis Carroll took pictures of have a significance in the events that happened in Wonderland," she explains. "One of those pictures the Cheshire requested is of a girl named Alice Westmacott." She pulls out her phone and shows the photo to me. I have seen it before. This Alice isn't me. It's just another seven-year-old girl in a sepia photograph. "The name Alice was very common in Carroll's time," she continues. "This one is precisely the key to solving the puzzle of the seven girls."

      "How is that so?" the Pillar asks.

      "Alice Westmacott's real full name is Alice Constance Richard Westmacott."

      "Okay?" I tilt my head, sensing a resolution coming my way.

      "Alice Constance like a two-part name," Fabiola says. "Some people liked to call their kids with such names."

      "So she could have been called Alice by some and Constance by others," the Pillar says, nodding.

      "Is that why Constance told me her mom wanted to call her Alice?" I ask. "Was she giving me a hint?"

      "I'm not sure how much she knows about this," Fabiola says.

      "This is mind-boggling," the Pillar says. "The present-day Constance didn't live a hundred and fifty years ago."

      "That's true. But bear with me," Fabiola says. "The modern-day Constance's name is Constance Albert Westmacott."

      "She is a descendant of the Westmacott's." The puzzle starts to unfold for me. "But still, she wasn't born in a town with a Cheshire in a church."

      "That's where you both missed it," Fabiola says. "Sir Richard Westmacott was a well-known British sculptor in the time of Lewis Carroll. They knew each other well. His is commemorated by a blue plaque in his place of death in London."

      "A sculptor?" I am trying to follow the complicated puzzle.

      "Please don't tell me he is the one who carved all those grinning cats all over England?" The Pillar caught on faster than I did.

      "Yes, he did," Fabiola says. "I know this because I talked many times with Lewis when he was obsessed with locking the doors to Wonderland in the past. He told me that each Wonderland Monster needed a special charm or magic to be locked away. He worked with Richard to trap the Cheshire."

      "Let me get this straight." I am waving my hand over my head and walking around as I speak. "In order to trap the Cheshire, Lewis Carroll asked his sculptor friend, Richard Westmacott, to design those grinning cat statues. Each statue is in a town where at least one of the girls the Cheshire killed came from, right?"

      "So far, yes." Fabiola nods.

      "And Constance counts as one of the seven girls since she is a descendant of the man who sculpted those statues." I really hope I am making sense. "Now, the Cheshire is killing the girls because they're descendants of those girls in the photographs. I suppose there is a reason for it other than the carvings in their towns."

      "So why is the Cheshire killing them?" the Pillar asks.

      "I don't know," the White Queen says. "In all cases, they are the key to his freedom from whatever Lewis bestowed on him. All I know is where you can find the Cheshire at this time of year."

      "And why haven't you said that from the beginning?" The Pillar rolls his eyes.

      "In Belgium," Fabiola says. "A town called Ypres."

      "Why would he be there now?" I ask.

      "There is a festival called Kattenstoet. The weirdest festival of all," Fabiola says.

      "Are you talking about the Cat-Throwing Festival?" The Pillar rubs his chin.

      Fabiola nods.

      "Cat throwing?" Again, I am having a hard time accepting things I hear.

      "That's a long story," the Pillar cuts in. "We know what we came here for, and we better go now."

      "Wait," the White Queen says. "I haven't yet told you why he attends the festival. I haven't told you why he has a grudge against humanity."

      Suddenly, we hear voices outside. I hear someone thud on the floor, and a nun screaming briefly.

      "What's going on?" I ask.

      "Don't tell me it's the…" The Pillar exchanges a look with Fabiola.

      "You didn't let them follow you here, did you?" Fabiola is suddenly furious.

      "Who is it?" I can't stand not knowing.

      "Who else? The Reds," Fabiola says. "You have to escape."
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      Fabiola runs to a fireplace nearby and pulls an umbrella from inside—I think all Wonderlanders have a thing for fireplaces. It's a pink umbrella. It looks silly, and the color doesn't match the grand holiness of St. Peter's. She throws it at me. "You will need it," she says as I catch it. "And when I say you'll need it, I mean it."

      I want to ask if it's going to rain inside the basilica, but the situation is too dangerous for questions. The doors are being pounded. The Reds who killed the nuns outside want in.

      "And I believe you will need this?" She throws a hookah to the Pillar.

      "Thank you for thinking of me, Fabiola," he says, catching it as the doors outside bang harder.

      "As for me, I will need this." She pulls out a sword from the same fireplace. The sight of the White Queen with a sword in her hand confuses me. Since she's heard the pounding on the doors, she has turned into some warrior nun.

      "What's that, Fabiola?" I ask.

      "It's the vorpal sword." She stares at her sword with pride. "Time to stand up to the face of evil."

      I am the most bewildered Alice of all.

      "Holy Borgroves!" The Pillar enjoys this, staring at Fabiola like she's a superwoman. The glimmer in his eyes is unpredictable. I think the Pillar feels something for the White Queen. "I miss the old days," he tells her.

      "Don't get any ideas, Pillar." Her words are sharp. "We're not fighting on the same side. We're only fighting the same enemy."

      The three of us turn to face the doors. I can't help but feel like the worst twisted version of the Three Musketeers. The doors bang open. Finally, I will see the Reds.
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      Tons of red-hooded men with hollow faces rush in. Their hoods over their heads are heart-shaped, and most of them have Latin numbers sewn in gold on their back. The numbers vary from one to nine. They are the Reds, my new world's twisted version of Lewis Carroll's playing cards.

      Some of the Reds have swords; some hold spears. None of them talk. They are here to kill us all. A brief thought runs through my head: why isn't anyone fighting with real guns? A spear swooshes next to my ear. I am not going to ask.

      "Lock the doors behind them!" the White Queen orders her nuns outside. "Trap them inside."

      The Pillar whips his hose at the first hooded man approaching him. It's like he is Indiana Jones on crack. The hose snakes around the Red's hollow neck and chokes him. The Red falls to the floor in the form of an empty hood with no body inside. "Ace that!" the Pillar yells and runs for another intruder.

      Fabiola is surrounded by five of them, flashing her vorpal, and taking a fencing master's position. She even signals to them to approach her with her other hand, then pulls the hem of her white dress up again. I can't believe my eyes.

      It only takes one of them to approach her before she goes nuts on him, stabbing and beheading him with the vorpal.

      "The Vatican would be proud of you!" the Pillar says.

      Fabiola is fast. She can walk briefly on air to launch her kicks, her veil floating behind her as if it's her swirling hair. When she spins, her dress swirls with her, like a princess dancing underwater. She fights like a samurai. Empty red hoods fall all around her.

      "I never had a nun superhero when I was a child, you know that?" the Pillar tells me while choking a Red. "But then again, nuns and priests were not that fond of me."

      "Shut up, Pillar," Fabiola says, still fighting. "I doubt you were ever a child."

      I duck as another spear comes my way and hits the window. When I look outside, there are masses of people walking in prayer, holding candles, and reciting hymns. They have no idea what's going on in here.

      "In the holy name of Wonderland!" The Pillar chokes another Red to death. I catch his eyes while he enjoys his kill. But suddenly his face changes. He tosses his victim to the floor and runs on the church's banks toward me with that expressionless face again. It's like I am looking at death in his eyes. I don't know what's gotten into him, but I am paralyzed with fear again as he hops like a rabbit on the tips of the banks. He lands before me, pulls my head down, and slashes his hose at one of the Reds who was about to kill me.

      "If I were you, I'd start to use the privilege of having a Certificate of Insanity and kill some Reds." He takes a drag from his hookah before he slashes the hose at another Red. "Look at them." He holds the hollow red hood in his hand. "They are the best kill. It's like they never existed in the first place. A perfect crime."

      "Stop talking and come and help me!" Fabiola demands from afar, still sword-battling a few on her side.

      "She takes her job very seriously." The Pillar winks and runs off.

      I kneel and look at the red hood in my hand. I don't know what to do with it, but it looks like I could use it. One of the Reds approaches me, and I hit him with the umbrella between his legs. He screams in pain, and his hollow hands reach between his legs. He lets out a big whiz then says, "Jub Jub," in pain.

      "Pull the umbrella tighter, so the hook totally destroys him," the Pillar says, standing behind the podium now. I do, and the Red Man falls to the floor like the rest. "Ladies and gentlemen," the Pillar shouts, his hands on the church podium. "I am Pillar the Killer. Approach me, and it's off with your heads." He adjusts his tie as he gets the attention of most Reds darting his way. "Always wanted to say 'off with their heads' in a church," he murmurs and starts fighting.

      I keep hitting Reds with my umbrella. It's one hell of a strong umbrella, but I am not sure Fabiola gave it to me for that purpose. In a flash, I find her behind me as she pulls me away. She stabs several Reds on the way as she tucks me into a confession booth. "It's better you stay here until this is over," she says.

      I hold the door before she closes it. "Be careful, White Queen." I grab for her free hand. "I… I mean: we need you."

      She smiles broadly as if no one has ever appreciated what she does.

      "I have to kill them fast," she says. "I have to attend prayers in a few." She slams the door behind her.

      In the darkness of the booth, the screen on my left opens. A pair of curious eyes look through. They don't belong to the Reds because these eyes have a face.

      "Hey, father, are you there?" a boy says. I recognize the voice. It's the annoying and arrogant Jack Diamonds.
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      "I am my son." I do my best to sound like older folks.

      "What's with your voice, father? Ah, it must have softened from gazing at the holy face of the Lord," Jack says. He's dead serious. I didn't know he has this side to him. "Tell me, father. What does he look like?"

      "Who?" I frown in the dark as I hear the battle taking place outside.

      "The Lord, father. I bet he is a cool guy, right?"

      "How dare you even think to speak of the Lord?" It takes all the breath in my stomach to imitate such a voice.

      "Oh, I am sorry." Jack's eyes are trying to see through the dark. "You see, I came to ask your opinion on something. I am in love with a girl. Her name is Alice. Alice Wonder. She is awesome, like marshmallow awesome."

      I don't say anything, or I will laugh. I am not affected by him saying he is in love with me. I don't even know him, and he is weird. Also, I think he is a player. Good-looking guys like him must have a lot of girlfriends.

      "I am crazy about her," he says. "I mean, really. I have no idea why. You know what I think, father? I think she is insane. Like, really insane. Tutti frutti insane."

      "Then why are you telling me this?" I cough to hide my voice.

      "I thought you could talk to her about me. Tell her that I am a great guy. All I need is a date with her."

      A spear smashes through the confession booth and hits the wall behind me, right behind my ear. I scream.

      "Father? Seriously, something's wrong with your voice," Jack says.

      "I'm not a father, you annoying stalker!" I yell at him.

      "Alice? What are you doing here in the Vatican?"

      "I was going to ask you the same question." I bang the door open. Fighting the Reds is much better than talking nonsense to this Jack Diamonds.

      "Use the hood," he tells me when we're outside.

      "Can you just go?" I bang one of the Reds with my umbrella.

      "Suit yourself," he says and puts on the Red's hood. "I'm going to disappear." He buries his face under the hood and turns hollow. He begins killing Reds with his bare hands. Jack fights in the strangest ways. He kicks and hits as if he is a kung fu fighter. A horrible one, actually. But it works.

      I find the closest Red hood and put it on. What a genius idea. When I approach them, they think I am one of them, and I keep hitting them with the umbrella. The White Queen and the Pillar are fighting on the other side of the church. They can't see me because of the angle, but I can hear their voices. There are a few Reds left alive. I don't even know who those Reds are.

      Jack and I come back to back while fighting. "How do you know about that weird kung fu slash samurai stuff?" I shout.

      "It's not kung fu," Jack says. "It's None Fu. Short for Nonsense Fu. It's basically karate, jujitsu, kung fu, and every other fighting technique in the world. Some like to call it the Art of Nonsense." He kicks one of the Reds, saying, "Aiya!"

      "Nonsense?"

      "It's the way Lewis Carroll used to fight," he explains.

      "You knew Lewis Carroll?"

      "That's a long story." Jack turns around and faces me. "You look so hollow," he says.

      "You too." I laugh. "You think that's why the Reds left?" Since we stopped fighting, they've all gone, thinking we were part of them. They've probably run to Fabiola and the Pillar.

      "Do you think we should kiss now?" he says.

      "Heck no." What's wrong with this guy?

      "I mean, we don't even see our faces. It wouldn't hurt to try to see if we could feel them."

      "You're obnoxious." I pull away from him. "Why do you keep following me?"

      "The heart has reason that reason doesn't know of."

      "Oh, please." I wave my hands in the air. "Grow up. And please leave me alone."

      The Pillar and Fabiola come running toward me. "One left to go, and they're all dead." The Pillar is about to choke me with his hose.

      "Wait. It's me." I take the hood off. "And him…" When I point to Jack, he's gone. I wonder if I was too harsh on him.

      "That was a brilliant idea," the Pillar says, sitting on the bank and panting. "We could have just killed you."

      "Don't listen to him, Alice." The White Queen salutes me. "It was a smart move. You're still learning. And I saw you give them heck. You are brave. Did you see how she killed some of the Reds, Pillar?"

      "And I thought it was 'thou shalt not kill.'" He sighs and stands up. "Come on, Alice, we have a plane to catch."

      "I know." I can't even catch my breath in this fast-paced Wonderland War. "We're going to Belgium to find the Cheshire."

      "As a matter of fact, no," the Pillar says. "We're heading back to the asylum. It's late, and if you don't show up there, Waltraud and Ogier will be suspicious. I don't want Tommy to be exposed. You're supposed to be in his care by morning. That's what he tells the underground ward."

      "A hero by day, a loon by night," I mumble. "I hope I see you again, Fabiola."

      "I'm sure you will." She kisses me on the forehead. "Although you're not the Alice, I've felt tremendous love for you since I met you. Now go. I have a prayer to attend and thousands of people who shouldn't see me with a sword."

      "Take care of yourself." I kiss her on the cheek.

      "Can we just stop all the lovey-dovey moments and move on?" The Pillar pulls me by the hand. "Say hi to God for me, Fabiola. Tell him I am sorry I smoked in his booth and killed in his church. Is there repentance for that?"

      "Stop," the White Queen says. "Let me tell you about the Cheshire's past first."
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        ALICE'S CELL, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Hours later, after Fabiola told us about the Cheshire, I am dreaming in my cell again. It's a dream about my boyfriend, Adam. He is still wearing his hood, and I can't see his face. We're alone in Christ Church's garden.

      "Am I insane?" I ask Adam, not sure why I do.

      "It depends," Adam says.

      "It depends?"

      "On whether it's more important to know if you're insane, or to know who you are," he says.

      "You're talking in riddles, just like the Pillar."

      "I am not the Pillar, Alice," he says. "I'm Adam. The love of your life."

      "I still have a whole life in front of me. How do you know you're the love of my life?"

      "I know you will never love someone the way you loved me."

      "Why don't you show me your face, then?" I ask. "I need to see the face of the one I loved."

      "You still love me, Alice," he says. "I'm still madly in love with you." He stops for a moment. "I'm not hiding my face from you. This is my face. Maybe it's just you who doesn't see me."

      "Me?"

      "I don't know why you do it, but it seems that you're not ready to see me." He sounds sincere. Again, I love his voice. It reminds me of a lullaby I can't remember from when I was a child—if that makes any sense. "I think you're afraid to remember me and then have to deal with my absence. My death was really hard on you."

      "So I either remember you and a great pain comes with it, or forget you and great madness comes with it."

      "If forgetting me is going to make you happy, I don't mind," he says. "I see you have a thing for this boy you met."

      "Boy? You mean Jack Diamonds?" I laugh. "No, he's a loon. I don't even know him, I swear."

      "It's all right to meet other people after my death, Alice," Adam says. "It's really all right. I think he loves you dearly."

      "What? How can you say so? I told you. I don't even know him. He is really weird. He doesn't even know me. I love you, Adam."

      "You don't even remember me." He laughs from under the hood.

      "I don't remember your face, but I remember you in my heart somehow," I say. "It's a feeling I can't escape."

      "Then, I will always be with you."

      I say nothing. A tear trickles down my cheek. "Will you be with me when I face the Cheshire tomorrow?" I ask him to make sure he means it. Maybe spirits can still protect their loved ones after death.

      "I will be, but there is something you have to know," he says. "The power the Cheshire is after is scarier than death itself."

      "Do you know what it is?"

      "I can't say. You have to figure it out. The power he is after surpasses any imagination. I mean any imagination. He will be the scariest face of evil in the world."

      "You're scaring me, Adam."

      "I am because I care about you. If you're going after the Cheshire, you need to know the kind of danger you're facing. The Cheshire is going to perform a forbidden ritual tomorrow. You have to stop him, or…"

      "Or?"

      "It will be the end of the world."

      "What kind of ritual, Adam?" I feel like waking up from my dream but do my best not to. The plants in Oxford's garden are drowning in water all of a sudden. A crazy flood swarms the university. Its tides are really high. Is this the end of the world Adam talked about?

      When I open my eyes, I am all wet in my cell. Waltraud stands above me with a bucket of ice-cold water. "Vake up, Alice," she says, laughing. "Time for some shock therapy."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE MUSH ROOM, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Ogier rubs the two electrodes together as if he is a child with a fork and spoon in his hand. The spark he creates sends shivers down my spine. I take a deep breath before the electricity reaches me, reminding myself that this is my new life. A hero by day, a mad girl by night.

      Waltraud laughs each time I shake and shiver. She is still smoking her cigarette, watching me as if I were her favorite TV series. As electricity surges through me, I remember what the Pillar told me on the way back. He was talking about the easiest way to tell if someone is insane. It's not the way they look, talk, or behave. The most common trait in insane people is that they think they aren't insane. According to the Pillar's nonsensical logic, we're all insane. The only way to survive insanity is to admit it.

      "You know that I am not being examined by a specialist when I leave every morning, right?" I tell Waltraud, still sweating from the buzzes. "You know I save lives in the outside world, don't you?"

      Waltraud almost chokes, laughing at me. "But of course, my dear Alice." She keeps on laughing with Ogier. "I also know you're a princess in the real world."

      Ogier buzzes me again, and all I can do is laugh with them. It's a hysterical moment. We all laugh, and we don't know why exactly. Am I laughing at the fact that there is no way in the world they'll believe me? Maybe I am laughing because I am really insane.

      "Seriously." I hiccup between the laughs. "You must have seen me on TV. My picture was everywhere yesterday. I am the girl who ate a block of cheese in the Great Hall of Oxford University that morning."

      "Cheeeeeese?" Waltraud kills her cigarette on the floor. Every big thing in her body is vibrating from laughter. "Why did you eat the cheese, Alice? Are you a rat?" Ogier laughs at this part. Sometimes he reminds me of Frankenstein.

      My laughing suddenly stops, and I stare at them. They sound like they really haven't seen me. Could it be they never watch the news while living here in the underground ward?

      "You seriously didn't see me?" My lips are dry when I say that. And my head is still buzzing.

      "I think this is enough therapy for her today," Waltraud tells Ogier. "She is losing it." She tries to cup her hands over her mouth to keep from laughing.

      "My God," I say. "You didn't see me."

      "Of course, we didn't," Waltraud says. "Christ Church was closed yesterday. The police needed to collect evidence for the Cheshire murders. No students or tourists were allowed inside."
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        THE PILLAR'S PRIVATE AIRPLANE — ON THE WAY TO BELGIUM

      

      

      

      It's early morning. We're on the Pillar's private plane, heading to the town of Ypres in Belgium. I am not surprised when I find out that his whimsical and speechless chauffeur is our flight attendant. But I am quite surprised when I learn he is also the pilot.

      "I never knew you had a private plane," I say, sitting next to him in the comfortable seat as the private jet takes off. It looks like an exceptionally sunny day for this time of year. The Pillar says that the flight should only take twenty-nine minutes.

      "You don't know anything about me, Alice." He surfs the internet on his phone, gathering more information about Kattenstoet. "If Tom Truckle is cheap with airplane tickets, then I'd rather use my plane. I have a hookah lounge in here."

      "The Emirates Airlines also had a hookah lounge. You weren't impressed with it."

      "Wonderland hookah is something else. Lewis Carroll will tell you about it one day." He tilts his head, offended by my comparison.

      "And if I may ask, does your chauffeur have a name?"

      "I never asked. I call him Chauffeur,” he says nonchalantly. "He doesn't speak much if you haven't noticed. He is dear to me. He works for free, as long as I protect him from the Cheshire."

      "Cheshire? What would the Cheshire want to do with your whimsical chauffeur?"

      "My chauffeur is very mousy if you haven't noticed. Cat and mouse aren't the best of friends." The Pillar winks. "Enough about him. You were telling me Waltraud and Ogier claim Christ Church was closed yesterday, right?"

      "Yes."

      "Then what do you call this?" He shows me the news coverage from TV on his phone. It shows all that happened and the footage of me eating cheese in the Great Hall. "You're very famous on YouTube, by the way. Boy, you love cheese so much."

      "So, Waltraud is playing games with me, right?"

      "Listen, Alice," the Pillar says impatiently. "If you're going to question your sanity whenever someone tells you you're insane, you'll spend your life in misery. For instance, all this, including the video, could all be happening in your mind. Right?"

      "You've got a point."

      "Then how do you really know what is true and what is not?" he says. "A friend of mine called Einstein once said, 'Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one.'"

      "Einstein was your friend?" I narrow my eyes.

      "And an excellent hookah smoker. He puffed faster than the speed of light—relatively speaking, of course." The Pillar leans back in his seat. "How do you think he came up with his genius madness?"

      "One last question," I say. "Why doesn't the FBI, Interpol, or any authority do anything about the killings? I mean, my picture is all over the world, and no one interrogated me or bothered even finding me."

      "Do you really want me to answer that?" The Pillar stares at the ceiling.

      "Because I am mad?"

      "That's a possibility, of course, but not the real reason."

      "Then what is it?" I am feeling helpless. "Are you working for Interpol?"

      "Me? Of course not." The Pillar chuckles. "Intercontinental, maybe. For two days, and they fired me for teaching customers how to smoke. Your problem is that you're always asking the wrong questions, Alice."

      "How so?"

      "A sane person would want to figure out who works for Interpol or the FBI," he says. "But an insane person would ask who the FBI, Interpol, and the British Parliament really work for."

      I turn and pull out a magazine to read. I am not even going to go there and ask who the FBI works for. Let's just stick to the Cheshire's mystery.

      "By the way," the Pillar says, "the grinning cat carving in St. Christopher in Pott Shrigley was stolen this morning."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

        

      

    

    
      "What?" I put the magazine back. "Why didn't you tell me?"

      "You're always asking, Alice. I thought I'd feed your curiosity first."

      "The whole statue was stolen?"

      "It wasn't a statue, but a grinning cat carved in the wall," the Pillar says. "It turned out this carving was removable. It's practically a mask, disguised as a carving in the wall. That Richard Westmacott was a genius."

      "So, what does this mean?"

      "It means the Cheshire stole it," the Pillar says. "And it means your theory is right. Somehow, the Cheshire was after the one grinning cat carving in those churches that were secretly a mask. My bet is he didn't know which one it was. Knowing how Carroll implanted secrets in everything, I bet it took the Cheshire some time to steal the right mask without messing things up."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Carroll was meticulous. I would not be surprised if stealing the wrong mask would have resulted in the destruction of all the other masks by some Carrollian magic."

      "So the Cheshire has the power Lewis Carroll deprived him of now?" I am disturbed by even thinking about it.

      The Pillar nods. He looks more annoyed with the Cheshire getting the power than concerned with humanity's fate. "The cat is out of the bag. The White Queen said it wouldn't be good if he got that power."

      "Adam told me the same thing in my dreams," I mumble. "He said it would be the end of the world."

      "Adam, your boyfriend?" the Pillar says. I notice he's always focusing when I mention Adam.

      "I dreamt about him last night. He mentioned the same thing the White Queen said," I explain. "That the power the Cheshire is acquiring is scarier than death itself. He also said the Cheshire needs Constance to complete the ritual."

      "So, that's it." The Pillar clicks his fingers. "The Cheshire needs them both, the mask and Constance, to perform the ritual to get his power back."

      "We could be too late."

      "No, we're not," the Pillar says. "Think about it. Why did Adam show up in your dream just one day before the Kattenstoet festival? A festival about cats. Something in the festival completes the circle of the ritual. A mask, a girl, and a crazy event about people throwing cats out their windows. That's all it takes. It's a mad world out there.
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        GROTE MARKT, TOWN OF YPRES, BELGIUM

      

      

      

      The Cheshire, wearing one of his grinning cat masks, sat with a glass of milk in his hand. He was rocking back and forth in a chair to the song "Cat's in the Cradle" by Harry Chapin. The view in front of him was enchanting. He was looking over the famous Grote Markt in the Belgian town of Ypres. The sun was unusually present today, fighting against the stubborn snow. Everyone was preparing for the Kattenstoet festival.

      He lifted his mask for a moment and took one last sip from his glass. It was a special brand of milk, exclusively exported from Cheshire County. He let the warm milk sweep down his throat and let out a purr. Then he put his grinning mask back on.

      Lowering his hand, he pressed his fingers hard on the glass until it cracked. Red and white colors were spilled together on the parquet, and it felt good to him. Sometimes small things, like breaking a glass, were an even better release from the anger inside he suppressed for humankind. He let out an even longer purr through the opening in his orange mask.

      Behind him, in this abandoned Renaissance hotel, a girl lay tied on the floor. She was young, about ten years old. Unlike his other victims, she didn't have a grin sewn to her mouth. She'd been there for some time. She wasn't dead yet. She was very special, and he needed her.

      The Cheshire gazed briefly at the antique mirror next to him. It was old, wrapped up in spider webs and dead butterflies caught by the spiders themselves. But still, he could see his masked face. He looked silly in this mask, he thought. He missed his face. His real face. Most of all, he missed his Cheshire power, the one Lewis Carroll took from him. It was time to get it back.

      None of that was the reason he broke the glass of milk. He loved milk. It was his favorite thing in the world. The worst thing in the world was humans. He could not forget or forgive what they had done to him in this town when he was a kid.

      The Cheshire, possessing an old woman's body, for now, turned to look down from his French window. An old woman was a great disguise, in case he needed to take off his mask. He looked down upon the arriving tourists ready to celebrate.

      Everyone in this Flemish part of Belgium talked in the language he hated most, French. They were on top of his human-hate list. The Cheshire hated how the French ate raw meat without cooking it, like cannibals. He hated the way they pronounced his name with an accent: Che-cha-ree. It sounded uncannily close to "cherie" in French, which meant "sweetheart." The Cheshire didn't want to be anyone's sweetheart. He didn't want to think of having a heart. What he hated most about the French and the Belgians was the memory they brought back. That harsh memory that made him crack the glass of milk and not care about his bleeding hand.

      The memory was about this town, Ypres. It was many centuries ago when they started killing, throwing, and burning cats in Europe. A long time before he fled to Wonderland.

      People thought that cats died young, but they were immortal spirits. Wonderland was an unknown place then. It was a long time before Lewis Carroll, and the Cheshire turned into enemies in a chess game called life.

      The Cheshire closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and remembered the first time cats were massacred in front of his eyes…
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      He was a kid. A happy, furry, tail-wiggling, and purring cat, like the others. He had just stopped getting food and milk from his mother a week ago. His dad wasn't fond of his laziness and urged him to go out and start hunting for food. Cheshire wasn't fond of killing animals, but he had to eat.

      "Rats, my son," his mother purred. "That's our best food."

      "But they are horrible little creatures, Mommy," he said. "I mean, I get so grossed out by their noses and whiskers."

      "I hate them too."

      "Then why do you eat something you hate?" He always thought it a physiological defect of his kind to eat something they hated. What was wrong with butterflies? They looked lovely, and he loved the way they crunched between his teeth. Sure, they were hard to catch, but that was why he was fond of caterpillars. They were slow and full of vitamins since all a caterpillar did was eat. They were like raw butterflies, something the French would love—there was no room in his memory for remembering how the French ate frogs. Holy paws and purrs, why frogs? The Cheshire loved them when he was a kid.

      But the Cheshire ended up hungry, so he began to hunt for himself.

      Ypres was a small town by then, known for exporting clothes to England. They had that huge clothes tower where they kept the clothes for months before they were shipped away. Rats loved it and were fond of the tower, so humans encouraged cats from all over town to visit and eat the rats.

      In general, many Europeans didn't love cats around the sixteenth century. Cats were associated with witches and were said to be inhabited by demons and devils. But the clothes tower, that was the exception.

      The first time the Cheshire went there, he saw a cat rolling a dead rat with its paws and playing with it. He thought it was mean to kill someone and play with their corpse. A dead human was honored by burial or cremation; a rat's corpse should have been eaten right away in that context.

      "I am not playing with it," the other cat said to Cheshire. "I'm checking it for diseases. Rats are stinky. They spend their time in sewers and other people's cheeses."

      The Cheshire wasn't going to go through that conversation again. Why did they eat them, then?

      It only took him a week before he turned into a rat serial killer. It was his first form of serial killing. The rats tasted horrible but gave him the energy to run around and play all day. The townspeople began giving fish spines to the cats as a reward for killing the rats, as long as the cats only went to the clothes tower and not all over town, especially to the Grote Markt, where humans had their groceries.

      One day, the Cheshire's father brought his dead uncle's corpse to bury it. He was killed by the townspeople with a pan to his head for padding into the Grote Markt. It was the Cheshire's first epiphany about how humans hated his kind—of course, people now cherish cats and pet them, but that wasn't the case then.

      It was rumored there was a man with a pipe and pied clothes who could tempt rats out of any town. He played the devil's music with his flute, and the rats followed him out of town. If he had come, the cats would have been out of food and business.

      The Cheshire's father was one of the first to go negotiate with the man whom everyone called the Pied Piper. Cats from all over Belgium and France traveled to meet the Piper. They begged him not to come to Ypres, or they'd be out of food. The Cheshire accompanied his dad that day.

      After hours and hours of pondering, the Piper agreed not to come to Ypres. He remarked that his absence would make him lose a lot of money since rat-catching was a hot business at the time. So he made a deal with the cats that some of them had to sell their souls to him. He told them that demons and rogue spirits were lost in the cerebral realms of the world and needed bodies to inhabit. Cats were the perfect hosts due to their agility and smart moves. The Piper promised that it wouldn't change who they were as cats. In fact, it might make them stronger. Reluctantly, several cats agreed and were never seen again. Although the Piper had his eyes on the Cheshire that day, his father rejected the idea furiously, taking his son back to town.

      Months later, a series of crimes and unexplained phenomena soared all over Europe. They were mostly connected to witches. In the town of Ypres, everyone believed witches performed their sins through cats.

      Suddenly, the clothes tower was shut, and fanatics began catching cats and throwing them from windows to kill them. It had become a new hobby, encouraged by parents and practiced by children.

      But the cats were as flexible as yo-yos. No amount of throwing killed them, and only an inexperienced few died. And then, in one of humanity's most absurd incidents, the Flemish townspeople, the raw meat eaters, gathered and decided to rid their town of the cats who had supposedly caused all their misery. Instead of investigating what they'd done wrong as humans, they decided it was the cats.

      As punishment, a parade and festival were run for days. The townspeople lured the cats to the clothes tower and caught them. They packed them into sacks and threw them from the highest towers down to the ground. A cat's landing skills and balance were useless when crammed into a sack. It needed space to curl its body in order to land without being hurt. Also, the heights were now unimaginable.

      The Cheshire twitched with the broken glass of milk in his hand. The memory was too gory to imagine. Thousands of fluffy creatures, forests of outstretched arms, flying in the air with no parachutes on their backs. The townspeople hailed and clapped while they cussed the devils and demons that they thought inhabited those cats. They smiled while cat blood was spattered on the streets of Ypres. He continued his memory, remembering the day when he and his family were caught.
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      One day, the Cheshire's family was caught: mother, father, sisters, brothers, and even him. They were packed into the sack, left in the darkness to die, wondering when they would hit the ground. When a human pulled the sack to crush it all the way down, the Cheshire pleaded all he could. He meowed, purred, and screamed. He hung with his claws upside down, thinking the humans might have mercy on him. But no mercy was given. The Cheshire cried so hard that the gods gifted him with the power of speech for a moment.

      "Help us!" the Cheshire pleaded, his eyes widening at the miracle.

      "Did you hear that?" one of the humans asked the other who was holding the sack. "I think the cat just begged for help."

      "It did?" the one who held the sack asked, and the whole Cheshire family felt hope.

      "It's me, the Cheshire," he shouted in his tiny voice. "Please. You don't have to do this."

      "It really talks," one said, "The damned cats are possessed by the devil. Throw it!"

      And with that, the Cheshire's sack free-fell through the air. With his family panicking all around him, the look of death painting their faces, the Cheshire felt an unstoppable need for revenge. An unstoppable need for killing everything that was human. His small claws sharpened and kept slithering at the sack from inside. A little before his family died, splashing to the ground, the Cheshire saw sunlight burning his eyes through the holes he'd created. He slid through them like cats do and jumped, landing on his paws, then used his balance center inside his ears to control the movements and not die.

      That day, he stood in his place as the sky kept raining cats. Each time their blood splashed onto his face, his grin widened. Each dying cat was his fuel for the apocalypse he was going to bring to humans of the world later. To do that, he had to gather an army of monsters. Later, he knew he could find plenty of them in Wonderland.

      Right now, the Cheshire walked with his human feet over the scattered glass. He knelt next to the captive girl, wondering how she'd look with a grin sewn to her face. But he couldn't do that to her now. After many trials and errors, this was the girl he needed to get back the powers.

      "Soon, I will perform the ritual." His voice was muffled behind the mask. "Soon, Carroll. Then I will have the scariest face in the world. The face that is not a face. I will have the one power that will make me invincible." His power was the kind of power no one could think about. It was smooth, yet deadly. To get it, he had to use Constance, a descendant of someone Carroll photographed. If only the world knew that these photographs weren't just a hobby, that each one held a secret within it.

      But the world was ignorant and pompous, like always. The Cheshire was going to teach them their last lesson ever. Let's see who has the last grin.
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        KATTENSTOET FESTIVAL, YPRES, BELGIUM

      

      

      

      The Pillar and I are licking ice cream at Il Gusto d'Italia, one of the most famous places in Ypres. It's not like we've come here for the ice cream, but licking it while staring at the madness around us is the best way to hang on to sanity.

      The Kattenstoet parade is immense. Many people, a lot of them children, come from all over the world to celebrate that crazy day. It's only seconds before we're pushed among the crowd, urged to walk ahead in the parade. In my modern-day Alice outfit and the Pillar's blue suit, we look like freaks. People are dressed as cats, wearing feline ears and hanging cat's tails, or meowing like cats. Girls have whiskers drawn on their faces, and elders have cat ears on, along with other medieval clothes and accessories. It's beautiful, actually—if only it didn't represent a horrible memory of killing cats.

      "This place is nuts." I laugh, holding the umbrella Fabiola gave me. She told me I would need it, but I still don't know how.

      "Every dog's dream." The Pillar puffs his pipe. He doesn't look happy. All he is looking for is a sign to spot the Cheshire.

      Among the parade, we pass by a famous clock tower, which shows the time is three in the afternoon.

      "Ding dong, something is wrong," the Pillar says.

      I don't know what he means, but we come across the belfry, where a huge bell rings, and people start to throw candy in the air.

       Colorful marching bands begin to fill the square in front of the famous clothes tower, where the Cheshire family was probably thrown out in the past—the Pillar educated me all about it this morning. He had his chauffeur research the Cheshire's background in Ypres.

      More children dressed in feline costumes make clawing gestures while elders twirl the flag of a Flemish lion. It's Ypres's national shield. How ironic, I think. A lion on the flag where they killed the same species in the past.

      "Balloons!" I cry out like a little child. Huge balloons gather and take the shape of one huge cat in the sky.

      I see young girls march next to us. They are dressed as Cleopatra as a tribute to Egyptian cats, which were considered gods back then. Viking-costumed flutists follow them with dancing girls in blonde braids as a tribute to Celtic cats.

      Things look ordinary until I spot horses drawing a wagon of a caged witch, who is acting as if she is pleading not to be burned. She is holding on to the bars and flipping her stiff black hair.

      "Gotta love humans," the Pillar blurts out as he still looks for the Cheshire.

      "Why? What's going to happen to the witch?"

      "In the grand finale of the party, they are going to burn her." The Pillar pushes a couple of cat-clothed kids away. "Woof. Woof," he blows at them. "Of course, they won't burn the girl herself. They will burn a feline version of her. Can you believe this is the twenty-first century? People still believe that cats and witches are the cause of their misery."

      Then I am distracted by a huge carriage made of feline fur. It looks like a huge red cat with scary jaws. They call it the Cradle. Children cheer upon seeing it and start climbing on the top and sides. I wonder if the huge cat on wheels is just hollow from inside because it's big enough to have a dining table and chair inside. For a moment, I wonder if the Cheshire is hiding inside.

      "And here comes Garfield." The Pillar points his cane at someone in a Garfield costume, walking next to a Puss in Boots.

      I try to act as the Pillar, not worry and enjoy the parade for a while. The buildings all around us are works of art. The houses are Renaissance style, and the fact that the place is full of people makes me happy. Again, for a girl just out of an asylum, this is heaven.

      Suddenly, the parade stops as we're approached by a huge number of pro-cat activists. They are holding big animal rights signs, protesting against the cruelty that has been imposed on the cats of Ypres in the past. Their voices are loud and angry. I find myself pushed to the first row, with the Pillar next to me. When I get a closer look at the pro-cat activists, fear prickles the back of my neck. The Pillar holds my hand for assurance. What we're looking at might be normal for others, but not for us. All the activists in front of us wear the same orange mask on their faces. A face of a grinning cat, just like the mask the Cheshire Cat stole from Pott Shrigley.
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      "Ding dong… something is wrong," the Pillar says again, staring at the activists.

      "You think he is one of them?" The thought of me staring at the Cheshire without knowing him is unsettling. He could easily be anyone in this masked crowd. I'd rather face a devil I know than one I don't.

      "Brilliant, isn't it?" The Pillar looks angered by the Cheshire's trick. "He has an unstoppable need to attend the festival and perform the ritual. Now, with all those masks, there's no way to know who he is. He's mocking us again."

      "Shouldn't that mean that Constance is here?"

      "In many ways, it does," the Pillar says as the activists make way for someone approaching from the back. It looks like their leader, a man dressed in a Pied Piper costume. He holds a flute and a dossier in his hands and has a few grinning cat masks with him.

      "This is a peaceful protest." He raises his hands and talks to the people. I notice he is in his fifties, and his face is heavily lined as if he was a big drinker or smoker in his younger days. He has a good tan, though, and is not wearing a mask. "All we ask is that you let us pass to the clothes tower to mourn our cats."

      The people behind us murmur. They are wondering if there is enough space for the activists to walk through. They wouldn't want to spoil the parade, as they still have the need to move forward and continue the celebration.

      "I have a couple of masks for those of you who have had a change of heart and want to mourn the many cats that have been killed in this town." The Piper grins, imitating the masks. "Have you ever had a cat, young lady?" he says to me, bowing his head, as he is a bit too tall.

      "I think so." I don't remember having one.

      "Was her name Dinah?" The Piper's grin continues as the Pillar tenses. I shrug, not knowing what's really going on. Has the man exposed me, or is he just referring to Alice's cat in the book? "Forgive my surreal sense of humor, but you look fabulous in this modern-day Alice outfit," the Piper says.

      "Does it really show?" I am beginning to worry, like the Pillar. My outfit shouldn't really make someone think that way instantly.

      "Please be one of us." He stretches out his long-fingered hand. "You must care for cats the way we do. This celebration is all wrong. We need to educate people that harming cats is unacceptable. It's a crime that deserves the gas chamber, like killing human beings."

      "We have appointments," the Pillar breaks in. "We love cats. Meow. But I am afraid she can't come."

      The Piper turns to face the Pillar, and I sense darkness in the air. Is it possible that this tall, tanned man is the Cheshire? Why is he dressed like a Piper, and not disguised among the others behind a mask?

      The Piper and the Pillar stare at each other for a long time. I am starting to think this isn't the Cheshire, or the Pillar would have recognized him. I am puzzled all over again. I wish the Pillar wouldn't keep so many secrets from me.

      "Professor Carter Pillar, I assume?" the Piper utters finally.

      My heart drops to the floor.

      "Do you know me?" the Pillar asks, and I am confused again. What's going on?

      "It's a pleasure to meet you." The Piper stretches out his hand and shakes the Pillar's warmly as the grin on his face disappears. "I was told I might find you in the parade. In fact, I have two masks and tickets for you to join the pro-cat activists. I have heard a lot about your work. I hear you support cats and love them dearly." I know the Pillar hates cats. "I heard about your great work in the field of Kittycology."

      "Kittycology?" I know this is a joke, but I don't know what's happening. The Pillar knows it too, but he plays along. He likes games.

      "And who told you about me if I may ask?" The Pillar drags from his pipe, glancing at me from the corner of his eye.

      "Mr. Warrington Kattenstoet, of course. He is the director of the pro-cat activists. Unfortunately, he couldn't make it today." The Piper hands us the masks and tickets. "But he insisted it would be an honor if you and your daughter would accompany us."

      I take my mask reluctantly as the Pillar secretly winks at me. He puts his mask on, accepting the invitation. The name Warrington Kattenstoet is a big joke. Warrington is where Lewis Carroll was born, and Kattenstoet is the event we're attending. The Cheshire is here, and he wants us to play one of his games. He is inviting us to his ritual.

      "And what should we call you?" the Pillar asks, as we cross over to join the pro-cats.

      "Call me Piper for now." He smiles.

      "I am curious why you're dressed like a Pied Piper at an event about cats," I say.

      "It's an in-house joke, young lady." He shakes his head. "In the pro-cat community, we think the Piper must have been a cat. Who better to call when your town is rat-infested? The Piper. He does the same job cats do in terminating the rat race."

      "Oh." The Pillar and I gaze at each other. We look silly in these masks.

      "I know all the stuff about the flute and such, but after the Piper tempted rats out of Hamlin, what do you think he did with them?"

      "I heard he drowned them in the river," I respond.

      "Not true, young lady," he says. "He ate them, of course. Just like ancient people of this town sent the cats to kill the rats in the clothes tower. Now, follow me."

      As we walk amid the tourists to the clothes tower, the pro-cats start singing a song:

      Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been?

      I've been up to London to visit the Queen.

      Pussycat, pussycat, what did you there?

      I frightened a little mouse under her chair!

      I have my mouth open wide under the mask when I hear that. The Pillar does nothing but ends it with a high note, shouting, "Meow!" He says it as if he's saying "amen."
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      We pass through the crowd as they let us into the clothes tower. They agree we can use it, only for an hour, then leave so other tourists can use it. We step up. As we do, the Piper gives us mid-sized boxes with metallic handles on top. They are mildly heavy, and something is rocking them from inside.

      "There are cats in these boxes," the Pillar says as we climb the stairs. I hear a meow out of my box.

      "Why cats?" I hiss at him. "It doesn't make sense. They are pro-cat. They won't be throwing them off the tower like other tourists."

      "Other tourists don't throw real cats from the tower," the Pillar corrects me. "They throw stuffed cats as part of the event. Maybe the tower is like Noah's Ark. The Cheshire is going to drown the world with some flood, so he decided to save as many cats as he can." I know the Pillar is being sarcastic. He has no clue what we're up to, and I don't like the anticipation.

      "He didn't invite us here for nothing," I remind him. "He wants to show us his power. My guess is the ritual is taking place atop the tower. This means Constance is here."

      We reach the biggest room, and each activist walks toward the row of cloistered windows looking over the parade and the whole town. They turn and face the inside of the circle, where the Piper stands.

      This is definitely the ritual.

      "Since the time we have here is short," the Piper says, "I will try to make this quick." One of the boxes rattles from inside. The rattling is unusual. The cats must be big. I hear mine clawing at the inner walls of the box. "I know all of you have lost ancestors to the incident that happened here many centuries ago when they killed them mercilessly, throwing them out of the windows."

      Now, this makes more sense. Each and every one here is originally a cat, now in a human soul. They are here to avenge their ancestors. Being here is scary. I don't dare to even look at the Pillar. We've been ambushed.

      "They also burned our ancestors in France a century later," a cat-masked woman says.

      I read about cat burning in France on the internet. Apparently people had a lot of grudges toward cats in that time.

      "Not just France," another man says behind the mask. It's really hard to know who is talking and where the voices are coming from. "They killed cats in Brazil, too. My entire family was murdered."

      "My family was murdered in ancient Egypt. We were supposed to be gods!" a third one says.

      "I know we were gods in this world before," the Piper says. "The human holocaust of cats in the fifteenth century didn't succeed anyways. We've always evolved and learned to survive. Some of us are tigers or lions. And most of you survived by stealing the breath of infant humans and taking their souls." He fists a hand and raises it in the air. I suddenly notice it's not a hand. It's a claw in a human body.

      I remember one of the Mushroomers saying that he wasn't mad. He said a cat had stolen the souls of his kids when they were young, and no one believed him. What happens is that the kid dies, and the cat grows up in a new human body of its choice. The Mushroomer said that cats live among us everywhere. I thought he was crazy. I don't know of anyone who'd believe what's happening right now if I told them.

      "We should have never let humans domesticate us," the Piper says. "But history is full of mistakes. And on rare days like today, we get our revenge."

      Everyone around us hails the Cheshire.

      "The Cheshire has been through a lot, but he has always fought for us. He was fooled by Lewis Carroll when he locked him in Wonderland many years ago," the Piper says. "But like the Red King and Queen said in the books, how could they behead a cat with no head?" The pro-cat activists, or should I say cats, hail again. "The revenge the Cheshire has promised is closing in. Lewis stole the Cheshire's power after he couldn't lock him in Wonderland like the others."

      "When is he getting his power back?" an activist asks.

      "Patience, my friend," the Piper says. "The awful Lewis Carroll hid it in one of the sculptures of grinning cats all around the world. He then asked his friends to sculpt as many grinning cat statues and carvings as possible to elude the Cheshire Cat, so he could never get it back."

      "What's in the mask?" an activist asks.

      "What else, my friend," the Piper says. "His grin. The famous Cheshire Grin holds his power."

      I know the Pillar, and I can't wait to know the rest. But this is getting so surreal that I'd rather believe I am insane. This is all about the Cheshire getting his grin.

      "The power in the mask was bonded with one of the girls Carroll took photographs of," the Piper continues. "The power was in the mask, but the key to unlocking it was in one of those girls' souls. All the Cheshire had to do was to kidnap the girl, suck her breath like cats do, and then take her soul. He made them look like murders to elude any Wonderland enemies out there. Six souls had been killed with no success, but the seventh must be it. And she is here with us today."

      My eyes dart around, looking for Constance, as the activists ask where and who the girl is.

      "Her name is Constance," the Piper says. "And, within a few moments, the Cheshire will perform the ritual when the clock ticks 'brillig.'"

      "What is brillig?" one asks, and I too found myself wanting to know.

      "Brillig is four o'clock in Carrollian language," the Piper explains, and then recites a small line from Carroll's most whimsical poem, "Jabberwocky": "It was brillig, and slithy troves."

      I miss the Pillar explaining these things to me. He hasn't talked since we came here. All he cares about is spotting the Cheshire. And all I can do is crane my neck to look at the clock tower. It's only ten minutes to brillig.
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      "The ritual is simple," the Piper says. "When the clock ticks four, the Cheshire will appear and suck the girl's soul, wearing the one and only Carrollian mask that holds his power."

      "Meow!" The Pillar finally breaks loose, shouting from the top of his lungs. Crazily enough, all the other activists follow him. He doesn't look at me, and I can't interpret his face.

      "There will be one last thing needed to complete the ritual," the Piper says. "In order for the Cheshire to regain his power, he will need our help."

      Everyone says they'd do anything for him. The Cheshire has a following.

      "I know you'd do anything for the Cheshire, but it will be of great satisfaction to you as well," the Piper says. "Because today you get to avenge your ancestors! Now open your boxes, please."

      The pro-cats begin opening their boxes and pulling out the cats, which aren't really cats. They are small tigers. Not the cute ones you see on TV, but vicious ones, ready to sink their fangs into anything that moves. Somehow, they are obedient to the pro-cats. They are held in small cages that the pro-cats ready to throw out of the window overlooking the parade. The Pillar and I have no choice but to pretend we'll be doing the same, and then we stare back at the Piper.

      But the Piper is gone.

      Instead, there is an old woman holding Constance in her grip. I know she is an old woman from the look of her body and the white hair flapping behind the mask. She raises her arms and shows her claws then holds them to Constance's neck.

      "It's the Cheshire," the whole room snaps. They snap out of happiness, not fear.

      "I wonder if Jesus Christ got that kind of attention," the Pillar mumbles next to me.

      The Cheshire's presence is even scarier than the Pillar's. Scarier than the scariest thing I have ever seen, even that scruffy bunny in the mirror. It's as if I'm looking at death and can do nothing about it. He is so confident, even if he is hiding in the body of an old woman. He doesn't need to speak. He doesn't even need to show us his face. I think the unbearable fear I see on Constance's face is mirroring mine. The poor girl doesn't recognize me because of the mask I am wearing. I am torn between just running and crashing into the Cheshire, or waiting until I see a window of opportunity to do something more effective. It puzzles me why the Pillar is stranded when it comes to the Cheshire.

      The heck with it. I take a deep breath before I run recklessly toward Constance to save her. God only knows what the consequences may be.
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      The Pillar holds me tightly before I run. He doesn't say anything. His grip is just too strong, kicking me back into reality. If I attack the Cheshire, neither Constance nor I will survive. We have two minutes left. I need to find another way.

      "Once before, they threw us from the top of this building," the Cheshire woman says behind the mask. I am still puzzled about him being a woman. I imagine it's the human soul he chose to steal, but why an old woman? So he'd fool everyone? "Now, we'll show humankind what it means to have cats falling from the sky. Big cats this time. Vicious cats who will eat at them one by one. These cats in your hands will kill them, their wives, and their annoying children with red balloons everywhere. Just the way they killed us." The old woman's voice peaks. For a moment, I think I know the voice, but I can't recall to whom it belongs.

      The pro-cats pull the lids open to allow the cats out. These cats have no fear. They stand ready at the edges, ready for the clock tower to strike four.

      I almost hear the ticks in my heart. The Pillar said I was supposed to save lives. Now I am torn between the ones down below on the street and Constance. My God, the fear in her eyes is killing me already.

      Tick. Tock. Almost four o'clock.

      I pull my hand away from the Pillar and ignore him when he says I should wait.

      "I know now why you need me," I whisper to the Pillar. "You can't face the Cheshire by yourself." I decide I will go for Constance if there is no other choice. I can't let the Cheshire have her soul. Before I attack, the Cheshire does something I didn't see coming. He pulls his orange mask off and prepares to put on the Carrollian one from Pott Shrigley. In that brief moment, he, or she, is without a mask. I see the old woman's real face.

      It's someone I know. How in the world didn't I see this coming? How in the world did the Cheshire fool and mock me this way?

      I swallow hard and fist my hand to stay as calm as possible. The Cheshire is the old woman from the Great Hall. The woman with the grin who told me about the teacups.
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      "And the madness begins." The Pillar stands next to his locked box by the window. I am really concerned about his helplessness when it comes to the Cheshire.

      The clock rings four o'clock.

      "Revenge time!" the Cheshire says in his woman's voice. He sounds like a wicked old witch, and signals for them to throw the big cats.

      "It's raining cats." The Pillar raises his cane, pretending to be one of them. "Hallelujah."

      At this moment, I realize that the Pillar really doesn't care about humans. With all his powers, he hasn't stopped the activists from their wrongdoing. His hate for the sane world is so real that it's scary. The only difference between him and the Cheshire is that he is temporarily on my side. The White Queen was right when she told me not to trust him.

      I pull my mask away and run toward the Cheshire. "Hold on, Constance!" I yell as I wave the umbrella against him. The Cheshire grabs it midway, grins at me, and says in his female voice, "Haven't I told you we're all mad here? I remember I did more than a century and a half ago."

      I am sweating as I try to push harder with my umbrella, but it's not working. He is much stronger than the Reds. His grin makes me doubt myself. I glance at Constance for a moment, afraid she'll be disappointed with me. I promised I'd save her.

      The Cheshire pushes me harder to the floor, and I fall on my back and lose the umbrella. Behind me, I hear screams from below. God knows what kind of massacre is happening in the parade. I hear women and children screaming, and big growling cats sinking their fangs into their flesh. The Pillar doesn't do anything when it comes to the Cheshire. He is standing there watching. Some of the activists recognize him as an intruder, and now he suddenly has to defend himself.

      "Time for me to get my powers back," the Cheshire woman roars. She is holding Constance by her neck and has the grinning mask in the other hand. A lightning bolt strikes somewhere in the distance as she inhales deeply.

      I stand up and run into her again, trying to knock her over. She slashes her claws at me and sends me back to the floor. Her claws cut through my pullover, and I am bleeding from my left arm.

      "No one can stop me from what righteously belongs to me." She grins at me while the Piper brings more boxes for the activists to throw on the parade. "You don't know what this power is, do you?" Her grinning is constant, and she enjoys showing it to me. I have a feeling that this is personal. Not just between the Cheshire and the humans, but between him and me. I wish I could remember the past.

      "What is it?" I shout, as a snowy wind whizzes through the tower. I'm trying to stall the Cheshire by making useless conversation. "Tell me what Lewis took from you."

      "My nine lives." The woman laughs. "My priceless nine lives. Once I get them, I will be immortal."

      "But they are only nine lives." I am stalling, watching closely for a weakness in the Cheshire's woman's body. "Not all that much."

      "Oh, they are more than enough. If you only knew." She lifts the mask up and puts it on. "It's time to get back my grin, the one Lewis stole from me." The mask begins sparkling like stars. "Lewis bonded the grin with Alice Constance Westmacott's soul by photographing her." The Cheshire is proud to tell me all about this now. Why not, when he is only seconds away from getting what he wants? "They weren't joking when they said that photographs captured the soul. Lewis was a genius and invented that kind of camera long ago. Luckily, Alice Constance Westmacott passed her bond down to her descendants. Now, all I have to do is suck out this girl's soul and retrieve my powers." He means Constance. I watch him pull her closer to him. Behind me, the world is in chaos, and the Pillar is in a vicious war with the activists. He's killed a lot of them, but there are too many.

      The Cheshire is about to suck Constance's soul the way a cat sucks an infant's breath in real life.
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      Although I am bleeding, I have no choice but to run and bump the Cheshire again. This time, I close my eyes briefly and try to remember what Jack Diamonds told me about the art of None Fu. He said that only if I believe in the power of nonsense can I acquire it. The world is mad, after all. The only thing that stands up to mad is nonsense. All I have to do is any one of those kung fu ninja moves I see in the movies. It's not the move, he said. It's how much you believe it. It's ridiculous, but I have no choice but to try it. I run and imagine myself jumping in the air and kicking the Cheshire in the stomach.

      Here I come with my None Fu powers.

      I end up bumping into the Cheshire and falling again. None of what Jack promised me worked. I must be doing something wrong. Suddenly, I wonder why Jack's help doesn't appear to work. I mean, I'd go on a date with him now to save Constance.

      "You really think you can try to stop me?" The Cheshire woman seems insulted by my attempt. She bends over me while I am on the floor, Constance choking in her grip. "Can't you see you're not the Real Alice?" she says. "I have to admit, the Pillar had me fooled into believing it was you when you saved Constance in the Great Hall. This is why I invited you here, to see if you're the Real Alice. But you're not. You have none of her strength. The Real Alice is dead!"

      The Cheshire keeps bending over me and grinning. I stretch my arm, hoping to find a stone to throw at him. I have succeeded in stalling him, but I have no idea what to do next. My hand comes across that useless umbrella again. I pull it near, knowing that it's not good enough to hit the Cheshire. All I do is point it at him to keep the distance. I do it as if I am holding a gun. Wouldn't it be frabjous if this umbrella turned out to be a sword, like the one the White Queen had?

      I accidentally push the umbrella's button, and it springs open, separating me from the Cheshire, who has already stretched back to suck Constance's soul. It all happens so fast, but the umbrella doesn't really block the view. It's rather transparent on my side, in the craziest way. I see coordinates and measurements all over it as if it's a soldier's navigator.

      Through the umbrella, I watch the Cheshire open Constance's mouth and start to inhale from it.

      Suddenly, I realize there is a small trigger on my side of the umbrella. This little thing turns out to be one nonsensical gun. In a flash, I adjust the target on the Cheshire and pull the trigger.

      If I were in my sane mind, I'd contemplate and try to find a meaning to all of this. But this is the mad world I am living in. I watch as a surge of rainbow lightning hits the Cheshire, like an electric current. The old woman falls on her knees. Not dead, but she lets Constance go and meows in pain.

      I look at the umbrella in my hand in wonder. This is the silliest, most provocative weapon ever. I mean, it's even better than the Pillar's hookah.

      The light gets the activists' attention. Seeing their tribal leader in pain, they let go of the Pillar and turn to me, all claws, all fangs, all mad.

      I stand up and take Constance by the hand, running to the door leading down the stairs. The activists block the door and purr at me. I am a weakened human in Catland.

      "If the umbrella is a gun, it must do other things too," the Pillar shouts. He is nodding at the cloistered windows while he's whipping at the activists with his hookah. I am not sure it's a good idea, but there is no way out, and the Cheshire will be back on his feet soon. "Go on, Alice. I'll take care of these silly cats," the Pillar says.

      I take a deep breath and run with Constance toward the window. No one stops me because there is nowhere for me to go. I stand on the edge and pull Constance up with me.

      "What are you going to do, Alice?" Constance asks with horrified eyes, looking down at the massacre. It's too far below.

      "You trust me, right?" I squeeze her hand. My other hand is holding the umbrella.

      Constance nods and squeezes my hand back. "Are we going to jump?"

      "Yes." My heart is racing. There is no other way out.

      "You're like Mary Poppins."

      "I don't know who that is. I have spent too much time in an asylum," I say. "Now, you are a brave girl, and you will jump with me, right?"

      She nods reluctantly.

      "It's easy, Constance. All you have to do is believe."

      "Believe in what, Alice?"

      "Madness." I pull her tighter and jump.
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      While people are getting killed below us, we float gently down to the ground with my umbrella. It's easier than if I had had a parachute. Constance giggles at the magic. I pray to God that this is really happening and that I am not insane. While we land, cats fall from the sky all around us.

      "The madness begins, Alice!" the Pillar shouts from above before he gets back to his fight. I doubt he will survive this one.

      But the Pillar is right. Landing with the umbrella is nothing compared to the madness happening around us. Big cats run after humans left and right, slashing at them and killing them. Many humans die because their minds can't comprehend the absurd reality of what's happening. When the sky rains cats, I believe it takes everyone some time to realize it's really happening.

      I run with Constance next to me, shooting cats with my umbrella. I don't know if I should feel bad about it, but these aren't real cats. They are beasts made by the Cheshire. It's all wrong, but I promised a little girl that I would save her, and I am working on it. All I need is to bring her back to her parents. We run together through the narrow streets, wishing for the main road.

      Out on the streets, Belgian police and ambulances are everywhere. But none of them want to take me and Constance. A nurse tells me that they figure we're all right, and they better save the others. Seconds later, she gets bitten by one of the big cats.

      I walk ahead and see that the whole massacre is being broadcasted on TV in the coffee shops already. People are either appalled by it or laughing their heads off. One boy asks if he can watch. He looks over my shoulder instead because he doesn't like this cartoon the grown-ups are watching.

      Suddenly, a car rushes by, splashing dirt on us. Before I shout at the driver, he reverses, splashing me once more. I can't see him through the framed windows, but I don't need to be a magician to know who he is. It's an old sports car, all white, and has diamonds painted all over it, making it look like one big, silly playing card.

      "Alice!" Jack Diamonds jumps out. "You're not stalking me, are you?" His dimples lower my guard again. The radio inside the car is playing a song called "It's Raining Cats. Hallelujah!”

      "Seriously?" I pout. "It's you again?"

      "I was attending a Formula One race in France," he says. "Just around the corner."

      "And let me guess. You won, right?" I snicker.

      "Actually, no. But I finished fourth," he says. "There were only four contestants. So what's all the fuss about the sky raining cats?" He looks over my shoulder.

      "Believe me, you don't want to know."

      "If you say so. How are you, Constance?" Jack says.

      "I'm fine!" She giggles.

      "Alice sure loves you," he says, kneeling down. "What kind of trouble did you get yourself into this time?"

      "I was kidnapped by an old woman who thinks she is the Cheshire Cat," Constance replies.

      "Did she have claws?" Jack says, his face dimming.

      "Yes," Constance said. "How did you know?"

      "I think she is actually coming for you again." Jack looks over Constance's shoulder.

      I turn and see the Cheshire running in our direction. Constance clings to me again.

      "I don't know what you guys got yourself into, but get in my car," Jack says. "Fast."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            66

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack drives like a madman through the streets of Ypres.

      "Seriously, how is that old woman moving so fast?" Jack glances in the rearview mirror.

      "We're safe now," I say, sitting next to him, Constance in the back seat. "Thank you."

      "Yes, thank you, Jack," Constance says.

      "Does that mean you're going out on a date with me?" he says.

      "Not again," I sigh. "Why do you want to go on a date with me? I don't know you."

      "Let's see. We've saved a girl together, fought a bunch of red-hooded monsters, and now escaped an old woman who thinks she is a cat. I've kissed girls before saying hello. You're practically my wife now. We even have kids." He winks at Constance in the back. She giggles.

      "Okay," I sigh. "If you drive us safely back to Oxford."

      "I will take you anywhere you want to go. Just ask, buttercup. So where and when? Are you free tonight?"

      Suddenly, I am aware that I can't meet him at night, and tell him so. I don't tell him I am in an asylum, though. I don't think he'll like it. No one wants to date a girl with a Certificate of Insanity.

      "So you have plans every night? What are you, a party animal?"

      I laugh, thinking about my nightly "parties" with Waltraud and Ogier. "Let's just meet in daylight."

      "So how is this going to be? The English way?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, who's going to pay? English way, we split the check. The American way, I pay the check. French way, probably you pay the check. Carrollian way, we eat mushrooms and drink tea in a house we break in to."

      "Wow, I didn't know you were this cheap."

      "I am not cheap. I am broke. I stole the gas to drive this car to see you."

      "So, you admit you're stalking me."

      "Well, yes. I am. I don't know what it is about you, but I can't stop thinking about you." He grips the steering wheel, still speeding up.

      My phone buzzes. I look at it as if I have totally forgotten about it. I didn't have one until two days ago anyways.

      "Stop the car," I demand. "I need to take this call." I don't want him to hear me talk to the Pillar in case I have to mention something about the asylum. If I am going on a date with Jack, I want it to be as if I am just a normal girl.

      "If you say so, buttercup." Jack complies and parks next to a grocery store. I get out and walk a few steps away to pick up the Pillar's call.

      "Where are you?" the Pillar says.

      "On my way back to Oxford." I don't want him to know I am with Jack. He will keep telling me he is a distraction. "I have Constance. Are you all right?"

      "I had to play woof woof with the activists for a while, but I am," he says. "I think from now on, there will be no more Kattenstoet Festival. I spattered a lot of cat blood on the wall. The whole tower is pretty much jinxed. But the Cheshire escaped."

      "Yes, I know. He was just after us but we—"

      Before I finish my sentence, Jack's car gets hit by a big yellow school bus. The phone flies in the air and smashes into pieces. I turn to look for Jack. He is drowning in his blood. My eyes shift to the back seat. Constance isn't there. When I raise my head, I see the Cheshire driving the school bus. He isn't wearing the mask and is still in his woman form. He has Constance pulled by her hair next to him. When I look for my umbrella to shoot him again, I discover that I am bleeding, too dizzy from the hit. I fall to the asphalt, spiraling down into my own personal darkness.
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      When I wake up, I am sitting on a bank next to the fountain in the middle of the garden of Christ Church College. The snow is still covering most of the ground around me. I feel like my wound has been medically mended, and it's only been a couple of hours or so. The sun has winked out, and the twilight of the evening has passed. It's nighttime.

      "It's been a long day," the Pillar says. He's sitting next to me on the bank on his can, like always.

      "Why am I here?" I say. "Shouldn't I be back in the asylum by now?"

      "I am surprised this is the first question you ask," the Pillar remarks. "I thought you'd ask about Constance."

      "Why would I?" I am fighting the tears in my eyes. "I am a failure. And it's all because of you." I know I'm not being reasonable, laying all fault on him. "You keep believing that I am the Real Alice when I am just a mad girl in an asylum."

      "Which makes me think," he says, unaffected by my blaming. "What's more important for you now: to know if you're the Real Alice, or to know who you really are and what you're capable of?"

      "I'm fed up with your riddles," I say. "I'm fed up with the sane world. I want to go back to my cell, where I belong. It's easier to be insane than live with the guilt of giving up on Constance."

      "You know what insane people are, Alice?" the Pillar says. "They are just sane people who know too much."

      "I tried all I can. Whenever I think I've saved Constance, the Cheshire gets her back. I bet he has sucked her soul already and regained his powers." I am about to stand up. Listening to him has messed with my head.

      "No, he hasn't." The Pillar waves the Cheshire's mask in his hand. "I stole the mask from him when I was in the clothes tower. He wants it back."

      "He contacted you?"

      "Yes. He wants to exchange Constance for the mask."

      "But what use is the mask without Constance and the festival?" I ask.

      "He has sucked Constance's soul already, and the ritual was technically a success," the Pillar explains. "It turns out that the other girls died when he sucked their souls because they weren't the one. Constance had, like, an extra soul for him inside. Whatever magic Lewis used, he made sure she'd still live if the Cheshire got his soul back. Sucking it didn't get her killed. He has no use for her now."

      "So all he needs is the mask? What are we waiting for? Let's give him the mask and get Constance."

      "It's not that easy, Alice. You must realize the danger he will bring into the world once he has restored his power. He will simply be unstoppable and will start opening the doors to the Wonderland Monsters. I wouldn't be surprised if he releases the Mad Hatter and the others soon."

      "But Constance—"

      "This is where it gets complicated," he says, still looking at the Tom Tower ahead. "You see, I could have just burned this mask and the Cheshire's grin with it, but I didn't. I wanted to give you a choice. I still believe you're the Real Alice and will trust your decision."

      "You keep believing in me while no one else does," I sigh. "I wonder why."

      "I'm mad enough to believe in you, that's all," the Pillar says. "The world is too sane. It could use a little madness."

      "So either I let Constance die and save the world from the Wonderland Monsters, or I save Constance and doom the world," I say. "Who am I to make a decision like that?"

      "I am sure your decision will be much better than the likes of Margaret Kent and all those politicians who suck away our lives like cats do to an infant. Every day, they make decisions that end up becoming tangles in wars. My hope is that you will make the right decision, though." The Pillar turns to face me. "I know someone who can help you decide."

      "It's not your chauffeur, is it?"

      "Of course not. He has the wisdom of rats, which means his answer to almost everything is 'cheese,'" the Pillar says. "You see the Tom Tower?" He nods at it. "I killed someone in it in the past. I messed with his mind and made him jump off it."

      "I'm not in the mood to listen to your—"

      "The Tom Tower has the answer, Alice," he says. "Remember when I told you that its bell rings 101 times at 9 p.m., sometimes a few minutes later, Oxford time?"

      "You told me more than once." I gaze up at the magnificent construction.

      "It's five minutes to nine," the Pillar says. "It will ring five minutes from now. If you climb up, you will find a small door on the northern wall. It's hidden behind an armoire. Just move it, and you will find it."

      "A door?"

      "Remember that you have to be back before the 101 dongs, or you'll be lost behind it forever."

      "What's behind the door?" I am already standing up, curious for anything that helps me decide. "A treasure?"

      The Pillar leans back. "No. The doors in this university are much more precious than that. It's a door to one of your memories."
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      It doesn't take me long to find the door in Tom Tower. I kneel to open it. All I can think of is Alice in the books. Wouldn't it be cool if I had eaten something that would make me shrink, instead of crawling through on my knees?

      There is an endless white light behind the door. It only disappears with the Tom Tower's first dong.

      I walk farther and find myself in the same place on Tom Quad's roof, a hundred and fifty years ago. I am standing in a room. It looks like a studio. It's filled with all kinds of art, drawings, and photographs. It's nighttime. It's summertime. I come across one of the nineteenth-century cameras. There is also a big table full of photographs of young girls. They are old photographs, in black and white and sometimes in sepia. Most of them are of a girl who looks a lot like me.

      I rummage through the photographs and find many other photos of other girls. Names and dates are scribbled on the backs. It's apparent there is a significant purpose for these photos. There are charts, maps, and writings annexed to them. I don't have time to read them all.

      I come by Alice Constance Westmacott's photo. She looks almost like the Constance I know in real life. I flip the photo and read it:

      Daughter of Richard Westmacott. Remember to ask him which one is the real mask with the cat's grin.

      This must be Lewis Carroll's handwriting. I am in his studio at Oxford University.

      A little further down, it says: I think the Red Queen was right. The Cheshire can't be beheaded because he keeps appearing and disappearing. The only way is to steal his grin. It's got his power.

      I hear sounds down in Christ Church's garden. When I look over, I glimpse someone running, but I miss them. I climb down and follow them to the Great Hall.

      Inside, I come across the fireplace with the firedogs. It's not a fireplace yet, but a door leading somewhere. The door is closed but is shimmering with golden light underneath. It shakes to thuds and the sound of fighting. There are screams. I don't know what to do. It's like a war going on behind it. I wonder if Wonderland is behind that door.

      Finally, the door springs open. A young man comes out. He is wearing a black priest's outfit and holds the vorpal sword in his hand, the same sword I saw the White Queen holding. He locks the door behind him with a golden key that he hangs around his head after. He is panting from the struggle behind the door. The man has that aura that makes me love him at first sight. It's the same kind of love I felt toward the White Queen. I realize what it is now. Its love shared by those who walk the white tiles on the chessboard of life.

      "Alice?" he asks, still catching his breath. "What are you doing here?" He is stuttering. A small white rabbit peeks out of his pocket, nibbling on a carrot. It's a funny-looking rabbit. "Alice?" It imitates the man. "What are you doing here?"

      "You see me?" I am bedazzled.

      Lewis Carroll laughs. It's a delightful laugh. A laugh of someone who has not lost his childhood to the burden of growing up. I like it a lot. I only wonder why he stutters. "I see you," he says and tucks his hand gently back into his pocket. He takes my hand after. From his touch and my height, I realize I am seven years old, probably dressed in a blue dress. I still avoid mirrors wherever I go.

      We walk outside and sit on the same bank I sat on with the Pillar.

      "I did it, Alice," Lewis says. "I locked them up."

      "The Wonderland Monsters?"

      "If you'd like to call them that, yes."

      "Is that the door to Wonderland?" I ask him, thinking about the fireplace in real life. It was walled up by bricks.

      "One of many," he says. "I trapped the monsters behind each of the doors. They are interlinked, but they can only cross over to the world from the same door where I trapped them."

      "And the Cheshire?"

      "He is the only one I couldn't get, but I stole his grin," he says. "I hid it the best way I could."

      "Oh," I say. I wonder what happens if I tell him I am from the future.

      "Are you all right?" He holds my face gently in his hands. I nod. His cold hands feel warm on my cheeks. "I am so sorry, Alice. It's all my fault, but I didn't know things would turn out this way." I don't understand why he is sorry, and I am aware of Tom Tower dinging in the distance. I don't think he can hear it. "Here." He takes off the necklace with the key and wraps it around my neck. "This is one of six keys needed to open each door to Wonderland, where I locked them all in. I trust you can keep this one safe."

      The key glitters around my neck. I realize it's the same key drawn on my cell's wall.

      "Lewis," I say, "what happens on January the fourteenth?"

      "Fourteenth?" he says. "I have no idea. Why?"

      "Doesn't matter." I don't have time to tell him about my cell. The Pillar sent me here so Lewis could help me with my decision. "I need you to help me decide something."

      "I hope I can," he says.

      "If it comes down to saving one girl's life and saving the world, who should I choose?"

      "You started saving lives already? I always knew you would." His smile curves like ocean waves I want to crash against. "You really want my opinion on this?"

      "You really want his opinion?" The carrot-nibbling rabbit peeks out again. Lewis laughs, hands him another carrot, and tucks him back in his suit pocket. The rabbit stretches its arm out of Lewis's hand pocket. "It takes too much space in here."

      Lewis laughs again then turns to me. "Like I said, do you really want my opinion?"

      I nod.

      "In my opinion, no one can save the world, Alice," he says. "We can save the ones we care about, the ones nearby if we're lucky enough to be able to save them in the first place. Then once we save one, we go on to the next. One day at a time, Alice. One day at a time."

      "So, there are no miracles like saving the world?"

      Lewis laughs. "There are two ways to live our lives, Alice. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle. I like the 'everything' one."

      "I like it too," I say.

      "A man called Einstein will rephrase this quote many years from now, by the way." Lewis stands up and cleans his sword. "Don't tell him I said it before him. We don't want to shake his confidence."

      "Why?"

      "He is going to invent mad things, important things for mankind, and no one's going to believe him in the beginning," Lewis says. "That's the way with all mad people. No one believes them in the beginning."

      I pull him down and kiss him on the cheek. He blushes. "You're a good man, Lewis. The world will love your madness after you die."

      "You think so?"

      "Your book is going to inspire millions, believe me," I say, and run back to the Tom Tower.

      "What book, Alice?" he says after me. "Wait? I am going to write a book? About what?"

      "If you know about Einstein quoting you years from now, you should know you're going to write a book." I don't turn around, but answer him as I run.

      "A book?" I hear the rabbit ask. "Lewis, you're going to write a book? Will you write about me, please?

      "A book about what, Alice?" are the last words I hear from Lewis before I reach the Tom Tower.

      "Madness, Lewis. You're going to write a book about beautiful madness."
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      I stand in the middle of Christ Church's quadrangle with the Cheshire's mask in my hand. There a few students here and there, a couple of professors, and even a mother and her little child with a lollipop in her hand. I think this is a night gathering for some reason. None of it concerns me. I am here to give the Cheshire his mask and get Constance back.

      The Cheshire doesn't waste time. It's only moments before I see the old woman before me.

      "I believe you have something that was stolen from me," she says.

      "Where is Constance?" I say.

      "With her parents. I drove her myself, and they invited me for ice cream before I left." The woman grins. "Call the Pillar to make sure."

      I do. The Pillar replies with a yes. I ask him to put Constance on the phone because I don't trust him. When she talks to me, I ask her about who she thought I was before jumping from the clothes tower. She says, "Mary Poppins." Now I am sure it's her.

      "Here is your stupid grin." I hand him the mask.

      The woman puts on the mask immediately. This time, it dissolves into the pores of her face, like soap. She closes her eyes for a brief time, then opens them with the creepiest grin ever on her face. I can tell this is the Cheshire's real grin. It's not something you want to stare at for too long, or it will suck your soul.

      "This feels good," the woman says. "If I were you, I would start the countdown."

      "To what?"

      "The end of the world, dear Alice." The woman's grin has turned permanent. "You don't think I had my revenge yet, do you?" She tickles my chin with her finger and walks away. I feel helpless. Although I saved Constance, I just booked the world a first-class ticket to hell.

      "Nine lives aren't that hard to kill," I say over my shoulder. She stops. "I know who I am now, and I will kill you nine times if I have to."

      "With what, your magic pink umbrella?" The woman turns around and approaches me again. "Do you really want to see a glimpse of the grandness of my power?" She doesn't wait for an answer and gestures at a young man walking by. She taps him on the shoulder, and suddenly the man turns to me with her grin on his face.

      "How do you like me now, Alice?" the young man asks me in his male voice. He waves at his girlfriend, and she approaches him. They kiss. Once they do, the grin transfers to her. "How about now, Alice?" The young girl grins at me. She leaves her boyfriend, and I follow her through the grounds, where she helps an old man find his wallet. Once she touches him, he becomes the new Cheshire. "And how about now, Alice?" the old man says. He drops his wallet again, and the kid with the lollipop hurries and brings it to him. It's only a second before she has the grin on her face. "Do you like lollipops, Alice?" She offers me hers.

      I stand paralyzed. Now I know why Lewis couldn't catch the Cheshire, why his power was the evillest power in the world. The Cheshire was no one, yet everyone. It was like spreading evil through the world by the touch of a hand. I watch the girl kneel and pet a stray cat. The grin transfers to the cat. She meows at me and runs through the crowd. I trail after her. Wherever I look, someone has the grin for a moment.

      I stand in the middle of the quadrangle, feeling lost. There is nothing I could ever do to catch the Cheshire.
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        THE PILLAR'S CELL, RADCLIFFE ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      The Pillar lies on his back on the couch. He is still smoking and listening to "Alice in the Sky with Diamonds." The butterfly in the jar is calmer now. It doesn't push its way out of the glass. I am too exhausted to be here but thought I'd tell him that I am ready for the job. I am ready to save lives.

      "I see the butterfly is calmer now," I remark.

      "I had to send her some of my hookah smoke to ease her," he says.

      "I wonder why you keep her."

      "I am a caterpillar, Alice." He chortles. "One day, I am going to be as beautiful as her. She helps me remember this."

      "Whatever." I don't have the strength for another riddle. "I'm here to tell you that I'm…"

      "Ready to save lives?"

      "Yes."

      "Ready to accept that you're Alice, even if it makes no sense?"

      "Yes."

      "Ready for accepting the madness in your life?"

      "Yes." I am reluctant about this part.

      "How about the None Fu techniques? Did you master those?"

      "Not at all." I laugh. "I tried it, and it doesn't work. It's such nonsense. How is Jack, by the way?"

      "We went on a date together. It was a Carrollian date, where neither of us paid because we snuck into the restaurant when it was rather late. He tried to kiss me, but he smelled of playing cards. I'm not going out with him again." He doesn't even catch his breath when he jokes like this.

      "It means you haven't seen him," I say. "And he is hard to track. With all his nonsense, I was warming up to him. I mean, he is a stalker, but he just wanted a date with a mad and lonely girl like me. What more could I ask for? I hope he is all right."

      "I am sure he will be," the Pillar says, "You should get some sleep. Now that the Cheshire is on the loose, I wouldn't be surprised if you and I are invited to a tea party in a few days."

      "In Parliament, I imagine?"

      "Or the Queen of England's palace," he says, topping my mockery. "You haven't discovered who the Red Queen is and why she always said 'off with their heads' yet."

      "Please." I raise a hand. "Enough for today. I don't want to know. You're right. I have to get some sleep."

      "How was the meeting with Carroll?" he says before I go. "Did he give you anything, if I may ask?"

      "Not at all. He just advised me to save Constance."

      I feel the key Lewis gave me in my pocket. I am not going to tell the Pillar about it. I think the Pillar shouldn't know these things.

      "Since you have a writing desk in your cell, aren't you going to tell me what a raven and a writing desk have in common?"

      The Pillar turns his head toward me and smiles. He knows I am changing the subject like he always does. "Not now. But I could let you ponder over an even crazier question, one that historians always skip and never investigate thoroughly."

      "Oh, and what would that be?"

      "What do Lewis Carroll and Red Riding Hood have in common?" he says.

      "What? Are you crazy? Of course, they have nothing in common." I roll my eyes and begin to walk away. "I never thought I'd say goodnight to a serial killer, but goodnight, Professor Pillar."

      "One more thing, Alice," he says. "There is something that still puzzles me."

      "Puzzles you?" I raise an eyebrow.

      "In the previous days, you have never tried to look up your bus accident, neither on the internet or anywhere else," he says. "I wonder why that is."

      "I don't know," I reply. "I guess I was busy."

      "Unlikely."

      "Maybe I am just not ready to see the faces of the friends I killed. Adam told me something like that in my dream."

      "Oh." He drags from his pipe. "That's most likely it."

      He turns off the lights and disappears in the dark.
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        ALICE'S CELL, RADCLIFFE ASYLUM

      

      

      

      In my cell, I put my umbrella next to my Tiger Lily and prepare to sleep. Waltraud tells me there is no shock therapy today. She thinks Ogier went overboard last time, and I ended up hallucinating. I don't even try to understand why she doesn't believe me.

      When I enter the cell, Waltraud doesn't lock the door behind me. Before I check out the reason, I am surprised to see I have a visitor in my cell.

      "Fabiola?" I say. "I mean, White Queen?"

      "How have you been, Alice?" She smiles serenely, as usual. "I thought I'd surprise you."

      "How did you get in?"

      Her smile widens. It's like she's telling me she can do a lot of things like this.

      "I am honored by your visit, anyways."

      "I see the umbrella was useful," she says.

      "Very useful. Thank you," I say. "May I ask where you got it?"

      "It's one of Lewis Carroll's gadgets." The White Queen laughs. "He invented many of those later in his life. He even invented martial arts of his own. It's called None Fu."

      "So I have been told." I roll my eyes. "Does it work?"

      "Not with everyone," she replies. "I came to tell you something, Alice."

      "All ears, Fabiola." I lower my head.

      "Remember when I told you you're not Alice?"

      I nod.

      "I lied," she says. "I know a woman in my position shouldn't lie, but this was… a white lie."

      "Why did you lie?"

      "The truth is, I am still not sure if you're the Alice, but I am also not sure you're not."

      "Can't you tell by my looks?"

      "That's a tricky thing. Before we left Wonderland, Lewis made us drink a potion that would make us forget your face." She sighs.

      "Why?"

      "He wanted to protect you in case the Wonderland Monsters escaped, and we'd need you again. He cared a great deal for you," the White Queen says. "I heard you did brave things in the last couple of days." She smiles the way Lewis smiled at me. "I am proud of you, whether you're the Real Alice or not."

      "Thank you, Fabiola. That means a lot to me."

      "This is why I brought you a present." She pulls out a hand mirror. I back off immediately. "Don't be afraid. I am not going to let anything hurt you. But if you want to take that route of saving lives, you need to take one brief look at it."

      "Why, Fabiola? You know I have a mirror phobia."

      "There is a reason why you have it, Alice," Fabiola says. "Mirrors show truth sometimes. Your mind is suppressing one, and it's my job to show it to you, so you know where you stand. A strong and brave heart isn't enough. A true heart, no matter how much the truth hurts, is the strongest of all."

      "You think I really should?"

      "Do you know what the name 'Alice' means? It means 'the truth.' Whether you want to know or not, that's your choice." She lays the mirror on the floor. "It's going to be a hurtful memory, but you need it. Sometimes the truth comes along with a little pain. The pain will subside eventually, and the truth shall remain. See you soon, little hero," she tells me and walks out the door. She doesn't walk out through the wall or anything. Just the cell's door, which she shuts from the outside.

      She leaves me trapped with a mirror in my room.
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      Waltraud enters my cell sometime later. I find myself waking up. I must have slept after the White Queen's visit. Waltraud puts a plate of food next to me. It's a bigger and much healthier portion than before. I wonder if that's the Pillar's effect.

      "So was it you who let the White Queen in?"

      "What White Queen?" Waltraud drags on her cigarette.

      "I mean, Fabiola."

      "Who's Fabiola?" Waltraud looks irritated with me.

      "The nun." I grimace.

      "There was no nun," Waltraud says. "No one entered your room after I brought you here, Alice. What are you talking about?"

      "Don't keep playing those games with me, Waltraud." I feel my anger surfacing. "First you pretend you didn't see me on TV, and then this. Why are you doing this?"

      Waltraud laughs. "Your situation is getting worse. I am reporting it to Dr. Truckle."

      "What is wrong with you?" I snap. "Why do you want me to feel this way? Can't you see the Tiger Lily isn't responding to me? I am not hallucinating."

      "The flower never responded to you in the first place." Waltraud doesn't stop laughing. My misery is her entertainment. "Why would a non-responding flower be a sign of sanity? It's all in your head, Alice."

      "No, it's not." I pull the umbrella and open it. "Look at this crazy umbrella. It has a screen on it." I pull it open but don't see any of the navigational tools. There is no trigger to pull. "I can't believe this." I turn and face Waltraud. "You have to believe me. I am the Real Alice. I saved a life today."

      "You're just a mad girl in an asylum underground." Waltraud keeps laughing, about to close the door. "Maybe that's what Lewis Carroll meant by Alice's Adventures 'Under Ground.'" Her laugh echoes behind the door she slams. "You know that's the book's original title, don't you?"
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      I decide that I have no choice but to look in the mirror. I'm not mad. I know I'm not mad.

      At first, I don't see anything in the mirror. I discover it's covered with dust, so I wipe it clean. I hold it in my hand, thinking I could just crack it if the rabbit shows up.

      The mirror shows me standing at a bus stop, waiting for a friend. I am about seventeen, and I am holding a boy's hand. It's Adam again, still wearing his hood. Friends arrive and start to behave just like in my older dream of killing them all in the end.

      I don't know why I am seeing this, but I keep watching.

      We get on the bus, everyone jokes, and I am suspicious of the driver. It's the rabbit again. I can't help it and go grab the wheel, trying to save the bus.

      "No, Alice," Adam screams from under the hood. "Don't do it." He still thinks it's me who kills everyone on the bus. Well, maybe it was me. I am not sure.

      Suddenly, Adam pulls his hood back.

      It's a heart-shattering moment. It's that moment when I see his face. I let go of the wheel, not knowing what to think. The boy under the hood is Jack Diamonds.

      If you switch the letters in Jack Diamonds, you get Adam J. Dixon, bearing in mind that the X in "Dixon" is translated as the letters C, K, and S in "Jack Diamonds." My mind must have come up with this trick to escape the horrible truth that I killed Adam in the school bus.

      At the end of the memory, the rabbit in the mirror appears. He parts the hair dangling in front of him, and I discover it's me underneath. It's always been me.

      I sink to my knees and let the mirror fall, splintering into pieces. I don't know what's real and what's not. I don't know why I killed those people on the bus. Did I make up Jack's personality? Was it all in my mind? But how is that possible? How did he save me so many times? Or is it like Waltraud said, that I have never left the ward underground and that it was all in my head?

      I stand up and hold the bars in the door's window and start screaming. "I'm not mad," I plead. I pound on the door, but no one answers me. Why would they? I am just a mad girl in an asylum underground. "Who in the world am I?" I mumble, staring at the long ward. It seems endless from where I stand. I need to get out to prove I am not mad. I need to go meet the Pillar. He can't be an illusion of my mind. I don't know how long I can't wait. I am dying here.

      Ogier approaches my cell slowly when I don't stop screaming. The hallway is dark, but I recognize him from his shaved white head. "I told you we're all mad here, Alice," he says, and my confusion peaks. Why would Ogier say that?

      I only get it when his face shines through the dim light coming from my cell. He stands behind the barred window in my door, and it all makes sense now. He is the Cheshire. I recognize him from his grin. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have the world to apocalypse." He looks at me for a moment and turns around, whistling as he leaves the ward. As he leaves, I hear him hum a nursery rhyme:

      When she was sane, she was very, very sane. And when she was mad, she was Alice.

      
        
        The END…

        Alice Wonder will return in Figment (Alice Wonder #2)

        Get it HERE now
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            Fresh Thoughts

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I finish a book I just read, I feel it hasn’t left me yet — at least for a day or two after reading. And since I know you read a lot of books, I’d fully appreciate you writing your FRESH THOUGHTS down.

      

      WHAT BETTER WAY THAN AN HONEST REVIEW?

      

      Here is the link Review Insanity

      

      Don’t hold back. I don’t care about the five stars. I care about communicating with you. I’m a reader like you after all. Just don’t treat the book as a Shakespearean Masterpiece. I wrote this for entertainment, and nothing would make me happier than having succeeded in that—even partially is good. Be proactive and write down your thoughts on paper on amazon and let others know whether you liked the book or not, and the reason for that.
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      Many of my readers know how much I like to share the details of my research for my books. I would love to share Lewis Carroll's secrets, the whole Grote Markt history and more. But it would spoil the upcoming revelations in this series. So there will not be a detailed ‘Author's Notes’ until the next book, Figment.

      However, as promised, I’ve created a special Pinterest page for you where you can take a visual tour to the places and riddles Alice visited in this book—and will visit in the future. I’d prefer if you scroll down and start watching the images from bottom up, as some of the upper ones — the newer ones — may spoil a few details about the rest of the series.

      You can access it on Pinterest HERE

      Instagram HERE

      If you want to chat with me personally, I’m most active on Facebook. I love connecting with all of my readers, because without you, none of this would’ve been possible.

      Visit mm eat my official Facebook Group HERE

      OR

      Join my Storykiller private group HERE

      Thank you for everything.

      
        
        Or you can simply subscribe to my mailing List below to get all the above.

      

      

      SUBSCRIBE TO CAMERON'S MAILING LIST

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Cameron Jace lies for a living, but in his mind all he wants to do is to escape to a time a place that’s familiar yet different—and mess a little with your head.

      He calls that being a Storykiller. The act of  killing your prior perception of everything  you previously knew about history, folklore, vampires, witches, wolves, famous writers, and traditions.

      Don’t worry, he is not sick—well, kinda.

      He just happens to travel a lot and come across original and vintage books about folklore from the backyards in churches and old libraries and sometimes villagers in Europe.

      Ah, and if it matters, Cameron is a Top 100 bestseller of more than 12 books. He was on Amazon’s Top 100 Reader’s Favorite for a couple of years. He lives in San Fransisco (barely, as he still travels) and studied architecture for many years.

      But none of that really matters, because readers make you who you are. Cameron is just grateful to have gotten a chance to express himself while most don’t.

      

      
        
        - Storykiller, Cameron Jace
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        Books in the INSANITY VERSE

        (each series needs to be read in ORDER of the series, but each series is separate in itself. You can start Carter Pillar Series without having read Alice Wonder Series and so on)

      

        

      
        ALICE WONDER SERIES

        Insanity

        Figment

        Circus

        Hookah

        Wonder

        Checkmate

        Family

        Mushrooms

        Looking Glass

      

        

      
        CARTER PILLAR SERIES

        Holy Smoke (coming soon)

      

        

      
        LILY WONDER

        Rabbit Hole (coming soon)

      

        

      
        THE GRIMM DIARIES SERIES

        Snow White Sorrow

        Cinderella Dressed in Ashes

        Blood, Milk. and Chocolate Pt 1

        Blood, Milk, $ Chocolates Pt 2

        Heartless (coming soon)

      

        

      
        I AM ALIVE

        I Am Alive book 1

        I Am Alive book 2

      

        

      
        AS NICK TWIST

        (gritty real-life thriller - no fantasy)

        The Last Girl

      

        

      
        AS R.R.KING

        (high/speculative fantasy)

        The Shadow of the Blade
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        FOOTBALL MATCH, STAMFORD BRIDGE STADIUM, FULHAM, LONDON, PRESENT DAY

      

      

      

         The players at Stamford Bridge stadium had no idea of the bloody horrors awaiting them.

         The two opposing teams, Manchester United and Chelsea FC, were fighting for the title in the final game of the season. The winner's prize would be a huge silver grail with ridiculously large handles popping out like rabbit ears from both sides. Although it was no holy grail, it was to be handed out, along with a few medals, by the Queen of England herself.

         Unfortunately, Her Majesty couldn't come. One of her Welsh dogs had been suddenly sick. The poor dog, whose name was Maddog, had gorged on a sizable portion of the Queen's Brazilian nuts last night, eventually fated with a terrible case of chronic constipation. The Queen demanded she would not attend the game until Maddog pooped, which apparently never happened.

         Renowned Parliament member Margaret Kent was sent on behalf of the Queen, excited to watch the game.

         The watching spectators didn't care about the Queen, her dog, or the pretentious Parliament woman. The crowd's only concern was the long-awaited game. They looked as enthusiastic as Wonderland rabbits, checking their watches and knuckling their fingers, ready for an afternoon of a brilliant football match—soccer game, if you're American.

         After a hard-working week, licking the dust off their bosses' shoes, and paying their taxes, all they wanted was pure, mindless entertainment. They watched the players in the field kick-start the match, frantically chasing after the helpless ball as if their lives depended on it. Some would wonder why they kicked the ball away if they liked it that much, but that was a nonsensical argument for another time.

         "I can't see anything, Mommy." A chubby kid among the spectators pulled his mother's coat. The kid didn't really like football. He was here because his mother had promised him an insane surprise.

         "Shhh," the mother said. The woman wore an absurd red fur coat and big black glasses. "Patience, my dear," she said. "Madness comes to those who wait."

         The boy rubbed his eyes with his fatty hands and then sighed. He rummaged through his snack box and contemplated whether he should eat one of those Snicker Snackers twin-bars, or maybe have a fizzy Tumtum drink. He settled for a rainbow-colored Lollipop Lane as he waited for the insane surprise.

         Down in the field, a player kicked the ball so high it landed on top of the banks of the opponent's fans. A man with a silver front tooth, wearing the club's shirt, hugged the ball as if it were his newborn baby. A few other fans went bonkers and began kicking him to give the ball back and resume the game.

         In such cases, the chubby kid was told, another ball was provided to continue the game.

         And so it happened.

         One of Manchester's players was given a substitute ball, which they kicked and chased again. That was when the Wonderland madness began...

         A few kicks in, the players felt something unordinary about the new ball. The game was halted as the referee approached to check it himself.

         "The ball is a bit heavy," player number fourteen said.

         "Yes, it is!" another agreed. "That's unusual."

         "What's wrong with this bloody ball?" a sweating player asked impatiently.

         The referee weighed the ball in his hand. It certainly was significantly heavier than the standard ball.

         Which was impossible.

         All balls had to be previously inspected by FIFA, the international federation of football. Each ball's design followed a set of standard manufacturing rules.

         "I think there is something inside the ball." The referee brought it to his ear. "Listen."

         The players passed the ball one to another, as they listened to something bumping inside it.

         "It's pregnant," a player chuckled before another snatched the ball from him.

         "Get me a knife!" The referee’s curiosity ruled over any logic. "I have to slice it open. It could be a bomb!"

         Back in the crowd, the chubby kid had his eyes glazed to the scene, licking his lollipop at a faster pace. A surge of excitement ran through his veins as the soundtrack of the movie Jaws growled inside his head: Dum Dum, Dum Dum. Tarararaaaa!

         Something wicked was coming his way. And he loved it. "Is this the surprise, Mommy?" the boy asked.

         Mommy, looking like a widow at a funeral with her dark glasses, said nothing.

         "What's in the ball, Mommy!" the boy insisted.

         She only squeezed her son's chubby hands for assurance and continued watching the incident in the field.

         Somehow, right after slicing the ball in two, players began to run away in all directions. The referee who had the ball cut open was the first to run. He ran like a mad chicken, panicked by the egg it had just laid. Then the players followed. They couldn't stand witnessing the horrible thing inside the ball. Most of the players ran aimlessly in the field, too panicked to look for an exit, going nowhere as if they were in the Caucus Race.

         Shivers of panic waved like a storm through the stadium—more excitement for the lollipop-licking boy and his mysterious mother, though.

         "What's in the ball?" the crowd moaned, sweet horror on the tips of their tongues, kaleidoscopic panic in their eyes.

         "This is the surprise, right?" The boy was about to faint from excitement.

         Mommy nodded. A thin, almost unnoticeable hint of a smile curved on her lips.

         There was one last standing player in the field — player number fourteen. The player seemed paralyzed by fear. He bent down and picked up the thing that had been bouncing inside the ball. Holding it, he had to stare at it for a while. He craned his head back and forth, inspecting what he was really looking at. It didn't make sense to him why such a thing was stuffed inside a ball. Who would do such a horrible thing?

         The cameraman, although scared, approached the player slowly, trying to broadcast this terrible incident that would cling to the memory of the world later. Player number fourteen held up the thing to the camera.

         "It's a..." the player said.

         Whatever it was, it was trickling fresh blood.

         The chubby boy in the crowd couldn’t hear what the player said. His mother handed him a binocular. The boy focused the binoculars on the player with the horrible thing in his hands.

         Finally, he saw it. He saw what was in the ball.

         A head.

         A human head which had been stuffed inside the ball a few minutes ago.

         "It's a kid's head!" the boy hailed.

         Some of the crowd began to faint. The rest ran away like ducks, stepping on each other toward the exit door.

         "Good boy." His mother patted him as she stood fixed in her place. It seemed as if people avoided them while they panicked and ran around them. "Now be an even goody-dooder and tell the crowd what's written on the head's forehead," she instructed her boy.

         Shifting his angle, the boy saw the player, now shivering with his hands glued to the ball, showing it to the camera, eyes shaded with terror.

         At this moment, the panic had reached an apocalyptic level, where the crowd stepped over each other out of fear and need to escape the stadium. Still, the player held the ball with trembling hands, showing the world on camera the written words on the head.

         The boy smiled from ear to ear as he read it. To him, the scene was all beauty, and he was glad. After witnessing the dead girl with a grin in Oxford University last week, this was starting to become exciting. The boy's eyes glittered as they met his mother's nodding glasses. He hurled the binocular away, licked the lollipop one last time, and screamed from the top his fatty lungs, "You want to know what’s written on the forehead of the dead kid’s head?” he shouted while everyone was already escaping the place. “'Off with their heads'!'”
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        ALICE'S CELL, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

         It's been six days since I last saw Professor Pillar. Six days since Fabiola, the White Queen, visited me in my cell and showed me that Jack Diamonds was actually Adam J. Dixon. Six days since the Cheshire Cat, possessing Ogier's soul, visited me in my cell and then pranced away, whistling a mad song about me.

         Six impossible days of isolation, pretending none of last week's events ever happened.

         When Waltraud asks me about Wonderland, I raise an eyebrow and tell her I don't know what she is talking about. When she mentions I wanted to save lives in the world outside, I reply, "How can I save lives when my own life needs saving?"

         I don't need to wake up with amnesia to pretend I am insane. I don't need evidence to know that the Pillar, Cheshire, White Queen, the Duchess, and the whole Wonderland War are figments of a lonely girl's imagination. After the Cheshire's visit, the sanest thing to do is to admit insanity and give in to its consequences.

         Even if I am not insane, and all of this did happen, I am better off believing it didn't. At least I am not giving Waltraud excuses to send me back to the torturous Mush Room anymore. Believe me, life without shock therapy is less painful.

         I've marked each of the six days on the wall, among the dried blood of whoever suffered in this cell before me. Six perpendicular strokes, carved with my short nails as if I am the female version of Count of Monte Cristo, feeling clueless, betrayed and imprisoned in a dungeon in a faraway island.

         A shattered laugh escapes my lips when I stare at the tattoo on my arms:

         I can't go back to yesterday because I was someone else then.

         It leaves me wondering which yesterday the tattoo is talking about: me before my hallucinations of Pillar with a hookah in a VIP cell, or me before I killed my friends in a bus accident?

         Occasionally, I run the tips of my fingers upon the tattoo. I do it gently and with care. I am afraid if I rub it too hard, a Wonderland Monster would answer my call.

         I don't think you know what a Wonderland Monster can do to you. With all my pretending that none of last week's madness ever happened, one thing persists that feels so real to me; one thing never fails to scare me and give me nightmares.

         The Cheshire Cat.

         With no distinguishable face or identity, he frightens the very essence of me. I fear him so much that I need to pinch myself to make sure I am not possessed by him every once in a while. Had I not been scared of mirrors, I would have used them each morning to confirm the absence of his evil grin on my lips.

         "You're insane, Alice," my Tiger Lily whispers behind me. She, who is supposed to be my one and only friend, has been mean to me lately. I wonder if they had done something to her when she was in Dr. Truckle's custody.

         "Eye. En. Es. Aay. En. Eee." She snickers like an old toothless lady behind my back. "The Cheshire isn't real." Her tone gives me goosebumps. "You made him up, Alice. He is just an excuse for you to avoid facing the world outside. That's why you see the Cheshire's face in almost everyone you meet. You're simply afraid of people, Alice. Any psychologist knows that."

         I don't turn around to face her. Usually, when she talks to me, it means I am in my highest moments of insanity. I bend my knees against my chest, and I bury my head between them, hugging myself with my own arms. I close my eyes and decide to clap my hands over my ears until she stops talking.

         "Nothing is real." Tiger Lily refuses to shut up. "Even Jack isn't real."

         My hands stop halfway, and my eyes spring open. A single sticky tear rolls down my cheek. I tremble as it glides down slowly. Then I catch it before it hits the ground. I stare at it wobbling in the palm of my hand. My tears are terrified of the unknown the same way I am.

         "I mean Adam," Lily teases. "If you killed Adam, then who is Jack but a figment of your imagination?"

         Provoked, I turn back, only to find a harmless orange flower in a pot near the crack in the wall. I am not even sure she was talking to me. Mentioning Jack triggered a bittersweet knot of pain inside of me. If there is anything I am certain of, it's that Jack Diamonds—real or imagination—is the only thing I wish is real.

         Now that I had been shown he was my boyfriend, I understand my previously unexplained strong feelings toward him. I don't want to resist my feelings because, in a world as mad as mine, they shine on me with rays of sanity. I don't even have these kinds of strong feelings toward my helpless mother or my two mocking sisters. Jack seems to be my only chance for a family.

         Lily is right, though. If Jack is Adam, the boyfriend I killed, he must be dead too.

         A sudden pounding on my cell's door relieves me from the burden of thinking about Jack.
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      It's Waltraud Wagner at my door, the head of wardens in the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum. Torturing me in the Mush Room pleasures her above all else. "Did you change your mind yet?" she blurts in her horrible German accent, reeking of cigarette smoke and junk food.

         "What do you mean?" I tighten my fist around my single tear, squeezing it away.

         "You've been unusually obedient for the past six days, confessing your insanity and such." She slaps her prod against her fleshy palm. "It's not like you," she remarks.

         "I'm insane, Waltraud. I'm fully aware of it."

         "I hardly believe you. How would an insane person know they're insane?" She is testing me. Admitting my insanity doesn't appeal to her. It rids her of reasons to fry me in the Mush Room. "People are kept in asylums because they aren't aware of their insanity. Their ignorance of their insanity endangers society. That's why we lock them away."

         "Are you saying insane people who are aware of their insanity don't deserve to be locked away in asylums?" It's a nonsensical argument already.

         "Insane people who know they are insane are smart enough to fool society into thinking they aren't," Waltraud replies. I blink twice to the confusing sentence she just said. "Think of Hitler, for an example." She laughs like a heavyweight ogre. Sometimes I think she is a Nazi. I was told she killed her patients in the asylum she worked for in Austria. But when she makes fun of Hitler, I am not sure anymore. "Or, in your case, you're admitting insanity to avoid shock therapy."

         A twisty smile curves on my lips. Waltraud isn't that dumb after all. "That's a serious accusation, Waltraud," I say.

         "It is an accusation," she retorts. "But it's hard to prove. Who'd believe me when I tell them you're an insane girl believing you're not insane, but pretending you are?"

         "Such a mind bend." I almost chuckle. Waltraud's misery is always my pleasure. "Have you ever read Catch-22 by Joseph Heller?" It's a book that tackles this kind of logic. I wonder if Heller was a Lewis Carroll fan.

         "I don't have time to read books," Waltraud puffs. "Does it have pictures in it?"

         "No, it doesn't," I say. Waltraud probably read Alice in Wonderland and is trying to provoke me. Anything to get me to do something foolish and deserve punishment in the Mush Room.

         "What use is a book without pictures?" She snickers behind the door.

         "It's a book that describes how something can't be proven until a previous thing is certainly proven. However, the previous thing can't easily be proven either, to put it mildly." I neglect her comment about a book without pictures.

         "I don't understand a word you say." She truly doesn't.

         "Think of a chicken and an egg. We have no way to know which came first."

         "I don't understand that either," she puffs. "I hate chickens." I hear her scratch her head. "But I love eggs."

         I wish I could drive her mad myself. Wouldn't it be fun to have her in my cell instead of me?

         A scream interrupts our ridiculous conversation all of a sudden. I have been hearing this for a few days now. It's a patient girl pleading to be spared from the Mush Room. It's probably Ogier torturing her. The Mushroomers in the other cells pound on their bars, demanding the pain to end. The screams have tripled since I've stopped being sent to the Mush Room. Waltraud and Ogier have been compensating for my absence with too many other patients.

         "Why all the torturing?" I ask Waltraud. I'd like to scream in her face and punch her with oversized gloves filled with needles and pins. But the inner—relatively reasonable—voice stops me. If I want to forget about my madness, and if I want to keep avoiding the pain of shock therapy, I'd better keep to myself. When I walk next to a wall, I want people only to notice the wall.

         I am not here to save lives. It's not true. Why should I care?

         "It's not torture. It's interrogation," Waltraud explains. "A patient escaped the asylum recently while you were locked in here. We are authorized to use shock therapy to get confessions from the patients neighboring his cell."

         I jump to my feet and pace to the door, sliding open the small square window to look at her. "Are you saying someone actually escaped the asylum?" I can't hide the excitement.

         "You look so happy about it, Alice," Waltraud sneers. "Come on. Show me you're mad. Give me a reason to send you to the Mush Room. You want to exchange places with the poor girl inside?"

         My face tightens instantly. I spend my days and nights in my creepy cell, safe from Waltraud's harm—and safer from my own terrible mind. I need to learn to control my urges.

         Be reasonable, Alice. Last week was all in your head. You've never been to the Vatican, the Grote Markt in Belgium, or to Westminster Palace in London. If you want proof, it's easy. Think of why the Pillar never sent for you again. Why Fabiola never entered your cell again. Why your sisters and mother never visited again. It's better not to care about the escapee as well. Even if you escaped, there is no one out there waiting for you outside.

         "Play the 'sanity' game all you want," Waltraud says. "Sooner or later, your brain will be mine to fry." She laughs. An exaggerated laugh, the way they portray an evil person's in Disney cartoons. I am really starting to wonder why she isn't locked in a cell, unless she is like Hitler, knowing he's mad and persuading the world otherwise. "Now get ready," she demands.

         "For what?" I grimace.

         "It's time for your break," she tells me. "You're rewarded for your good behavior: a ten-minute walk in the sun."
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         The garden where I am taking my break is guarded with barbed wire and concrete walls, high on all sides. Very reminiscent of maximum-security prisons where they want you electrocuted if you try to escape. The walls are ten feet high; they almost block the skewed sun rays trying to shine through. I need to move to a certain spot and tiptoe to allow the sun on my skin. When I do, my pale skin feels nourished, loved, and spoiled. No wonder my Lily lives next to a crack in a wall. Now she silently dances to the beautiful daylight, as though she worships the sun.

         Don't ask me why I bring her along, even when she is sometimes mean to me. I can't explain why I am so attached to her. Like Jack, I consider her family for some reason.

         I close my eyes, spread my arms sideways, and inhale all the air I can. The more oxygen into my lungs, the saner I feel.

         The earth underneath me is sand, gravel, and boulders. I kick my shoes away and walk barefoot. I wonder if I keep my eyes closed long enough, would my life change for the better when I flick them open again? Will the madness subside? I wish it were that easy.

         Maybe that's why people only dream with eyes closed. To open one's eyes is such a dream killer.

         I walk barefoot, and in the darkness of my shut eyelids, a vision shapes before me. A colorful vision that looks as if a rainbow has crashed onto it and spilled its paint everywhere, turning the place into a palette of different hues and shades. I see huge mushrooms, funny-looking trees, giant fruits, as well as oversized rabbits and cats. A dormouse. Flying pigeons. A hookah's spiraling smoke. Nonsensical music is playing somewhere nearby. The vision is so beautiful I don't want to open my eyes again.

         My feet keep walking. It feels like I have stepped into the transparent bubble of my own vision, leaving the real world behind.

         A thin orange hue occasionally seeps through my vision. I am thinking it's the sun over the barbed-wired walls, seeping through my eyelids and into my daydreaming vision.

         My feet still keep walking. I can't stop them. Nothing can stop me from walking farther into my vision. I breathe in again. Air is such a precious thing. So underestimated. I feel the oxygen fill my brain. It's relaxing. It's soothing. This vision I am staring at with closed eyes must be real. The air is real, and the trees are real. There is no way I am hallucinating now.

         Finally, I realize what I am staring at. It's the place I have been looking for. The place, maybe, everyone is looking for. I am staring with closed eyes at a memory of Wonderland.

         My heartbeat shoots to the roof. I start to hurry barefoot in this amazing place, not even caring how I look like in the real world of the walled garden of the Radcliffe Asylum. Maybe I am standing there. Maybe I'm also running. Who cares?

         My eyes inhale everything I see. Wonderland is huge. I mean huge. It baffles me that most of its vastness is blocked by the enormous fruits and trees. I run farther. I have no idea of my destination.

         Could this be? Is Wonderland real? I can even smell it!

         The farther I run, the more my vision dims. I don't know why, but I keep running. It looks like it's raining in the distance. It looks like the sun is fading in the distance. But the distance is where my footsteps take me. An inner feeling draws me toward it, away from Wonderland.

         Why would my vision take me beyond Wonderland? I don't want to leave, but something urges me to go.

         The last things I see in Wonderland are huge clocks hung from thin threads in the sky as if they were laundry. The watches are as flexible as cloth. They haven't dried yet. Someone has just washed them, so no time can be told from looking at them. Someone has washed time away.

         But then Wonderland disappears behind me.

         Now, I am entering a normal life again, bound by time, chained by reason, and surmounted by human stupidity. It's not the present time, though. A newspaper swirls in the air and sticks to my face. I pull it off. Through the noise of the crowd around me and the heavy rain, it's hard to unfold the yellowish paper. But I manage.

         It's a periodical newspaper. It's called Mischmasch, owned and edited by Lewis Carroll. This is the fourteenth edition.

         With a beating heart, I raise my head and discover that I am standing in the Tom Quadrangle in Oxford University, a century or two ago. Somehow I arrived here through Wonderland. I lower my head and check the date on the Mischmasch. The date is January the 14th, 1862.
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        TOM QUADRANGLE IN CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY, JANUARY 14TH, 1862

      

      

      

          

         It's still raining heavily. A darker shade hovers over the Victorian atmosphere. The clouds are gray and cruel in the absence of the sun, blocked by the dirty smog and smoke all over this world. A world that reeks of pollution and stink. Poverty and homelessness overrule this not-so-picturesque vision of English Victorian times before me.

         I snake through the crowd, all the way outside the university. I am outside at St. Aldates. Deeper into Oxford, I see hordes of homeless people shading themselves with newspapers from the heavy rain. Coughs and vomits are heard and seen everywhere as if there's been a disease. Young children with tattered clothes and bandaged hands, smitten with dirt, walk all around me. All they ask for is money. A penny. A shilling. Even a bronze half-shilling with the drawing of Queen Victoria upon it.

         If they're not asking for money, they are begging for food, a loaf of bread, a single egg, or a potato, with open mouths. Some even beg for a whiff of salt or a sip of clean water.

         An old man with a stick shoos a few kids away. "Go back to London, you filthy rotten beggars!" he grunts before he trips to the floor himself. He is as weak as everyone else, upset that they're begging for his share of meals.

         People don't seem to notice me.

         Most people are conspicuously shorter than usual. Maybe they're not really shorter—their backs are bent over from poverty, a lack of nutrition and shelter.

         I keep stepping on the muddy earth, realizing that what was Wonderland a few breaths ago has turned into a nightmare of older times.

         Victorian times.

         It looks like I am in a factually real point in history. Did I travel back in time?

         I realize I can just open my eyes and escape this vision. But I don't. I want to understand why I am having it.

         Is this why January the 14th is so important? My hands crawl to the key at the end of the necklace Lewis gave me last time. One of the six keys to open Wonderland doors, he said.

         I stop in my place and gaze ahead, only to see Lewis Carroll walking in a haze. He is wearing a priest's outfit, and a pile of papers is tucked under his armpit. A tattered umbrella is held loosely in his other hand before some kids steal it and run away, hitting the old man with it.

         Lewis doesn't care. He tucks his hands into his pockets and pulls out a fistful of breadcrumbs. He offers them to the homeless children. The children circle him like ants around a huge insect they'd just trapped. The kids snatch the bread and then knock Lewis to the floor, the papers of his manuscript scattering in the air. They begin hitting him, asking him for money, but he is not fighting back, astonished by their aggressive acts. They steal his watch and his wallet and rid him of his hat.

         I run toward him. They have left him half-naked. He seems to be the only one who sees me.

         "Lewis," I yelp. "What's going on?"

         "I couldn't save them, Alice," he cries in the rain. "I was too late. Couldn't save them."

         "Save who? I don't understand," I say as a few kids suddenly are aware of my existence.

         "I—I tried," he hiccups. "Th-those p-poor children," Lewis stutters.

         I also realize my time in this vision is short. I'm exposed entirely to the children, and they are approaching. They'll rip me of my asylum's nightgown for sure and see if I have any bread or money.

         "Run, Alice," Lewis demands but holds to my hand for one last time. "Never tell anyone that I couldn't save them!"

         I don't understand, but I have slid my hand away and am already running from the sinister Victorian kids.

         Suddenly, my head hits something, and my lips swell as if I have been punched in the face by a train.

         My eyes flip open as my vision phases out, back into the uninteresting real world. As I regain my balance and momentum, I realize I've hit the garden's wall.

         "This can't be," I whisper to myself. "I had to run from the kids, but I had to save Lewis. What was that about? Who are they, the people he could not help?"

         I close my eyes deliberately again, wishing to re-enter the vision. It's not there anymore. I don't know how this works.

         I stand, helpless and imprisoned in the choking arms of these walls of the asylum. Either I am mad beyond all madness, or I can travel through time. Either I was right about forgetting about what happened to me last week, or it's a terrible mistake.

         What did Lewis mean? I couldn't save them, Alice.
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        DIRECTOR'S OFFICE, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

         Instead of spending his money on his failing marriage, Dr. Tom Truckle, director of the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum, spent it on surveillance cameras.

         He even helped install them himself in the VIP Ward when the Pillar was away. Although Dr. Truckle's life was sliding down on an oily spiral of circumstances, his obsession with the Pillar pushed him to do maddening things. He needed more cameras—from every angle possible—to learn about the Pillar's secret.

         How does Pillar the Killer escape his cell and return as if he's the world's best magician?

         Two days ago, Professor Carter Pillar escaped his cell again, leaving a trail of swirling hookah smoke behind. It hung in the air, shaping the word Frabjous.

         Dr. Truckle had previously doubled the security guards on the VIP Ward. He also sent for England's finest magicians to ask them how such an escape was possible. They had no clue. Architects, too, had been consulted. Radcliffe Asylum was a two-centuries-old building, first built in Victorian times. Maybe the asylum hid secret tunnels underneath it. Secret tunnels only someone as devious and intellectually crazy as Professor Pillar knew about.

         But no. Truckle's mind had been reaching too far—possibly an after effect of the many medication pills he swallowed like the kids gorge on M&M's.

         The architects called the idea of tunnels implausible. In fact, they declared that escaping the asylum was physically impassible.

         "Impossible, you mean," Dr. Truckle replied to the architects.

         "No, we mean impassible," the twin architects had insisted. "Nothing is impossible." They had laughed, and Dr. Truckle hadn't understood why. "You've never read Alice in Wonderland?" one of the twin architects asked. Dr. Truckle shook his head. He hated Alice in Wonderland. "It's an inside joke," they told him. "You can only get it if you've read the book."

          Dr. Truckle didn't want to get it. He wanted to know how the Pillar escaped.

         Of course, the Pillar was expected to show up soon, claiming he was out buying a new hookah or something. Dr. Truckle knew otherwise: Pillar the Killer was almost uncatchable. He could escape and live in an uncharted island full of mushrooms for the rest of his life. But he didn't. He preferred to spend his days imprisoned in this stupid asylum. And his sole reason for that was Alice Wonder.

         That, at least, Dr. Truckle was sure of.

         But why Alice? What in the world did such a young and mad girl possess that was so valuable to the Pillar?

         Dr. Truckle swallowed another pill—the fifth today—and closed his eyes to calm down. He stood next to his desk, his eyes monitoring the Pillar's cell through the surveillance screens fixed on the wall. The Pillar hadn't arrived yet.

         One of the screens was broadcasting news on national TV. Dr. Truckle liked to watch the local news while he was waiting. Watching the madness plaguing the world helped him tolerate his relatively mad job in the asylum, particularly after the horrifying incident in Stamford Bridge stadium yesterday.

         Since the incident, Dr. Truckle knew things wouldn't end just there. The incident of a stuffed head in a ball was the beginning of something madder. Soon enough, more bodies would pile up all over Britain, if not the whole world.

         And here it was, right in front of his eyes.

         The news host on national TV was announcing the discovery of another chopped-off head, found with the phrase "Off with their heads" written in blood on its forehead.

         "Ramon Yeskelitch, a Ukrainian immigrant," the news reporter—a nerdy middle-aged woman with red glasses and an uptight but fancy suit—reported, "who lives near Borough Market in London, a divorced and unemployed father of two, went to buy his weekly mouthwatering watermelon today. Mr. Yeskelitch and his family have a certain liking for watermelons."

         Dr. Truckle leaned forward, excited by the morbidity lurking in the air.

         "Arriving back home, Mr. Yeskelitch tucked the slightly oversized watermelon in the fridge for a couple of hours," the host continued. "Then, when it was dinnertime, he decided to serve the watermelon to his children, who were eager for their weekly dose, only to be shocked by what they saw stuffed inside when they cut it open." The woman shrugged for a moment, unable to comprehend the words she was supposed to read to the nation. "Bloody, blimey, bollocks!" Her tongue slipped as she adjusted her spectacles. She raised her head back to the camera with kaleidoscope eyes of surprise. "Mr. Yeskelitch and his children found a human head inside the watermelon." Then she stopped, her eyes a bit watery, like a girl in a Japanese Manga about to burst into tears. "Another human head like the one which was found stuffed inside the ball in Stamford Bridge," she continued, almost stuttering.

         Dr. Truckle wondered if she hadn't been informed of the heaviness of the subject before going live on air. Or was she occupied manicuring her fingernails, cleaning her glasses, and showing off her expensive dress?

         But Dr. Truckle wasn't really interested in the pretentious world of TV—although he secretly wished they'd interview him on Good Morning Britain. The doctor was wondering whether the news had anything to do with the Cheshire killer, thus the Pillar as well.

         Was it possible that the Pillar was somehow linked to the killings?

         The doctor's eyes darted back to screens monitoring the Pillar's cell. The damn professor hadn't returned. Where was he?

         Dr. Truckle snapped like a rubber band to the sudden ringing of his office's landline. Who used landlines these days? He had begun considering the landline operator an antique long ago.

         "Dr. Truckle speaking," he answered, adjusting his tie in the mirror.

         "I'm Professor Pillar's chauffeur," a mousy voice replied. "I have a message from him."

         Dr. Truckle looked around, making sure no one was with him in the room. "What kind of message?" He grabbed the receiver with both hands, trying to stick his ear closer and closer.

         "Professor Pillar wants you to do something right now. He says time is not on our side. We need to move fast."

         "I'm not doing anything before you tell me where he is right this moment." Dr. Truckle almost cracked the handset open with his intensity.

         "You really want to know?"

         "I do." He was almost panting like a dog longing for a bone.

         "He's playing football with an oversized watermelon in Hyde Park," the chauffeur said. "Oh, wait."

         "Wait for what?" Dr. Truckle panicked. "What's happening?"

         "Oh, nothing," said the chauffeur. "The watermelon split open. There is someone's head inside."
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         Amidst my confusion and frustration, I sit on the walled garden's ground. I need a moment to catch my breath and decide what I am about to do. Lewis sent me a message through a daydreaming vision. I am not sure what to do with it. Nor do I have any idea whom he failed to help—or save.

         Whether Lewis is my mind's doing or for real, I can't discard his apparent caring about the world. He loves people unconditionally. He wants to make things right. He wants to make the world better. Lewis, the stuttering artist, doesn't shy away from what he is, from his fears. I think this is why he impacted so many children in the world. Older folks usually wear their own masks when they deal with children, but Lewis opened up and let go. He accepted who he was and what the world around him was like, and decided he would only see the good in all the mess.

         Unlike what I did the past six weeks. I know now it was a mistake pretending what was not.

         If I am mad, make my day. I should have not avoided the Mush Room in order to pretend last week's events didn't happen. The Pillar's words ring in my ear again: Insane people are only sane people who give in to the madness in the world. I am not sure he said those exact words. I am remembering the meaning behind what he said—again, if he ever existed and wasn't a figment of my imagination.

         As I sit, I hear the girl's muffled screams from the Mush Room inside the main building again. Her screams send shivers of anger down my spine this time.

         Waltraud and Ogier must enjoy torturing her, laughing at her, and buzzing her over and over again.

         Don't even think about it, Alice, my inner voice warns me. You're not meant to save other people's lives. You're just a mad girl trying to avoid shock therapy, at best.

         I fist my hands and clench my teeth when the girl screams again. This could have easily been me. Each time she screams, I remember the unexplained visions of poor children asking for a loaf of bread. Did Lewis mean he couldn't save them? The regret in his eyes was unmistakable. Do I want to regret not saving the girl in the Mush Room now? Do I want to regret not saving myself?

         I can't. I am no hero, but I just can't stand witnessing someone's unjustified punishment.

         "Stop it!" I scream at Waltraud and Ogier from behind the wall. "Stop torturing her!" My voice seems louder than I can handle. A surge of electricity runs through my veins, and I can feel the pain of the Mush Room's instruments already. "Stop torturing her!" I repeat, pounding on the ground.

         I still can’t stop. Maybe Waltraud hasn't heard me. But I am stubborn, and I can't tolerate the screams. I throw boulders at the walls.

         The screaming stops.

         A few minutes later, the main door to the garden springs open. Waltraud stands in front of me, slapping her prod on her thick palms. A smirk, ten miles wide, illuminates her face.

         "You were saying something, Alice?" she asks as Ogier approaches me. "I knew you couldn't play your game long enough."

         The grin on Ogier's face deserves an Oscar for the Most Stupid Portrayal of Evil. He keeps grinning at me with such joy while Waltraud handcuffs me to send me down to the Mush Room—and it's not the Cheshire's evil grin.

         I don't care anymore. I will stand my ground and say what I feel is right, even if I am mad.

         "So, you're mad after all," Waltraud grunts. "You still believe in Wonderland. You believe in it so much you're willing to exchange places with a girl you don't know in the torture room."

         "Why don't you shut up and just finish this," I grunt back.

         "Do you know I tricked you into this?" Waltraud lights up a cigarette. "I had to make the girl scream her best so you'd hear it. We weren't really treating her that bad. I knew you think you're born to save lives. Foolish you." She laughs and high-fives Ogier.

         They pull me down and usher me along the corridor leading to the torture room. My lips begin to slightly shiver at the taste of the coming pain I know so well. The Mushroomers on both sides bang the bars of their cells again. "Alice. Alice. Alice!"

         At the room's entrance, Waltraud's phone buzzes.

         She checks the number and grimaces. "It's Dr. Truckle," she mumbles and picks up.

         Waltraud listens for a while, her lips twitching, and her face dimming. She hangs up finally and stares disappointedly at me.

         "You're very lucky, Alice," she says. "Dr. Truckle is sending you for further examination outside the asylum."

         A faint smile lines my lips. This must be the Pillar. Something has come up. A new mission, maybe? I am baffled at how happy I am. Who was I fooling for the past six days? I am addicted to this. I am addicted to leaving the asylum, addicted to the madness in the outside world. I am addicted to saving lives.

         Waltraud unties me, her lips pursed. "Go get dressed now. But remember, when you come back, your brain is mine. I'll mush it into mushed potatoes with ketchup made of your blood!"
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         The Pillar's mousy chauffeur picks me up from the asylum's main gate. Instead of arriving in the black limousine, he's driving an ambulance. Two guards from the asylum escort me to the back door as if I am the most dangerous girl in the world.

         I still don't get why an ambulance. Maybe to camouflage me being transported for inspection in another hospital.

         The guards snicker as they push me into the empty back of the vehicle. I glimpse the words written on the back doors before they close on me: The Carroll Cause for the Criminally Cuckoo.

         Now I am sure I am going to see the Pillar soon.

         Once the chauffeur takes off, he requests I sit next to him in the passenger's seat. This is the first time he talks to me. His voice is thin and annoyingly low. It's like he has a tight throat or something. No wonder he doesn't talk much. I watch him comb his thin whiskers while he drives—sorry, but I refuse to call those hairies on his face a mustache.

         "Where is the Pillar?" I demand.

         "I am driving you to him." He hands me a mobile phone for communication. It's a new one with a fairly big screen. He pushes a button on it to show me a YouTube video.

         I feel like a spy on a new mission, watching the latest report.

         The YouTube video's purpose is for me to catch on. I learn all about the Stamford Bridge crime. The head stuffed into a football. No doubt this is the Cheshire's doing. The phrase "Off with their heads" seems like one of his messages. Then I watch recorded local news about a man named Roman Yeskelitch who found another head in a watermelon he just bought.

         I realize why I am out now. There is a new Wonderland crime happening out there, and I am needed. I can't deny my excitement. I am not going to lie.

         Rolling down the window, I stretch out my hands like a child and sniff the day's cold air.

         A few minutes later, the chauffeur stops in front of a "Richmond Elementary School." At least, the school bears a coherent name. I have no idea how no one comments on the name of the vehicle we're in, let alone why we're arriving in an ambulance.

         "Why are we stopping here?" I ask.

         The chauffeur points over my shoulder. When I look back, an old woman in thick glasses appears out of the school's main gate.

         "You must be Alice." She approaches with welcoming sparks in her eyes. Her attitude screams "teacher," one of those kind-hearted and very talkative few in every middle-grade school.

         I step down reluctantly. The woman pulls me into her arms, kisses me on the cheek, hugs me, and tells me how Professor Pillar never stops mentioning me.

         She ushers me into the school, telling me Professor Pillar is so kind to agree to lecture her kids. A lecture about the virtues of going after one's dreams. It turns out he told them I am the optimum example of achieving my dreams.

         All I do is nod. The woman will eventually send me to the Pillar, wherever he is.

         I want to tell her she has a dangerous serial killer in her school. I want to ask if she'd never heard about Pillar the Killer. But she doesn't stop talking, so I have no room to even comment.

         Finally, she departs, leaving me at a corridor leading to a few classes. She tells me the school management preferred to give the Pillar all the privacy he needed in the classroom.

         The word "classroom" bothers me. I ask how many children he has with him in there. The teacher nods with the happiest smile ever and claps my hand between hers before she says her prayers and blessings, still enamored by the presence of one of the country's most renowned professors. All of this without telling me how many children. She tells me how kind it is that a man of the Pillar's caliber visits the children and how happy they are about meeting with such an idol.

         "Do you happen to know he's been convicted..." I can't help it.

         "Of murder?" She laughs and waves a hand in the air. "Professor Pillar was so kind to explain the misunderstanding. Of course, there is the other 'Pillar the Killer' who is locked away in a sanitarium. This kind man in the classroom has nothing to do with it."

         "How so?" I am curious enough to blow my cover.

         "Ah, dear. I know you're testing me now. You know it was a case of identity theft. The madman used the honored professor's name. He told me all about it. Besides, how can a madman ever escape a sanitarium?" She laughs again.

         I can't argue with her, actually. I myself am not supposed to be out of the asylum. I think the brilliance of my cover is that I am not expected to be walking the sane world. "And why would a madman visit a school and lecture kids if he'd escaped the asylum?" I am thinking out loud, trapped inside the logic he fed to the poor woman. It's scary how the change of a word or two can twist any truth into a lie.

         I pat the woman and thank her, turning to walk the corridor. A few empty classes away, I find an occupied one. When I peek in through the glass in the door, I don't see children flying paper planes or practicing all kinds of chaos in the absence of real teachers. Instead, I see them all building things. Some kind of Lego structure, except they are putting together pieces of a few hookahs.
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        CLASSROOM # 14, RICHMOND ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

      

      

      

         The Pillar has his own hookah fixed on the teacher's desk. He sits on the chair behind it, taking drags as if he were still in his VIP cell in the asylum.

         I glare at him from behind the glass door once he sees me. Allowing middle-grade kids to play with a hookah doesn't seem to nag his morality by any means.

         "Boys and girls." He points his hookah and lets a spiral of smoke swirl around him. "Welcome your new friend." He points at me.

         The attention of the young folks tenses me momentarily, but once they start calling my name, I have no choice but to open the door and take them in my arms.

         "Alice!" A girl runs into me and hugs me. "The Pillar said you would come visit us."

         "I wouldn't miss it," I say, and then gaze at the Pillar for an explanation. He is not looking at me, occupied with chalking something on the blackboard. He draws a blind woman holding two scales, a hookah in each, and writes underneath: ...and madness for all!

         "Are you going to save lives today?" a boy asks me. I can't help but notice most of the kids are a bit overweight for their age, but hey, they need to eat to grow up.

         "Are you going to catch the Watermelon Killer?" a girl asks. I feel dreadful that they know about the crimes, and shoot the Pillar a blaming look.

         "That's TV's doing, not me," he says and drags from his hookah.

         "He is not called the Watermelon Killer," a boy objects. "He is the Football Killer."

         "Why don't you all give me some privacy with the Pillar for a few minutes"—I pat a few children—"so I can catch that killer?"

         "Kick his arse!" A tall and chubby boy fists a hand as if he were Superman.

         I guess that is TV's doing as well.

         "Go back to your hookahs, kids," the Pillar says. "They're not smoking hookahs, just putting a few together," he tells me before I object. "It's basically like Lego."

         I leave the kids and walk to him. The Pillar shows me out to a balcony. Once we get out, his funny face disappears. "The Cheshire is killing again," he says, not wasting any more time.
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      "How do you know it's the Cheshire?" I ask.

         "At least he is behind the killings. But this time, it's different: grander, gorier, and bloodier. Whatever he has on his mind, we're way behind to stop him." He reaches for his phone to show me something.

         "Stop!" I demand.

         He looks confused.

         "Seriously?" I sneer at him, tilting my head.

         He blinks twice, wondering about my annoyance.

         "You don't contact me for a week, leave me behind with so many unanswered questions, and then when we meet, you act as if I'm working for you or something?"

         "Oh?" he says. "I suppose I should've written you a letter of fluffy words on pinkish watermarked paper that smells of summer roses."

         "Of course not. It's just that unanswered questions keep piling up."

         "I suppose I could answer a couple of questions." He checks his pocket watch. "If the Cheshire doesn't go chopping a few other heads and stuffing them in watermelons while we do."

         "Don't do this to me." I raise a finger. He is triggering my desire for justice and saving people.

         "After Yeskelitch's watermelon, eleven more heads were found in watermelons across the country. In a span of two days."

         "So fast?" I am perplexed.

         "Also, the news hostess lied and kept vital information from the public," he says. "The head Yeskelitch found was one of his own kids."

         "I didn't—"

         "Yes, Alice. It's true." The Pillar purses his lips. "Each and every head is a kid's head."

         The shocking revelation urges me to watch the kids playing in class. Although I don't approve of them putting hookahs together, they seem so happy about their lives. They are looking forward to each coming day. How can someone take that from them?

         "Thirteen heads so far, all kids between age seven and fourteen," the Pillar says. "It's a Jub Jub mess." He turns on the news on his mobile phone.

         "This is insane..." My jaw is left hanging open, my eyes begging me to drop down my eyelids so I won't have nightmares from what I am looking at. Families are crying their hearts out, mothers vomiting upon seeing their children's chopped-off heads, and fathers cry hysterically and swear they'd chop the killer into a million pieces when they catch him. "This is insane," I repeat to myself because I don't know what else to say.

         "Well, no more watermelons sold in Britain," the Pillar muses. Now he has my attention, he starts playing sarcastic and cruel again. "People should stick to cantaloupe. Ah, not big enough to stuff a head inside."

         "So, why is the Cheshire killing again?" I have to ignore his weird sarcasm. It's only meant to provoke me.

         "I have no idea."

         "You don't?" I frown. "I thought you knew how the Cheshire thinks."

         "Usually I do, but this"—he points at the screen—"is some messy massacre. I don't understand its purpose."

         "But the message on the kid's foreheads speaks for itself," I offer. "'Off with their heads.'"

         "So does the idea of chopping off heads." The Pillar stares absently at the screen. I can tell he is genuinely confused. "It's definitely a Wonderland crime, committed by a Wonderland Monster like the Cheshire. I just don't understand why."

         "The Cheshire said there would be a Wonderland War—whatever that is. Could that be a part of it? Just some carnage, messy massacre to ensure terror on humans?"

         "Nah." The Pillar tongues his cheek from the inside. "Despite his unquenchable grudge against humanity, the Cheshire's main concern is to locate and free the Wonderland Monsters to help him in the Wonderland War." He eyes me briefly, letting me know I am not supposed to ask what the war is about, not now. "So, inducing chaotic madness upon the world isn't his thing. These murders are about something else. This is tailored work, a careful design of crimes. Whoever killed thirteen children all over Britain in two days had committed the crimes much earlier. We were only meant to know about them now. There is a message we're supposed to get."

         "We?"

         The Pillar nods. "Humans, although he detests them, are of no interest to him. They are merely puppets he uses. If he represents the black tiles on the chessboard of life, we represent the white ones. Well, at least you. I'm only helping you for now." He takes a moment to consider. "Last time, the Cheshire wanted his grin back, so he could retain his unstoppable power that would assist him in finding the Wonderland Monsters."

         I am not following, not really. All I care about is stopping the crimes, so I am thinking. "Why don't we start with learning more about the victims' heads? It's clear that this is what the killer wants us to look at."

         The Pillar shoots me an admiring look as if I am his clever apprentice. "Good thinking." He points at the news showing the victims being transferred to the morgue for autopsy.

         I take a moment to comprehend what he is trying to imply. "Wait." I take a step back. "You don't mean I am..."

         "Going to the morgue?" His smile broadens.

         "I thought I'd leave the asylum to see the world outside, go see Oxford University, the Vatican, and Belgium, like last time."

         "If you want to know about the dead man's fate, the morgue is always a good start."

         "Which morgue?" I sigh.

         "The Westminster Public Mortuary, formally known as the Rue Morgue to the likes of Edgar Allan Poe."

         "Poe?" I know he was a prolific writer who wrote a short story called "Murders in Rue Morgue," which took place in London centuries ago. Was he actually writing about this morgue?

         I shake my thoughts away and do my best not to succumb to the Pillar's distracting comments.

         "There is a slight problem, though," the Pillar mentions.

         "And that would be?"

         "The Westminster Public Morgue has a most secretive section inside. They call the Iain West Forensic Suite," the Pillar elaborates. "A state-of-the-art mortuary that the government uses in such complicated cases. Security is almost impenetrable. You will need to find a way to fool the living to get in, and then fool the dead to get out." He admires his quote for a second then looks at his pocket watch. "My chauffeur will help you in." He utters his words in one sharp breath, as a non-negotiable matter of fact. He does it so on point that I feel dizzy. My lips are dry and zipped. I have never been to a morgue before. "What are you waiting for? Too late, too late, for an important date." He clicks his fingers for urgency.

         I nod and shrug at the same time. Going to a morgue still seems very unsettling to me.

         "Oh," the Pillar says, "I almost forgot." He pulls out a small box and opens it. There is a small mushroom inside. "You will need to eat this."

         "What is that?" I stare suspiciously at the mushroom.

         "A sedative. It will make you look dead for an hour or so." He pulls my hand and gently places this spongy thing on my palm.

         "Why would I want to look dead?"

         "Oh, Alice. How do you think you will get into a maximum-security mortuary? Just take a small bite." He nudges my hand toward my mouth.

         I open the balcony and say goodbye to the children in the class. They wave back enthusiastically, welcoming me with their Lego hookahs. I gaze back at the Pillar, wondering if I should trust him. It's hard to tell from the way he looks at me. It's hard to tell who he really is or what he wants with me.

         "Don't worry, you won't grow taller," he says, as he wants me to slip the mushroom into my mouth.

         Suddenly, I am more than uncomfortable with the Pillar's suggestion. I still don't trust him.

         The Pillar gets the message but says nothing. He lights up his mini hookah and takes an unusually long and tense drag, puffing it out. "I understand," he says. "If you don't trust me, I understand. Sincerely."

         "Really?" I squint. Something is wrong. "You will give up, just like that?"

         "Who said I gave up?" he asks as I feel suddenly dizzy. My knees wobble under me, and imaginary birds begin tweeting in my ears. I fall to my knees, realizing too late that I've been sedated by the smoke from his hookah.

         The world fades to black. The Pillar fooled me. I don't think I am ready for the morgue trip yet.
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        SOMEWHERE IN THIS MAD WORLD

      

      

      

         I open my eyes to an endless darkness. A blinding kind of darkness I haven't experienced before. Many times have I slept in pitch black in my cell in the asylum. This present darkness is different. It seems as if it has a soul, a substance. It feels too close and invasive to my privacy. It's as if I am wrapped between its octopus arms. A claustrophobic kind of darkness.

         No explanation comes to my semi-numb mind right now.

         Where am I?

         My body is numb enough to chain me in temporary paralysis. Each of my limbs is heavy enough that I don't bother lifting any.

         Somehow, I am sure this will subside.

         A slow train of memories arrives. It's slow but noisy and heavy, like a locomotive breath.

         The Pillar sedated me, and all the kicks and screams in the world are of no use—for now. I will have to face wherever I am.

         Shouldn't I wake up in the morgue and inspect the heads of the deceased kids?

         As the heaviness in my body subsides, I reach for anything I can get hold of in the dark. The tips of my fingers collide with some kind of plastic. It's wavy. I can't see it. My mind finally registers a fact: I am stretched on my back.

         A surge of panic alerts my weakened body. It's so threatening that my numbness subsides. I start to kick my hands and feet in the dark as unreasonable claustrophobia overrules me. The plastic darkness opposes me in every direction as if I am imprisoned in an elastic balloon.

         I keep kicking and scraping against the surface of this darkness. I need to get out of it before I choke or die from the lack of breathing, but I can't cut through without a sharp tool.

         Panic captures me. Until my fingers come across a metallic thing attached to the plastic.

         A zipper.

         The thought that hits my brain almost puts me back in paralysis. I think I know where I am.

         Thin rays of yellow light seep through the plastic bag I am trapped in as I pull the zipper down. I reach out with my hands like the dead out of their graves. Finally, I wriggle myself out of the black plastic bag. I feel like a dying cocoon evolving into a butterfly—it reminds momentarily of the deceptive Pillar.

         I straighten up on the table I am on—it feels like a table more than a bed—and I realize for certain where I am.

         I'm actually in the morgue. I was tucked in one of those plastic bags the deceased end up in. A body bag. This is what the Pillar meant by a maximum-security morgue that's hard to sneak into. The madman tucked me in a death bag and slipped me in among the dead.

         Paralyzed on the table, I can't even comprehend my surroundings yet. I do notice the chilling temperature of the room, though.

         "Breathe, Alice. Breathe," I whisper as I hug myself since I am all I have on this side of life. And I thought my cell was the worst place in the world.

         The cold creeps up my spine, fluttering like a winter breeze through my blue shirt and jeans. The cold almost bites at the back of my neck. Goosebumps prickle like devil's grass on my skin.

         When I am about to move my legs to get off the roller bed I am on, my bare feet give in to numbness. I have no idea where my shoes are. I fight the stiffness in my back and bend over to rub my feet. As I do, I glimpse a rectangular piece of cardboard attached to a string wrapped around my right toe. I think it's called a toe tag. It's how a coroner or mortician identifies a dead person in the morgue. My heart almost stops. Why am I wearing this? I reach out to flip the toe tag, so I can read it:

          

         Name: Alice Pleasant Wonder.

         Numbness invades my very soul.

         Case: 141898

         Then it mentions my hair, skin, and eye color. And finally it says:

         Condition: Deceased in a bus accident.

         The world around me freezes. It's like someone has a remote control for my beating heart and just clicked the off button. My mouth is dry, my skin is cold and numb, and I can't breathe. Why not? I am dead, after all.

         And I thought I was mad.

         I snatch the toe tag from its string and pull it close to my moist eyes. My mind advises me to blink and read it all over again. Nothing changes. I am still in the mortuary, reading my own obituary.

         How can I be dead? The Pillar wouldn't go so far to scare me. Why would he do that, unless I was imagining all of this? How did I die?

         The answer hits me like a freight train when I flip the card. Someone has written something on the back:

         P.S. She was driving the bus.            

         My hands cup my mouth, suppressing a painful scream. It's only for a few seconds before I realize how much I need to free the scream inside me. When I finally do, in my loudest screeching voice, no sound comes out. I think I have lost my ability to speak. Why not? I am dead anyways.
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        IAIN WEST FORENSIC SUITE, AN EXTENSION TO THE WESTMINSTER PUBLIC MORTUARY, LONDON

      

      

      

         Speechlessly, I slide out of the death bag and carefully get off the steel table.

         The morgue's floor is cold as ice. I am barefoot, and I still don't know why. Whoever toe-tagged me decided I don't need shoes anymore, that I should suffer against the cold floor.

         I hop like a panicked kangaroo for a few seconds before I realize that I will eventually need some kind of shoes.

         Rummaging through the plastic bag I came in, I find nothing. It feels awkward and unsettling searching through my own coffin-like bag of death.

         Before my mind scrambles for solutions, my lungs screech from the cold. I cough so hard I am sure something will burst out of my lungs into the air. My back bends forward. My hand clamps to the steel table, preventing me from falling.

         Why is my body in such pain? Is this what death feels like?

         I cough again, my mouth agape it hurts so badly. The clothes I am wearing aren't helping against this freezing cold. It takes a hard effort to lift up my other hand as if it's tied down to a weight.

         My hand is faintly bluish. I shriek—then cough again.

         I manage to straighten my back and then rub my hands together for warmth. I rub them on my body as well.

         Then I hop like a kangaroo again. Amazing how much unexpected energy your body can exude when you're in danger.

         Relax, Alice. None of this is happening. You're probably not dying. It's just part of the insanity you're enduring.

         It occurs to me that if I am not dead yet, it's only a few minutes before I freeze to death in here.

         See? How could you freeze to death if you are dead already? Let it go. Confess your madness, and it will all subside. Just do what you came here to do. Examine the dead kids' heads.

         My inner thoughts freeze to the cold of the floor underneath me. I rub my body even harder and do more of my kangaroo dance.

         I really need to find shoes now. I haven't looked hard. I need shoes—and a coat.

         I try to rip apart a piece of the plastic bag so I can wrap it around my feet and body. But the bag isn't elastic enough. Of course not. It's durable enough to hold a dead person inside. Why would it cut easily?

         I tilt my head. The cold room doesn't offer any visible solutions. It's a huge, rectangular room, reminding me of the corridor in the underground ward in the asylum. I take a long, cold breath to get some oxygen into my head. It hurts, but I need it to think clearer.

         The floor is marble all around. The walls are buried behind the endless metallic drawers with corpses inside. There are only three bulbs in the entire place. One is hanging over my head, another a few meters away, and the third is a bit too far. I can't see it—I am too numb to walk that far.

         The three bulbs are slightly shaking as if huffed and puffed by an invisible wind.

         Closing my eyes and clenching my teeth, I try not to think about the dead all around me. Thanks to the dim light, I can pretend they don't exist, like all the scary things in the night we dismiss.

         The cold attacks my feet again, chilling through my spine. It's getting harder to force my eyelids open.

         Seriously, I am not dead. Am I? The tag is some kind of a morbid joke. Right?

         I miss the madness of my Tiger Lily. She would have spat some quirky words at me. She would have accused me of being mad and useless, but she would have also hinted at some solution.

         I keep walking as fast as I can in the room to get warmth into my body. I am actually limping now. It reminds me of the Pillar's Caucus Race, walking fast inside the morgue, knowing it will get me nowhere.

         Where the heck is the door?

         I can't find it.

         Please tell me I am not mad.

         Mad or dead, which is which, and does it really make a difference?

         Panting, I stare at the few tables next to me. They are lined with plastic bags of the corpses. Those I stopped by are different. The bags are all labeled with chalk on the surface: Watermelon Murders.

         This is what I am here for. Cold or no cold, I have to examine the corpses.

         Still tapping my feet to the cold ground, it finally occurs to me to check my jeans pocket for my mobile phone. I guess I was too panicked to look earlier—isolated living in the asylum does this too you; calling someone for help isn't the usual reaction for a person with a Certificate of Insanity.

         I find the mobile and pull it out. I am surprised there is a signal inside the morgue. Thank God. With numb fingers, I dial the only number on my contacts.

         Beep. Beep.

         No one picks up.

         I hate those beeps.

         My face reddens when the call ends. Some programmed woman's voice tells me that no one is picking up, that I should try later.

         "He has to pick up!" I scream at her.

         "Well, sweetie. Let's try again," the woman chirps.

         I almost throw away the phone, shocked by the woman's response. Isn't this supposed to be prerecorded?

         But then I succumb to the madness, which means basically ignoring it and not giving it much thought. I push the button again, almost hurting my forefinger.

         The Pillar has to pick up, or is he a figment of my imagination, too?

         Finally, someone picks up and says, "Carroll's Cause for the Criminally Cuckoo. How can I help you today?
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      It takes me a moment to realize this is the Pillar's cool, nonchalant, and all-mocking voice.

         Once I am about to fire all anger at him, he interrupts me, munching on food. It's not that nom nom nom sound. It's brauch brauch brauch, deliberately provoking me. "Hello," he says. "Who's this?"

         "It's me, Alice!" I growl and try to furrow my brow against the cold. I can't say my face went red, as it is still numb. I start tapping my feet against the cold floor again.

         "Alice," he munches. "From Wonderland," he welcomes me, slowly sipping a drink from a straw. "Did you inspect the corpses yet?"

         "Not yet." I am too chilled, too little blood flowing in my veins, a bit too numb to fire back or scream. "It's too cold." I rub my sides.

         "Dead people usually are." He pops open a bag of snacks.

         "I'm not joking. I am cold and will freeze in here." I begin to walk around again, looking for some kind of shoes again. "I know the toe tag is your doing; a sick prank from a sick mind."

         "Toe tag?" More sucking and slurping. Krrr krawww.

         "The one that says I died in a bus accident." I keep looking for something for warmth. A mortician must have left a coat behind or something.

         The Pillar stops munching. "No, I don't know anything about that. I admit I sedated you in the school, but that was for the greater good. All in Britain's name."

         "Then who did that to me?" Still looking for shoes, I don't have the nerve to argue about him sedating me now.

         "My chauffeur sneaked you into the morgue as a corpse. It was the only way we could surpass the security system. He must have added a toe tag, but he never told me he'd write you died in a bus accident."

         "I don't believe you," I say. "And I'm tired of your games." I rummage through a few weird-looking instruments on a table, metallic, scissor-like cutters. I can't even begin to think about what they do with them. "Get me out of here before I freeze to death."

         "You can't get out before approximately thirty minutes." The Pillar starts munching again. "A mortician will pick up your corpse after she receives a fake call from my chauffeur informing her your corpse has been misplaced so that we can get you out again. That's the plan."

         "I will freeze to death in here. I need shoes and a coat."

         "Why is that a problem?"

         "The problem is I can't find any." I try my best to express my anger. The tightness of my face doesn't help much.

         "If I were you, I'd roll out a corpse from the infinite drawers and fetch me a dead woman's shoe." He stops munching again as if waiting for my reaction to his suggestion.

         I don't hesitate. I walk back to the drawers, pull one out. The steel drawer is much heavier than I'd expected.

         The corpse's smell isn't that bad. Unlike the corpses on the table, the ones in the drawers have been examined and cleaned. It's the corpse's sight that imposes a dreadful atmosphere upon me.

         Dead or mad, what would it be? I realize I'd prefer being mad.

         "Alice?" I hear him on the phone's speaker but ignore him. I have to do this. It's just borrowing a dead man's shoe. We need to look out for each other, don't we, the living and the dead?

         But then I am hit with an imaginary hammer on my head when I realize the corpses in the drawers don't have their clothes on. I let out another angry growl.

         "No shoes?" the Pillar mocks me.

         Too weak to even talk, I close my eyes, trying to argue with reason. Why is he doing this to me?

         "To spare your breath, you'll not find clothes in the drawers," he says. "Corpses in the drawers had their autopsies already. You need to try the bags on the metallic roller beds. Those are the fresh ones. Yummy!" He bites into what I think is a greasy hamburger.

         I walk silently to one of the death bags, not those marked with Watermelon Murders, as I don't want to mess with evidence.

         I pull the zipper open, only to realize the one I chose is a man's corpse. What can I say? I am picky. I want a woman's shoe, and I want it my size.

         I zip the bag and try the one next to it. A woman.

         Now, these are the smelly, rotten corpses I expected. Dead, stinky, and bloodstained. I am too exhausted to even care.

         The woman's shoes turn out to be too small for me. I go back and pick up the man's shoes. My size. Being picky isn't helping when you're trapped in a morgue.

         I put on the shoes, enjoying the warmth in my feet—a dead man's warmth. Oh, the mad world outside. I realize I want to go back to the asylum again, a tear about to squeeze out of my eyes in this terrible cold.

         "Reebok or Nike?" the Pillar teases.

         I don't answer him. Instead, I rip off the dead man's duster jacket and put it on. If I am blunt enough to put on a shoe, I better put on all that will save my life.

         "I am ready." I tighten the dead man's bloody duster around me, my feet not jumpy anymore. "I came here to accomplish something." I take a deep breath, fooling my mind into thinking I am wearing Cinderella's slippers and a beautiful wedding dress. "Should I open the dead kids' bags and look for clues now?"

         "I thought you'd never ask." The Pillar sighs. "I'd do it as fast as I can if I were you. Like I said, a mortician will soon arrive to collect you, so you'd be sent to another morgue. She'd need to find you intact inside the bag you came in."

         "Yeah. You said that before." I've already pulled the zipper of the bag of one of the victims. "Thirty minutes."

         "That was thirty minutes when you arrived at the morgue, Alice." He sips and then burps. "You only have twenty minutes left, or your cover will be exposed. Time is slipping away."
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        TWENTY MINUTES TO GO...

      

      

      

         I am doing my best not to think about the dead man's shoes wrapped around my feet. Still, I cringe at the thought.  Strangely, the only way to get rid of it is to occupy my mind with a twelve-year-old boy's corpse.

         I put the Pillar on speaker as he keeps reminding me of the eighteen minutes I have left before the mortician arrives. Then I lay the phone on the edge of the metallic table and begin my work. I feel like Nancy Drew already.

         Unzipping the first plastic bag, my hand shivers and trembles when I see the kid's corpse.

         Somehow, I am not really sure of the corpse's gender. The face is so mutilated, my stomach churns. The sentence "Off with their heads" is scribbled in sticky blood on the forehead. This feels like one of those unnecessarily gory scenes in one of those slasher horror movies.

         I intend to reach for the kid's face but realize my hands are still relatively numb. Not from the cold this time, but from the horror before my eyes.

         I can't even swallow, feeling a lump in my throat. What is it about the real world that makes people commit such crimes? It's a kid, for God's sake! He was supposed to have a whole future ahead of him. Why am I staring at his chopped-off head in a morgue right now? Why?

         "Too much gore?" The Pillar's munching echoes slightly in the boxed room. "Which reminds me, I need barbecue sauce for my snack."

         Instead of screaming at him, I buckle down on my knees and vomit on the floor. I don't even have a chance to resist the urge.

         "You're not vomiting, Alice. Or?" The munching stops. "Can't you see I am eating here? That's so Jub Jub."

         The cold and fear seal my lips. I can't speak. All I do is wipe my mouth with the edge of the dead man's bloodstained duster. Last time, when I saved Constance, I hadn't come so close to a corpse. Let alone a young boy or girl.

         "I need a minute," I tell the Pillar. His annoying attitude doesn't disturb me now. Seeing the corpse stirred the same emotions I felt toward Constance. Someone has to stop the Cheshire. At least, stop the killings from spreading. Someone has to stop this sane world's madness.

         "You don't have a minute." The Pillar's voice is deadly serious. "All you have is sixteen minutes left before the mortician arrives to pick up your corpse."

         "I just couldn't believe what I saw." I am on my feet again. Words worm their way out through my lips and cause me pain. I wipe my mouth again and force myself to stare at the chopped-off head. "I'm ready now, unzipping all five bags." I still do my best to suppress my inner screams. "Two boys, two girls, one I am not sure about since I can't tell from the head."

         "That's fine," the Pillar says. "If we see it's necessary to know its gender, you can check the rest of the body later."

         "I only unzipped the bags a few inches to examine the heads," I explain. "The rest of the bodies should be down there if I unzip it totally open."

         "No need for that now," the Pillar says. "You came to check the heads. They are the body of the crime, after all. The bodies have been collected from the kids' houses after the discoveries of the heads."

         "So the killer chopped off heads in the houses and took the heads with him? That's horrible."

         "We're not sure, Alice. He could have chopped the heads and then sent the body back to the house. Anyhow, read the toe tags, please. Let's see if a name clicks."

         I read the names, but none of them rings a bell. I read them aloud to the Pillar. They don't mean anything to him either.

         "Strange. I thought the names would have a clue. Fifteen minutes." I don't know why he feels he needs to remind me. I'm aware of the scarcity of time. "Try to look for anything the five heads have in common."

         "Nothing but the 'Off with their heads' message," I say as I look harder for any details I might have missed.

         "That's it?" The Pillar is disappointed. I can tell he has no clue what's going on.

         "No, wait!" I reach for one of the metal instruments on the table and use it to part a corpse's mouth. "There something in boy's mouth," I say. "It's wrapped in a small plastic Ziploc."

         "What is it?" I've never heard the Pillar so curious.

         "A muffin."
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      I bend forward to check the muffin inside the mouth. "How come the police didn't find this?" I ask.

         "The police are lazy, logical creatures. They think the world they live in is actually a sane one, so they tend to think of all the useless CSI-like evidence of a crime; fingerprints and other silly things," the Pillar says. "My bet is that some officer saw the muffin but didn't see its significance, especially if the boy is fat."

         I can't tell if he's fat, as I am only inspecting his head. I don't have the guts to pull the zipper down to inspect the body yet. Who knows what the killer did to it. I might check this a few minutes later, so I don't vomit again.

         "Besides, this is the coroner's job. It looks like he hasn't inspected the body yet," the Pillar adds.

         "Why delay inspecting the body of the most important crime in Britain right now?" I am angry at the lazy system that postpones the autopsies of five innocent children. A system that postpones the possibility of justice.

         "Well, that's a good point," he says. "Maybe the coroner has been told to delay the matter."

         "Told by whom?"

         "Parliament? There is always someone benefiting from the death of someone else, Alice." He is hinting at something that I might not be ready for yet. I witnessed the Duchess Margaret Kent's corruption last time. I know I am still naïve about how the world outside operates.

         "I can't get it out." I cut off my thoughts, trying to pull the muffin out. "Why Ziploc the muffin?"

         "An intact muffin is a useful clue," he explains. "Whatever we're supposed to learn from it would have been lost through the victim's saliva otherwise. The Cheshire is saving the muffin for us."

         "Got it." I manage to pull it out. "Should I open it?"

         "If only people wouldn't waste time asking questions. Thirteen minutes."

         I open the bag, using the metallic instrument to pull the muffin out. It smells sweet. Very sweet and fresh. My mouth runs for it. Such tempting baking.

         "Don't tell me you feel the urge to take a bite," the Pillar says.

         "Momentarily, I was." I blink, to shake myself awake from the muffin's magic. "How is that possible?"

         "How is what possible?"

         "How can my mouth run for a muffin in such a horrendous situation? I feel like I'm a bad person." It's true. I feel an uncontrollable urge to eat the muffin. NOW!

         "You think you will grow taller if you eat it?" he teases.

         "Now, you're silly."

         "Shorter?" He munches softly. "Does it say 'eat me'?"

         "Stop the nonsense."

         "Maybe you need it to get shorter to escape the morgue."

         "I don't need to eat it anymore, Pillar. I'm over it," I stress. His comments get on my nerves. "But really, how is that possible? How can a muffin do this to me, even temporarily?"

         "That's how the food industry lulls kids—and adults—with their products all the time." He sips some fizzy drink again. Will he ever stop eating today? Where is his hookah? "I'm the best example at the moment. Whatever they put in this food I am gorging, I can't stop eating it. Tell me this food isn't addictive with all its crap, sugar, and saturated fat. Anyways, tell me about the muffin in the boy's mouth. Look closer."

         "It's just a muffin."

         "There must be something about it. Or the Cheshire wouldn't tuck it in."

         I work with the muffin from all angles. A surge of electricity stings my spine. The muffin has the Cheshire's grin drawn on one side.

         I tell the Pillar about it. "Is that some narcissistic thing, the Cheshire having his face on the muffin, like the Cheshire Cheese before?"

         "The Cheshire Cheese has a cat's grin until this day on its package, believe or not. So does the muffin you're holding, by the way."

         "You know this brand of muffins?"

         "They call it a Meow Muffin. Someone put it on the market a week ago, after the Cheshire's killing. You were in the asylum, so you probably didn't know about it."

         "Are you serious?"

         "Contrary to popular belief, I always am." The Pillar finally puffs his hookah.

         "Why would a manufacturer draw a killer's grin on food mostly appreciated by children?"

         "To make money. Lots of money."

         "Are you saying the Meow Muffin sells?"

         "Irresistibly. It's an instant bestseller in Britain. Of course, the Americans are discussing Americanizing the product now."

         "I can't grasp how you can sell a muffin inspired by a ruthless killer."

         "The same way you can almost sell anything with Darth Vader, Michael Myers, and Dracula on it," the Pillar says. "Villains make great business. Kids love it! Bad is the new cool. Parents pay double the price to buy their kids a Meow Muffin these days—four pounds each, and never sold in a pack, by the way—so the kids buzz off and stop annoying them. So tell me, do all the kids have Meow Muffins in their mouths?"

         "They do." I wasn't waiting for him to ask. It already crossed my mind, and I checked.

         "Hmm..." The Pillar ceases all munching and drinking. "Other than the fact that you only have seven minutes left, I think we have our first real clue. The question is—"

         I cut in, thinking aloud: "Why a muffin?"
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         "So he stuffs Meow Muffins in the children's throats." I am thinking aloud. "What kind of clue is that?"

         "Honestly, as much I'm satisfied we found it, I have no clue about the clue." The Pillar sounds honest. I think I have spotted a pattern which I can't explain. It's more of an intuition when he has no idea about what's going on. Particularly when it's about the Cheshire. I wonder how those two dealt with each back in Wonderland.

         "So, that's it?" I haven't gone through all of this to end up empty-handed.

         "I'm afraid so, Alice." The Pillar sighs. "The Cheshire's clue makes no sense. It only points at his involvement in the crimes."

         "Think harder, Pillar," I demand. "I'm supposed to do the hard stuff, like entering the morgue as a corpse. You're supposed to have explanations. You're the one with memories of the Cheshire and Wonderland. This muffin has to mean something."

         "Did you ever read about muffins in Lewis Carroll's books? I haven't for sure," the Pillar says. "The first killing in the stadium had one purpose only: to attract our attention to the case. Now, this muffin should lead somewhere, but it escapes me."

         "Then we have to think together."

         "Six minutes, Alice," the Pillar warns me. "If I were you, I'd zip myself back. We could think about it together when you're back."

         "I'm not leaving without a lead to catching the Cheshire," I insist. Sometimes, I feel I want to be the Real Alice. Sometimes I don't. This is one of the times that I want to be Alice so badly it scares me. I will bring the Cheshire to justice.

         "Then, you might never leave this morgue."

         "Let's just think again. The Cheshire chops their heads off and then stuffs them in watermelons. Doesn't that ring a bell?"

         "Don't be fooled," the Pillar says. "The watermelons mean nothing. It's just a scare factor to imply nonsensical chaos. The British police are supposed to look into the watermelons matter. The muffin is for us. The Cheshire is clever. Five minutes and counting."

         "Can't be five minutes yet."

         "Okay, I lied." He chews on the words. "Five and a half minutes. I want you out. There is no point in blowing your cover. The world isn't ready to know about the Wonderland Wars or who you are yet. Trust me."

         "The Cheshire planted the muffin so we'd get the message." I am surprised I am so adamant about solving this, but I like it. I am surprised by my lack of consideration of what happens to me.

         Because you have no life, Alice. I hate the nagging voice in my head. You're insane, probably a murderer, and no one cares about you, not even your mother and sisters. Why would it matter what happens to you? Convict or mad girl, it's all the same. That's why you're the perfect Alice for this insane job. A lonely Alice.

         But I do have someone I care for, I confess in silence. Remembering him curves a weak smile on my face. It's a smile, nonetheless.

         "Four minutes," the Pillar counts. "Do you have any suggestions to where you want me to bury you if you die in there?"

         "Anywhere but a cat cemetery." I take a few steps back and stare at the five kids. There must be more than a muffin for a clue. "Why those kids in particular?" I ask.

         "What do you mean?"

         "Last time, the Cheshire chose the girls for specific reasons: they were all descendants of women who had been photographed by Lewis Carroll. Why these kids this time?"

         The Pillar is silent. I hope he is thinking it over. "Okay. I will give it until one-minute in." He sighs. It's the first time I force him to succumb to my wishes. "Let's see. The names you read on the toe tags do not have anything in common. All we know for sure is the kids' ages, which isn't much of a lead we can follow. Boys and girls, so there is no gender issue here. I checked a few names while you were talking; all kids are either poor or middle class. None are from rich families. But then, most crimes are committed against the poorer people in the world—"

         "Could it be the Cheshire didn't stuff the muffins inside?" I interrupt, clicking my thumb and middle finger. "Could it be that the kids bought the muffins themselves first?"

         "I don't know of kids who like to bite on Ziplocked muffins. Doesn't sound so tasty."

         "You're not following, Pillar. The Cheshire later Ziplocked the muffins they bought." I'm not stating facts; I am thinking out loud. "What I am saying is the kids might have been chosen because they bought a Meow Muffin—or wanted one so badly."

         "Could be," the Pillar says. "So?"

         I try to figure it out, staring at the kids again. Why would he kill kids who buy these muffins?

         "Two minutes."

         "Wait!" I raise a numb finger in the air. "Forget about what I just said. I was wrong."

         "Admitting failure is a rare virtue."

         "But I'm right about something else," I say in a louder voice. "The kids!"

         "What about them?"

         "They are..." I squint to make sure. Could it be that the clue has been so easy to figure from the beginning? Damn you, Cheshire.

         "What?"

         I hurl myself toward the death bags and unzip the kids fully from top to bottom to see their whole bodies. Why was I so scared to look at their bodies before?

         "What is it, Alice?" The Pillar is both worried and excited.

         "The clue isn't in the heads!" I shriek.

         "How so?"

         "The same way the watermelons are designed to elude the police so we could find the muffin, the kids' heads are also a misleading trick to elude the police," I explain. "The real clue is in the bodies." All of the disconnected bodies are intact, with not one drop of blood visible. "The bodies are dressed neatly," I tell him what I see. "I don't suppose the kids wore those at the time of the crimes. The kids have been dressed up later. I mean, the kids' bodies have been dressed up later."

         "So, the heads were more of an 'x that marks the spot.' Makes sense, since the police located the bodies in their houses, a few hours after locating the heads." The Pillar is excited. "So, what is the clue? Almost one minute, Alice. You better get going."

         "The kids' pockets are filled with endless candy, bars, and tarts."

         The Pillar is silent.

         "Snicker Snackers chocolate bars, Tumtum cans, and Queen of Hearts Tarts," I say, reading the labels. "Are these known snacks sold in Britain now?" I don't remember any of those two years ago, but then again, I don't remember anything two years ago.

         "They are. Everything Wonderland is trending in the food industries since the Cheshire's killing last week. Less than one minute, Alice. Hurry. Tell me about the clue."

         "At first, I thought the suits were too large for the kids, and then now I find the pockets stuffed with candy."

         "How large is too large?"

         "Considerably large. XXL, I think," I say. "I mean, a fourteen-year-old boy or girl shouldn't be that—"

         "Are the kids overweight, Alice?" the Pillar asks bluntly.

         "Almost as much as the overweight kids I saw in Richmond Elementary School. What's up with that?"

         "Are all the deceased kids fat, Alice? Are they all overweight?"

         "Yes." I nod. It's unmistakable. It finally becomes evident when I roll all the kids on their backs and see huge XXLs marked on the backs. This is definitely the killer's doing. "What kind of crime is this?"

         "So, the clue is that all kids the Cheshire kills are fat?" The Pillar seems amused.

         "It definitely is."

         "Great. Take off your duster and shoes, Alice," the Pillar says. "And jump in the bag. The mortician should arrive—"

         The signal fades.

         "Pillar," I pant as I take off my shoes and duster and throw them behind a desk. "Can you hear me?" I get into the bag and start zipping myself from the inside, which is really complicated, but I manage to zip up to my forehead as I lie on my back.

         Inside the bag, I tuck the phone in my pocket and silence it, afraid it will ring while the mortician is present.

         I begin breathing as slowly as I can.

         Calm down, Alice. In only a few minutes, you'll be safe.

         I close my eyes as I hear footsteps nearing from the outside. A metallic door opens.

         I take a deep breath and try to think of something relaxing so I won't panic. I can only think of one person who makes me feel that way. The one person I believe gives meaning to my life, and the one I really care for, even it makes no sense, and even if he is mad enough to call himself Jack Diamonds.
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      The footsteps of the mortician are that of a slightly heavy woman. The marble floor squeaks underneath her cheap sports shoes. Or so I believe. It's hard to tell for sure.

         Heavy steps. Very slow. Trudging.

         I try to slow my breathing, as there isn't enough air inside the bag. This should be over soon. I need her to just roll my table out of the room. She's probably looking for my ID or something to identify my corpse.

         The mortician stops a few tables away and waits.

         Then she walks again. I hear her tap what I assume is a paper chart. Her breathing is heavy, like a shivering gas pipe about to explode.

         I try to occupy my mind again with anything that will calm me down. In the beginning, it is Jack. Oh, Jack, with all your absurdness, your silliness, and your cute dimples. But then Jack's image fades to the sound of music outside my bag.

         The mortician woman probably uses an iPod with small speakers. A song I know well: "Don't Fear the Reaper" by Blue Öyster Cult.

         Interesting.

         This might take some time. I don't think she is in a hurry. All I can do is wait for her to pick me up.

         A flick of the mortician's cigarette lighter drags things into an even slower pace. I don't blame her. Time is probably worthless for a woman who spends her days living among the dead.

         She inhales her cigarette shortly and then exhales, coughing. Smoke seeps through the bag and into my nostrils. I manage not to sneeze. Dead people usually don't, I imagine the Pillar saying.

         But I know the woman is near.

         I hear her pick up the paper chart again, and tread slowly toward me. She starts whistling with the song: "Don't fear the reaper...la la la la la la."

         I want to wiggle my feet to the rhythm, but I hold back.

         I wonder if she listens to the same song each day. While the Pillar's favorite subject is madness, this woman is surrounded by death. Maybe she grew too numb to it. That would explain her easiness and relaxed demeanor. I wouldn't be surprised if she orders pizza. Two slices, chopped-off heads topping, and some mayonnaise, please. I'll tip generously if you slide me a Meow Muffin from under the table.

         "Alice Wonder," the woman mutters, flipping the chart. "Where art thou?" She taps her heavy feet and then sucks on the cigarette.

         I imagine her in a white coat, a bit too tight for her size. Big-boned, almost square; red curls of thick hair with a pencil lost inside the bush. Fat cheeks, bubbly and wavy, too.

         The waiting is killing me. I am about to zip up and scream at her: Here I am. Just take me out!

         "So, here you are." She stands really close, reeking of cigarettes, the cheap stuff, and some other smell I can't identify. "Someone made a mistake shoving you here." She kills the boredom by uttering everything she does aloud. I know because I used to do the same in my cell. "Your sorry arse belongs somewhere else, young lady."

         This blind game isn't fun anymore. I realize I will probably never know how the mortician looks like after she delivers my corpse to the chauffeur's car. Then she stops again and coughs. This time, she coughs really hard, as if puking. I hear the cigarette swoosh into something. What's going on out there?

         A heavy thud causes a ripple through my metallic table. The rollers skew sideways. The woman chokes.

         The tune of "Don't Fear the Reaper" continues in the background, but the woman has stopped whistling, if not breathing.

         "Help!" she barely pronounces, while her fat hand slaps like a heavy fish on the side of my bag.

         What am I supposed to do? Help her, right?

         And blow my cover?

         What is happening to her?

         Surprisingly, the woman stops choking.

         "Bloody cigarettes," she mumbles. I hear her stand up. Her voice is a bit rustier, the music in the background making the whole incident sound like a joke.

         There is a long moment of silence, only interrupted by her heavy breathing. She should also stop smoking. And eating—what's that smell again? Yeah, she somehow reeks of baking.

         She decides to change the song on the iPod. Am I ever going to get out of here?

         I am not familiar with the new tune. An American sixties song. A merry song, actually. Funny and quirky.

         "'I am a Nut' by Leroy Pullins," the mortician documents. Then the lighter flicks again. "I love this song!"

         What? Is she smoking again?

         This time, she takes a long drag as if her near-death experience rewarded her with an additional lung.

         She moves toward me again, tapping her paper chart. Her feet aren't as heavy. I wonder how.

         She takes another drag and whistles along with the song. The singer is a nut himself. All he says is "I'm a nut," a few fast words, then "I'm a nut" again. Then he stops to a stroke of a chord of his guitar and says, "Beedle-dee-bah, beedle-dee-bah, beedle-dee-ree-pa-dom."

         I have to check this song out if I ever get out.

         I hear the woman stop and swirl in her place like she's Elvis Presley on mushrooms. I am about to laugh. What happened to this mortician woman? Am I back in the Radcliffe Asylum already?

         She approaches my bag and taps a hand on it. "Here you are, Alice Wonder," she says. I picture her with a big smile on her face, pushing against those chubby cheeks. "Time to take you where you belong."

         Finally! I sigh. This took forever.

         The smell of baking on her breath makes me hungry. I should have had a big meal back in the asylum. What's with all the mentioning of food today?

         I don't care. I just want to get out of here.

         Instead of being rolled outside, the woman's hand reaches for the bag's zipper. Maybe she wants to check out my face. I wonder if I will look dead enough to her.

         Hold that breath, Alice.

         The zipper slowly reveals my face to her, and the reeking of baking strengthens in my nostrils. There is a long silence, followed by the end of the nut song. The silence doubles up uncomfortably. I do my best not to open my eyes. But I don't know if I can hold my breath any longer.

         "Very paradoxical, I must say," the woman says with a satirical tinge to her voice. "If you hold your breath long enough, you're dead. If you give up and start breathing, you're mad. Isn't that so, Alice from Wonderland?"

         My eyes snap open.

         I inhale all the air it can. I am in utter shock. A silent shiver pinches through all of my limbs, and madness almost blinds my vision.

         What did she just say?

         Although the mortician looks exactly like I imagined her, the smell of baking on her mouth says otherwise.

         It's the smell of a Meow Muffin.
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      I am paralyzed with horror. All my wishes to rid the world of the Cheshire evaporate in his presence. His grin, plastered on the poor mortician's face, is unmistakable. Damned are those who lay eyes upon that grin too many times, for it's unforgettable and will guarantee a lifetime of nightmares.

         "What do you want from me?" I scatter the syllables on my tongue. I wish there was a way to camouflage my fear—maybe some hookah smoke, like the Pillar's, that I'd hide my real fears behind.

         There is none.

         "Love you, too." The Cheshire flashes a chubby grin and then takes a long drag from his cigarette. His view from down here makes me feel like an ant. His posture is like a towering building of nightmares.

         Instinctually, I slide myself out of the bag and jump off the other side of the table.

         The Cheshire doesn't move. He watches as I wound my left knee and almost twist my ankle. I run toward the faraway bulb, the one I hadn't come near before. It turns out it leads to a metallic double door leading outside. I limp a few times, fall, and pick myself up again. Part of my escape is me hopping on all fours like a rabbit.

         The Cheshire still stands still. I know because of the muffin smell. He is behind me, dragging on the mortician's cigarette, enjoying the show.

         I am such a coward, running away like that. I reach for the door's heavy handles. I don't think I am ready for the Cheshire yet.

         "If you don't know where you're going, any road'll take you there," the Cheshire mocks behind me.

         I stop in my tracks. I don't know why. A flash of a Lewis Carroll in Victorian England flashes before my eyes. It's like an electric shock. Painful but effective. It wakes me up and unwraps me from my spider webs of fear.

         I give up on the handle and turn around to face the Cheshire. This is what I should do. I shouldn't run. I am here to catch him, not escape from him.

         I don't know what Carroll's dream was about, but I know I don't want to end up regretful like him. I don't want to say, I couldn't save them, a week from now.

         "Oh." The Cheshire licks his paws. Cat's habits. He stands between two rows of corpses on his sides. It's totally funny, in a very sinister way, to see the mortician gleaming with evil intentions. "So, you might be the Real Alice after all."

         I stand with my back to the door, grimace, and shake my head, wondering why he says that.

         "A Real Alice wouldn't run away from me," he elaborates. "The door is locked, however. But you didn't know that, did you?" He jingles a keychain in his hands. "Someone could still open it from outside, but no one knows you're here, Alice."

         "How do you know that?" Frankly, I am shocked the door is locked. I don't know if he is lying to me. Maybe he is tricking me to see if I'll go back and try to open it. I stand my ground, fists clenched.

         "Nobody cares for you, Alice." He grins. "You know that."

         I can't argue with that. Only Jack seems to care. Where is he when I need him?

         "You've always been like that," he continues. "Even in the books, you were a lonely, possibly mad girl wandering Wonderland—which was probably all in her head." He laughs and smirks and grins and confuses the hell out of me when he says that. "You never made a real friend in that book, remember?"

         "My sister was waiting for me when I woke up," I mumble, my head slightly lowered. The Cheshire hit a sensitive tumor in my soul. I am not only mad. I am lonely. I get it. It's time to get over it!

         "Your sisters hate you, Alice. They hate you so much none of them bothered telling you the details of how you killed your friends. And your mother is too weak to protect you." He is enjoying this. "And your friends?" He kills the cigarette under his heavy foot and rubs his chin. "Oh, you killed them."

         "You're lonely too!" I take a step forward. It actually unsettles him. He didn't expect that. "You've always been lonely, Cheshire. Humans killed your parents. You swore revenge on the world. Such a lonely lunatic who has no one to love him." The mortician woman's face knots. I press harder: "Even in Wonderland, no one cared for you. You and your silly grin, neglected in the Duchess' kitchen, then hiding in trees in the forest, appearing and disappearing, and commenting on the world only to take away attention from your miserable existence."

         "Interesting." He steps forward, squinting at my face. "Tell me more. Is that really you, Alice?"

         I shrug then lift my head up. "Why is it so important if I am the Real Alice?"

         "Oh, it's important. You have no idea." He still glares, taking another careful step forward. "What puzzles me is that you don't remember any of it. I wonder why. What is it that the Pillar knows about you that I don't? Who are you, Alice?"

         The Cheshire steps forward, the collective sum of the hate in the world glimmering in her eyes.
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      "I don't care about either of you." I take another step forward, not knowing how this will end. Will I fist-fight a cat eventually?

         "What do you care about, then?" His tone is investigative.

         "To stop you from killing children and stuffing their heads in watermelons all over Britain."

         He laughs. "Neatly executed crime; very artistic, you must admit."

         I feel disgusted. I don't know how I look when disgusted, but my face is in pain.

         "Do you know how hard it is to stuff a head in a watermelon?" He is creepily sincere. Human lives don't mean anything to him. "No one appreciates art anymore." He rolls his eyes. "Is it because I am a cat?" The mortician's fingers turn into hairy claws, like Wolverine. "Do I have to change my name to Da Vinci or Picasso for you to appreciate my work?"

         "You don't want anyone to appreciate you. The more you're hated, the more you love it," I say. "But since you asked, how about you just die? The world loves dead artists."

         "Then, I shall never be loved." The mortician slightly raises her meaty arm and waves her hands sideways. "Because I can't die." He smiles thinly at my attempt to humiliate him. "And the killing of fat kids won't stop. The real killings didn't even begin yet." She points at the corpses. "Humans are nothing but pawns in this Wonderland War."

         "Why kill kids who are overweight?"

         "Are you afraid to say 'fat' kids?" She smirks. "Is that politically incorrect? Is the blunt truth always politically incorrect?"

         "Wow. You do have a grudge against 'fat' kids." I don't like the sound of it on my tongue, but I need to speak his insane language so I can read between the lines.

         "You will understand what I mean if you figure it out, Nancy Drew." She breathes into her paws. "You and your hookah-smoking Inspector Gadget." This seems to amuse him to death.

         "If this is an old grudge between you and the Pillar—"

         "It's not that," she cuts in.

         "If it's about the grudge you hold against humanity, please remember that this happened so long ago." I don't even know what I am doing, conversing with the enemy.

         "Nothing is long ago." She still scans my face, as if she wants to spot evidence of me being the Real Alice. I catch her/him staring at my neck as well. "Don't you watch the news? Humans are walky-talky apes, still stained with barbaric behaviors after so many centuries of evolution. They might dress better, talk mellower, and invent cool gadgets. They will say that they prefer love over war, but it's all nonsense. Humans are still monsters. Always will be." He stops and takes a breath, not finding what he was looking for in me. "But then, all my grudges aren't what the Wonderland War is about."

         "What is it about, then?" If the Pillar refuses to tell, do I expect the Cheshire to?

         "If you were the Alice, you would've known," he says. "Right now, I need to put you to continued tests, until you prove you're her."

         "By killing children?" I can't digest his logic.

         "Whatever it takes," he says. "Besides, you can still minimize the killings by solving the riddles." He cocks his head with another grin. "Think of it as a Catch-22. Either you don't solve the riddles, and I keep allowing the murders, or you solve the riddle, I know you're the Alice, and we start the Wonderland Wars." He rubs his claws together.

         "What kind of sick lunatic are you?"

         "The unkind type," the mortician sneers. "Let's not waste time, Alice." She starts smoothening her fingernails with one of the metallic instruments on the tables. "You were smart enough to get the muffin message and smarter to realize all the victims are fat kids." He cocks his head at me as I glimpse a mallet resting against the wall behind the tables. Why is there a mallet in a morgue? "I see that you and your Pillar haven't benefited wisely from the clues I left you." Although spoken in a woman's voice, it has this sinister undertone to it. Something I can't explain. Something only nightmares can produce. "So here is my final clue." He raises a hand in the air, his thumb and middle finger close enough it looks like he is about to snap them. "Are you ready for my major clue, Alice?"

         "I am." I'd say yes to anything until I get close to that mallet. I need to have some weapon prepared.

         The Cheshire snaps his fingers, and a few corpses on his left and right come to life. They abruptly sit straight up and grin at me. Four on his left. Four on his right.

         I freeze in place.

         I barely learned how to deal with lunatics—other than myself, some might argue. But I am not prepared to deal with the living dead. This is beyond absurd. Why are there eight corpses coming to life?

         "You didn't know I can possess nine lives at the same time?" She laughs, picking up two fork-like instruments from the table. What is she going to do, cut them open? "I can even possess them when they are dead. How kewl is that?" The Cheshire seems to be catching up on the lingo. "Let's dance, Alice. Let's dance."

         I really wish I was mad now. This can't be happening.
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      The two instruments in the Cheshire's hands are used in the most unusual way. I never expected it.

         He waves them at the corpses, like a conductor guiding his musicians in an orchestra. On cue, the eight living-dead corpses on the table prepared to chant a melody of sorts.

         I grimace, confused, perplexed, and overwhelmed as I watch the first headless corpse pick up its head. It adjusts it slightly off above the neck, and begins singing:

         "Do you know the Muffin Man?"

         It says it as if it's an obedient girl in school—she is actually one of the five kids. Then she tilts her loose head toward her friend on the table next to her. The other corpse fiddles with his chopped-off head, unable to place it correctly. So he decides to hold it out in both hands and let it do the singing:

         "The Muffin Man, the Muffin Man?"

         The corpse shakes its head to the left and right when it says "Muffin Man," like a happy kid in a school choir. The head in the hand swivels toward the next corpse, indicating its turn. The third corpse has its head placed upside down on its neck, still good enough for singing with upside-down lips:

         "Do you know the Muffin Man?'

         It repeats the phrase, arching an eyebrow at the fourth corpse—downward, of course. The fourth corpse doesn't belong to the Watermelon crimes. Some old lady with an intact head, almost seventy, dressed as a cook with a big white hat. Her face is burned—she must have died in an oven, my guess. The lady finishes the rhymes with a raspy but faint voice.

         "Who lives on Drury Lane?"

         This time, the old lady looks at me with no teeth.

         I am not going to remove my head and sing a song!

         The Cheshire gazes at me. So do the other four corpses on his right. "One more time." The Cheshire waves his forks. "With feeling!"

         In unison they sing it all once more:

         "Do you know the Muffin Man?

         The Muffin Man, the Muffin Man?

         Do you know the Muffin Man?

         Who lives on Drury Lane?"

         Following the Cheshire's conducting, they end the verse with a double clap from their dead, blood-stricken hands.

         And then they repeat it. Louder.

         I hold my head with both hands and consider screaming. Rarely does screaming solve any problems, I know.

         If there is a clue, again, I don't get it. If the Cheshire's intention is to drive me insane, he has done an exceptional job. If none of this is really happening and I am just imagining it, I'd prefer shock therapy in the Mush Room over singing corpses in a morgue. I feel like Alice in the book, falling down an endless rabbit hole where the falling will never stop.

         As they keep singing, the desire to hit the Cheshire grows inside me. I step forward and pick up the mallet, my hands trembling. I want to hit the Cheshire, so the madness stops. It's not like me, but I've lost it. The pressure is too much. And their voices too noisy. It's all become too much.

         I raise the mallet in the air and plod closer to him. He doesn't move. His grin widens.

         "Are you going to hit a fat, poor mortician woman, Alice?" he asks calmly, backed up with the maddening rhyme. "You don't know if she has children, takes care of a mother or a husband, Alice. You can't do that to her."

         "I can!" I flip the mallet back to gain momentum. "The madness has to stop!"

         I wave hard and then...

         And then...

         I stop, midair.

         How am I supposed to hurt an innocent woman working in a morgue? She is annoying, smokes too much, and doesn't take care of her health, I know. But I can't kill her. She hasn't done anything bad to anyone. And I am no killer.

         Even though I killed my friends on the bus.

         Still, I am not a killer. This isn't how I see myself. If I hit this woman, the Cheshire will probably beat me and possess one of the many dead people in here. Not that I know how he does it, but I can't do it. He has me cornered in a way I can't react to properly.

         "That's why you aren't the Alice." His eyes scan me thoroughly. "The Real Alice would hit and never blink. Because she knows that evil has to be chopped off by the roots and burned, so it never grows again. That was the whole point of Alice's madness. She was strong. Powerful. Never afraid." He says the words with as much admiration as resentment. "She was M-A-D. That was her trick. But you're not her." His voice saddens. He wants me to be her. God only knows why he needs her that much. Tears begin trickling down my cheeks. I don't know why. Am disappointed I am not her? Am I disappointed I can't kill him and save the world? I don't know.

         "The Pillar will tell you it doesn't matter who you are," he elaborates. "That it doesn't matter if you're mad or not. I'd say it matters a lot. How can you take sides when you don't know who you are? You know what the world's most common sin is, Alice?" He reaches for the mallet to snatch it from me. "It's indifference. Indecisiveness. Hesitation when it's time for swift justice."

         He is about to pull the mallet away from my trembling hands when something inside me surfaces. Something I haven't met or thought of before. A strong urge to correct things, to stand for something, and to help as many people as I can. A strong urge to see behind the Cheshire's mask.

         I can pretend it's not me as I bring down the mallet on the mortician's woman's legs, enough to hurt her but not kill her. I can pretend I am not that kind of girl.

         But it's me. Truly me. Maybe not the Alice the Cheshire is looking for. But the Alice I want to be from now on.
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      A tear trickles down my cheek as the mortician woman falls to her knees. I do the unimaginable and catch my tear in the palm of my hand before it hits the ground again. If I want to win this, I can't cry. If I could squeeze that tear back in, I would. This tear is me balancing the insanity I have been thrown into.

         I help the woman in her fall, so she doesn't hit her head against something. She stares at me with a horrified expression, unaware of what happened to her. The absence of a grin on her face tells me the Cheshire left her body.

         Why not? He wants me to suffer the guilt of hitting an innocent woman.

         The mortician keeps sobbing uncontrollably, more in need of an explanation than to mend her wounds.

         The corpses have stopped singing and zipped themselves back into their death bags. I can't see the Cheshire anywhere.

         "Who are you?" The woman starts to shake me hysterically. Her leg is swollen and bleeding.

         "Please calm down," I tell her. "I need you to trust me. There is an evil presence in here."

         The woman's eyes are wide open. She scans me from head to toe and then stops at the string wrapped around my toe. Slowly, she raises a reluctant finger, pointing at the empty death bag. "You're dead..." she stutters.

         Before I can explain further, she faints.

         I help her to the floor and pat her. I can't complain. She did me a huge favor and saved me a lot of time.

         Turning around with the mallet in my hands, I look for the Cheshire. I don't know how his soul-possessing works, but he must be in the room because the door is still shut.

         What kind of game is he playing with me now?

         I walk slowly toward the door, the corpses supposedly resting in peace at my sides. Holding the mallet as if it's a sword does give me confidence somehow. It's amazing what fear does to you when you decide to finally face it. My bare feet and my body are still exposed to the chilling cold of the morgue.

         Closer to the door, I hear my footsteps echoing. It's unexplainable, but I keep walking.

         If the Cheshire has the ability to be invisible, then I really don't have a way to fight back.

         Why am I hearing echoes of my footsteps?

         I keep limping to the door with a mallet in my hand. Horror movies aren't even close to the condition I am in.

         Closer to the door, I realize that what I am hearing aren't the echoes of my footsteps. They are someone else's. And they are approaching from the other side of the door.

         How did the Cheshire leave the room without opening the door? And why is he mirroring my footsteps? He must be trying to scare me, that's all.

         I grip the door handle, my mallet ready in my other hand. A deep breath helps me to lower my blood pressure, just enough to think straight. All I have to do is pull the door open and then hit hard. That's it. I hope I am really thinking straight. I have no combat training, after all—or if I did, I don't remember it.

         I grip the door tighter and then pull.

         I didn't expect that. But like the Cheshire said, the door is locked.

         The keychain in the mortician's hand!

         I turn around to fetch the keys from the woman's hands, only to see her standing on her feet again. There is a slight problem with her posture now. She has her head chopped off and holds it in one hand. The other hand is holding the keys.

         "Looking for these?" She grins.

         The Cheshire is back. Who was approaching the door from the other side?

         The horrible scene chains me for a moment. But I am about to run full throttle against the Cheshire and hit him. Let's get done with this.

         The door behind me suddenly flings open.

         I close my eyes, as I suppose another Cheshire-possessed human is behind me. How am I supposed to kill him? Am I supposed to kill the nine of them?

         "Alice!" a voice calls from behind me. "Here you are!"

         A hefty smile forms on my face. The voice behind the smile is so dear to me. It's Jack Diamonds.
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      The mortician's face knots in anger when she hears Jack Diamonds' voice. Jack prefers not to enter the room. It's hard to understand why. He just opened the door from the other side. The Cheshire can't actually see Jack from this angle. I haven't seen Jack yet either; I've only heard his voice.

         Please, God, don't make it just a voice in my head. But come on, the door is open. It can't be a voice in my head.

         It drives the woman mad that someone is saving me.

         "Come on, Alice," Jack urges me. I can only see his hand, reaching out from behind the door. "It's so cold where you are. I don't think I can get in."

         "But I have to kill him first, Jack," I say.

         "Kill who? Is there is someone with you in the room?" He wiggles his hand. "They are all dead."

         "Who are you talking to, Alice?" the Cheshire blurts in anger. "There is no one there behind the door."

         "Don't play games with me, Cheshire." I raise my mallet, ready to strike, as he is approaching again. "Who else do you think opened the door from outside?"

         "I don't know." He shakes his shoulders and puts his head on. Sometimes, I really don't understand his intentions. Is he trying to give me a message, so I continue my investigation, or is he trying to hurt me? The more time I spend with him, the more nothing makes sense. "But I know there is no one out there." Now he grins again. "And I know you can't kill me. You might have wounded and injured a poor woman, but you can't kill me."

         "Alice!" Jack finally pulls me outside. He does it fast and with a bang. Never have I thought he was that strong. He pulls the door behind me and locks it with a digital code on a pad next to the wall. The code is 1862. The date in my vision when I met Lewis was 1862. What are all these puzzles, and what are they supposed to mean?

         "Are you okay?" His hands search my face, looking for a bruise. He makes sure I am all right. Never have I seen someone so concerned about me. "Thank God you're okay, Alice. I was so worried." His cuteness doesn't match his seriousness, but it's understandable. When I lay my eyes on Jack, all I think about is fun.

         "I am so glad to see you, Jack." I wrap my hands around him as he touches my face with his gentle hands. His touch is warm. I need it, even inside a morgue. Who the hell are you, Jack? Why do you always come to save me?

         With my emotions flaring, I hug him tightly. I embrace his body and feel I'd like to hide inside it. Maybe he could shelter me from the mad world; maybe he could shelter me from my mind.

         "Wow," he jokes as he pats me on the back. "It's too soon for that. I like a girl to take it slow, who takes me out for dinner first and tells me funny stories."

         I hit him lightly on the chest while I am in his arms. His silly jokes make me think this world isn't worth any anger. I wish I could be like him.

         "I was thinking about you, Jack." I stare at the closed door, waiting for the Cheshire to open it from inside at any moment. "You make me feel..."

         "Funny?" His hands run through my hair. I can feel his breath on my ears.

         I nod.

         "You're a funny girl, too," he says. "You just have bad taste in clothes. Always stained with blood."

         "Come on, you confessed you liked me in the Vatican. I heard you in the booth," I tease.

         "Guilty as charged." He raises a hand to his chest.

         "We have to go, Jack." I stare at the door. "He has a key."

         "Who has a key?"

         "The Cheshire."

         "Who?"

         "You remember the nasty old woman chasing me in Belgium?"

         "Wow. She must hate you so much." He rolls his eyes, not even questioning what is happening.

         I nod, not having the strength to explain.

         Suddenly, sirens blare outside the morgue as we speak. I gaze at Jack for an explanation.

         "It's the police," he says. "We need to get you out of here."
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      "I guess someone reported suspicious activity in the morgue," Jack says. "We need to hide from the police. They will not understand."

         "What will they not understand, exactly? I have no idea what's really happening."

         "Nor do I, Alice," he says. "But it doesn't matter. What matters is we're together. Come on." He pulls my hand and walks me to a side door leading to another doctor's room. I look behind me one last time, wondering why the Cheshire didn't come out. Maybe it's the code Jack entered. Does it prevent the door from getting opened manually with a key?

         "Jack, where did you get that code you just entered for the door?" I turn to him.

         "There is a senior nurse who I saw use it on all other doors, so I gave it a try," he replies. "Let's rid you of this thing in your hand." He tries to pull the mallet away as he closes the door behind us. It's a doctor's private room. "You look like a maniac."

         It shocks me that my grip is still tight on the mallet. I can't give it away. My hands are stiffened with fear.

         "It's all right, Alice." He gazes straight into my eyes. "It's me, Jack. I won't hurt you." He loosens my hand, finger by finger.

         The sirens are getting closer outside.

         "Wear this." He hands me a nurse's uniform from the wardrobe. A pair of nerdy glasses and shoes he'd brought from a storage room nearby complete the ensemble. "You will pretend you're the nurse, and I will hide in one of these." He points at one of the death bags on the tables. There are three of them. "You play the nurse, and I play dead." He smiles. "Don't forget the nametag." He hands it over. "All you have to do is pull me out and tell the police there were intruders in the morgue. It's common. Thieves love to steal corpses and sell them."

         "You think it will work?"

         "It's the only chance we have," he says. "Neither of us knows what to tell the police when they arrive. Now I have to turn around, so you dress up."

         We both turn to opposite sides as the sound of police cars surrounds the morgue. I peek over my shoulder and see if he is checking me out while I am getting dressed.

         He is.

         But he turns around and clears his throat once I see him. I blush and turn back, facing the wall. I feel awkward being the weak one with Jack, now that my heart is unconditionally open to him. I wonder how intimate we were when he was Adam, my boyfriend. I know we were in love because my heart tells me so, but how intimate?

         "Jack," I say, unbuttoning.

         "Yes?"

         I am contemplating asking him if he knows anything about our past lives, but don't want to turn him away if he thinks I am crazy. "How do you always find me?" I ask, instead.

         "I don't know, really," he says. "It's strange. I'll be sitting somewhere, and then feel this need to see you. This intuition that you are in danger. And suddenly, I find myself near you."

         I don't know what to think of that. I pull on the nurse's dress and glasses.

         "And you?" he asks. His voice is muffled now, having zipped himself inside the bag.

         "Excuse me?" I put on the glasses.

         "Aren't you going to tell me where you live so I can pick you up for our postponed date?"

         I turn around and smile at his persistence. My face changes when I realize I can't tell him I live in an asylum. He might be a weird guy. But I am a nutcase. At least, my life fits a nutcase. The song "I am a Nut" replays in my head.

         "If we survive this, I might tell you," I say as I roll the bed out to the entrance.

         Outside, the main doors spring open, and an endless horde of men with guns enter. I am surprised when they greet me with concern. They ask me if I am all right.

         I play shocked for a while and recite the story Jack told me. I point at the Cheshire's room. Funny how they buy it. There aren't any signs of breaking in. But they believe me. They are good to me. Maybe it's my looks, wearing a nurse's outfit.

         Is that what the world asks of me? To blend in? A nurse's outfit or a doctors would do the job? Is that mandatory to fit into any society, to become a recognizable stereotype?

         I feel like I've had too much Pillar in my head lately.

         Still rolling the bed toward the main door, I am expecting to meet the Pillar's chauffeur on the way.

         "Wait!" Someone summons me right before I leave through the main door.

         I turn around, and it's another nurse. A buff policeman stands proudly next to her. I hope my cover isn't blown.

         "Yes?" I adjust my glasses and wiggle my nose.

         "Who's that you are taking out?" the nurse asks.

         "A patient who'd been wrongly admitted about an hour ago." I twist the truth. "An ambulance is waiting for him outside to transfer him to another morgue."

         "Him?" Her face knots as she reads the charts.

         "Oh, silly me." I play nerd of all nerds. "I mean her. It's a deceased girl."

         "What's her name again?"

         I shrug. "Wonder," I say. "Alice Wonder."

         "Hmm..." She nods as the curious officer peeks into her charts.

         "She died in a bus accident."

         "Oh. That's right." The nurse points at the name on the chart. "Poor girl. She killed her friends, driving a bus herself."

         "Really?" I try not to grimace.

         "Aren't you from around here?" The police officer chuckles, hands proudly tucked under his belt. "The incident was all over the news a few months ago," Mr. Know-it-all says.

         "Ah, I've only worked here for a month." I smile like a weird girl. What am I doing about the fact that it's impossible the corpse is still unharmed when it's a few months old? Why would I be moving it at this point? "I am from a small town near Oxford."

         "That's why," the nurse says. "Haven't seen you here before. You're good to go." She waves a hand without looking at me.

         "Thank you," I say. "But wasn't this girl admitted to an asylum?"

         "Nonsense." The policeman laughs with the nurse. "It's such a rumor. She is dead like the rest. How could she survive the accident when the rest died?"

         "Then how did you know she killed them?"

         "A note, honey," the nurse says. "She left a note with her sisters before she did it. You talk too much. Now get going. They say we have an injured mortician inside."

         I nod and roll Jack outside.

         A few strides into the red-and-blue-glaring street, the chauffeur, dressed as a medical driver, approaches me. It takes him a moment to realize I am the one rolling the bed, not the one inside it.

         "I believe things didn't go as planned," he says in his mousy voice. Seriously, he has to shave the whiskers off. I shake my head as he ushers me toward the ambulance.

         "We thought so when it took you too long to leave the morgue." He opens the back doors for me. "The toe tag prank was the Cheshire's, by the way," he says and stops me from rolling the bed inside. "Don't ask me how he knew you'd be at the morgue. I guess he expected it."

         "A friend is hiding inside," I whisper.

         "A friend?" The chauffeur's mousy ears pop out like two pointed parachutes. "Who?"

         "His name is Jack."

         Suspiciously, the chauffeur zips the bag open and then stares with confusion at me.

         I don't understand the conflict at first. But then I look into the bag. There is no Jack inside. Just the corpse of some guy I don't know.
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         The Pillar is sitting on the opposite side in the back of the ambulance, curiously inspecting the corpse I mistook for Jack earlier—how that happened, I don't know. I can't even think about it. I just thought I had a grip on the thin line between what's real and what's not. I was wrong again.

         The nameless corpse is stretched on the ledge between us. The cold metal of the ambulance is set against my back. The chauffeur is driving us to the outskirts of London, so we take the Pillar's limousine back to Oxford and then to the asylum. He is struggling with activating the ambulance's siren, slowing us down. Foolishly, he sticks his head out of the window and yells, "Wee-woo. Wee-woo!" at the dense traffic so they will make way. "Wee-woo. Wee-woo," he repeats. "Ambulance! Dead man in here. Make way!"

         I pretend I never saw this happen, and gaze at the Pillar, who is genuinely amused by the corpse in the middle.

         The Pillar cocks his head, sucking on a mini hookah with a sticker saying, I know why a raven is like a writing desk. He reaches for the corpse and inspects the deceased's head. It's also chopped off—probably a fresh dead kid sent to the morgue.

         How in Charles Lutwidge Dodgson's name did that happen?

         The Pillar is interested in the corpse's mouth, touching it and inspecting it. He hands me his hookah for a moment and uses both hands, trying to make the dead man smile.

         "It's a shame you can't smile when on your way to meet your maker," he says to the dead. "You don't want to leave a bad impression when meeting Him. It will be the most important interview in your afterlife." He winks at me and pulls his hookah back.

         "Hey," he calls his chauffeur. "If I told you that this miserable corpse"—he stops and points at the deceased—"is too tired to fly up there and meet his maker, what solution would you suggest?"

         The chauffeur takes off his hat while driving, scratches his three hairies on his bald, egg-shaped head, and then answers, "Help him with a drag from your hookah?" His eyes widen. "So he could get high enough." He laughs and points upward and then sticks his head out, blaring another "wee-woo" at the passing cars.

         The idea of throwing myself out of the ambulance occurs to me. If this is how they talk in Wonderland, I might not want to be part of it. I am also dazed and confused with Jack's disappearance, but I know the Pillar doesn't like Jack, so talking to him about it will be of no help. I am afraid that my increasing attachment to Jack will only complicate things. Everything that happened to me tonight only worsens the way I feel about myself and the world.

         "So, it was the Cheshire who pulled the toe-tag prank on you?" The Pillar drags from his hookah, eyes sparkling.

         "It's not funny." I scowl. "I feel like I am really going mad, having left the asylum again."

         "You feel like you want to give up?" he asks. "You used to be so much more, Alice." He drags from his hookah again as if to distract me from what he is going to say. "Much more muchier in Wonderland. Have you lost your muchness?" He smirks.

         I nod, although ashamed. But in all honesty, the incident with Jack wore me down a little. "Every time I feel I can do this business of saving others from Wonderland Monsters, I end up weakened, wishing I just stayed in my cell."

         "Congratulations, then." The Pillar's face dims. "You just turned into what the Cheshire wants you to become."

         "What is that supposed to mean?" I ask. "You have no idea what I have been through tonight. You have no idea!"

         "The Cheshire wants you to succumb to madness under his pressure," he says, dismissing my whining.

         "Succumb to madness?" I blink in confusion. "I thought he wanted to see if I'm the Real Alice."

         "Exactly," the Pillar says. "Do you think the Real Alice will 'succumb to his madness'?"

         "You mean, other than giving me clues, he tries to see how much unbearable insanity I can handle?"

         "Touché. You just described the human condition of everyday life." He seems pleased. "Can't you see that this is what's going on? People falter and succumb to the pressure of madness every day of their lives. Be it work stress, spouse and family, self-actualization, boredom, teen issues, old-age issues, you name it. Madness is all around us. It needs to feed on us." He spreads his hands wide. "But only..." He leans a bit forward and points a finger in the air.

         "...Wonderlanders can stand it," I finish.

         A generous, curvy smile adorns his face. It's one of the very few smiles I like on him. It's like seeing through a devil hiding in the dark, glimpsing a faint possibility of goodness in him. "You don't realize what kind of madfest Wonderland was, do you? It was beautiful."

         I wonder what your real story is, Pillar? Who are you, and why are you helping me?

         "Why is it so important the Cheshire makes sure I'm the Real Alice?" If giving into madness will prove I am not Alice, I want to know why it is so important he finds her.

         "It's the only way to ensure he wins the Wonderland Wars, which I am—"

         "You're not going to tell me what it is now. I get it. Just tell me why he can't win without me."

         The Pillar hesitates. He looks down at his shoes and purses his lips. "You have something he wants. I don't know what it is. I might know what it does, but I'm not in the mood to tell you."

         Although I have no idea what I have that the Cheshire wants, I nod. It makes sense. The Cheshire needs to make sure I am the Real Alice so he can get that mysterious thing he wants from me—whatever that is. It occurs to me that maybe that is what the Pillar is after, too. He is only helping me to get that thing.

         "You see, this is why he will go to hell and back with you to make sure you are her," the Pillar elaborates. "There is no one else he thinks is the Real Alice at the moment, so there is no competition. He actually wants you to be her, so he will push you into the pits of madness like no one has ever experienced before."

         "I don't mind." I take a deep breath. "I need his madness."

         "And why would that be?" A mix of admiration and worry flash in his eyes, almost the same I saw on the Cheshire's.

         "Because I need to know if I am the Real Alice."

         "Understandable." He nods.

         "I assume I don't know what it is he wants from me because I don't remember it, right?"

         "I have no idea why you don't know, Alice," he says. "My intuition from the very first day is that it's you. Now, shall we not waste more time, as you have become a whining-fest yourself lately?" His tone piques with enthusiasm. "We have a clue. A string of clues, actually. The Cheshire kills fat kids, chops off their heads, and stuffs them with Meow Muffins, then stuffs the head in a watermelon or a football. I really don't know how someone can stuff a head in a watermelon, but it's a piece of art."

         "These were exactly his words." I look straight at him.

         "To know one's enemy is to read their mind."

         "I agree. So what was the Muffin Man song all about?" I say. "He said it was a blatant clue since we couldn't read any of the others."

         "The Muffin Man rhyme definitely has something to do with Meow Muffins." The Pillar rubs his chin. "I'd presume the Muffin Man manufactures the Meow Muffins or something. But I'm not sure."

         "Isn't that a well-known nursery rhyme?"

         "The rhyme was first recorded in an old British manuscript," he explains. "Presumably around 1820. Some say 1862, but it's all assumptions."

         "Isn't that Victorian times?" I remember the vision I had of Lewis again. It happened in 1862. I can't tell the Pillar about it. Lewis told me not to tell anyone.

         "It is. I know it's tempting to link the rhyme with Lewis," he says. "Sadly, I never came across the 'Muffin Man' phrase in any of Carroll's works."

         "Neither have I ever heard about a Muffin Man in Wonderland," I agree.

         "Let's get back to the asylum," he says. "I always have a clearer head among the Mushroomers. We need to get going before half of the country wakes up with the heads of their kids stuffed in watermelons. We have a lot of work to do."

         "One last thing." I raise a finger at him.

         "We don't have time, Alice." He peeks at his pocket watch.

         "This is important," I insist. "I won't have anything to do with this case if you don't listen to me."

         "I get it." He shakes his head. "Jack."

         "How do you know?"

         "He's the only one who makes your eyes go so sparkly." He rolls his eyes, not fond of the idea of love. "What about him?"

         "Who is he?" I demand. "I need an answer."

         The Pillar purses his lips as if he is afraid the truth could spurt out against his will.

         "Look. I met him inside—"

         "Inside the morgue?" The Pillar squints. "Again?"

         "Yes. And like always, he saved me."

         "I am not surprised."

         "I tucked him in a death bag to fool the nurse and the officer so we could leave the morgue," I say. "Outside, I discovered he wasn't there in the bag anymore."

         "Don't tell me it's this miserable fellow you found." He points at the corpse, and I nod. "And I thought you began to pick up on Wonderland's nonsensical humor and brought me a sample."

         "Do you know how this is possible?" I pray he has an answer. This is so important to me.

         "I do." He closes his eyes for a second. What is it he knows about Jack?

         "But you're not going to tell me?"

         The Pillar says nothing. He glances briefly at the chauffeur then breathes back into his hookah.

         "Look at me," I demand. "Is Jack a fig—"

         "I will tell you exactly who Jack is when you finish this mission." He is strict, although not looking at me. I want to believe him.

         "Deal." I stretch a hand across the corpse. Somehow, delaying the knowledge of Jack's identity is a relief to me, because I am so afraid there is no Jack in the first place. I wave my stretched hand again, but the Pillar isn't shaking it back.

         "I prefer we don't shake hands." He looks irritated. "Germs and bacteria, Alice." He points at his gloves. "You just came out of a morgue, for Edgar Allan Poe's sake."

         The rude son of a...

         I take my hand back. I don't care. I need to solve the Muffin Man puzzle, stop the crimes, and maybe know if I am the Real Alice, and then my reward will be knowing who Jack is. Please, God, give me a reasonable explanation to his existence.

         "You know it's not 'wee-woo,' don't you?" the Pillar says to his chauffeur with a tinge of disgust in his voice.

         "Then what is it, Professor Pillar? Please help me," the chauffeur says. People driving by swear at him. Other London drivers fire back at him, saying things like, "You're a nut!" and "Get your sorry ass back inside!"

         "It's 'woo-wee,' not 'wee-woo,' you mousy fool!" The Pillar takes a drag and smiles at me. "Everybody knows that."

         I try not to laugh and lean back, thinking of the Muffin Man puzzle. It occurred to me how crazy the journey has been. I mean, last week, I met so many humans who turned out to be Wonderlanders. Who'd believe me if I told them? The thought opens a question in my mind. "Tell me, Pillar," I say in the same investigative tone he practices on me. "If Margaret Kent is the Duchess, Fabiola is the White Queen, you are the Caterpillar, and, of course, the Cheshire is the Cheshire, then I have to wonder how many other Wonderlanders live among us here."

         "Oh, Alice," the Pillar says. "They are many, not mentioning those the Cheshire hadn't set free yet."

         "I mean, Margaret Kent is a Parliament woman. Fabiola is the Vatican's most beloved nun. Does it get crazier than this?"

         The Pillar leans back and smiles with beady eyes. "You have no idea."
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        QUEEN'S CHAMBER, BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

         The Queen of England—yes, that Queen, whatever her name is in this mad book—awoke in the middle of the night, furious and maddened, and slightly scared. She suspected an intruder had been into her chamber in Buckingham Palace.

         Of course, the Queen's chambers were immaculately secure, particularly after a thirty-one-year-old psychiatric patient had scaled a drainpipe and sauntered into her chambers a few years ago.

         Tonight, laced in her expensive nightgown, she regretted sleeping alone without guards in her chamber. A few guards would have caught the intruder right away.

         The Queen had previously caught her guards and footmen stealing from her at her son's wedding. And what in Britain's name did they steal?

         The guards dared to steal the Queen's exotic nuts, exclusively imported from Brazil. She ordered all her precious nuts removed to her private chambers and prevented any of the guards from coming inside.

         The Queen's nuts drove everyone nuts.

         The Queen was known to love two things dearly: Her five o'clock tea parties, which had once been exclusively hosted by the one and only Mad Hatter—but that was a long story she didn't want to remember now. And, of course, her nuts and munchies.

         Right now, the Queen tiptoed as cunningly and slowly as a cat, her back slightly hunched, and proceeded to the corridor outside her enchanting bed—her bed was too high; she needed a small stepladder to embark it. Sometimes, she secretly jumped right off it when no one was around. Being a queen, with all of this etiquette she had to fake, certainly bored her sometimes.

         The Queen tiptoed on her way to check her endless bowls of exotic nuts in the corridor. She had them set at five-meter intervals, adjacent to the corridor's wall. They were placed on waist-high tables so she could reach them effortlessly. She considered it ridiculous walking back a few meters when the appetite for a nut hit her. A five-meter span between each bowl of nuts was just convenient. Also, laziness sounded like a brilliant hobby.

         If queens didn't indulge in laziness, who would? she'd always asked herself.

         She stopped in front of a bowl of nuts and dipped a hand inside. Even with her eyes closed, she could almost tell if a few nuts were missing from each bowl.

         The Queen gasped. This bowl seemed to be missing a few.

         Who's been nibbling on my nuts?

         The Queen's face tightened, and her cheeks began to redden.

         "All right," she hissed. "I have to make sure before I punish anyone."

         She continued walking ahead, targeting a few other bowls at the end of the corridor.

         As she walked, one of her dogs came padding and panting toward her. It was a Welsh corgi. She had five of them. Meals were served for each dog in their own bowl, with Britain's flag drawn on the outer shell. The meals were usually readied here in the corridor, with a few precious nuts on the side. The dogs' diet had been meticulously approved by veterinary experts from all over the world. It cost twice the income of a middle-class citizen who had two children to feed on average. But those weren't just any dogs. They were the Queen's dogs—and, in many ways, Wonderland Dogs.

         Sure, the dogs never attended the meetings at Parliament, nor did they have a word in the country's economy. But they were important by law. Again, being the Queen's dogs was no joke.

         However, nuts weren't allowed in the dogs' diet. But the Queen, being the Queen, broke the law and allowed them a few nuts as a gesture of love and pampering. Anything to make the Queen's corgis happy.

         If the Queen didn't break the rules and get away with it, who would? she had reminded herself.

         "Sweet doggie." The Queen knelt against the pain in her knees to play with the dog. This one she called Bulldog—he looked weirdly like a bulldog and was excitedly funny. Her favorite dog, Maddog, wasn't here. Probably still recovering from constant constipation, which had been the reason why she couldn't attend the match at Stamford Bridge. "Are you hungry?" She ruffled Bulldog's ears.

         Bulldog panted and gave her a sweet look.

         "You haven't by any chance been nibbling at my nuts, have you?" she asked the dog.

         Bulldog's smile widened.

         "You terrible, bad boy." She squeezed his ears. "I told you only to eat those I personally serve you in your bowl." The dog lowered its chin to the floor and sniffed.

         "But wait a minute." She rubbed her chin. "You couldn't have eaten any nuts from those bowls." She pointed at the set of bowls by the end of the corridor. They were higher than the rest. To reach them, the dog had to roll the bowl over. "Let's check those. I have marked them."

         She walked ahead with Bulldog and grabbed herself a small stepper, specially designed for her to stand up whenever she wished to reach something that was supposed to be out of reach. The Queen was slightly shorter than most queens.

         She stood upon it and stretched her hands, pulling the bowl down. This time, she didn't need to dip her hand inside. She had these bowls previously marked with a yellow marker from inside, so she'd know when the level of nuts dipped below the mark. This was her perfectly planned trap for her nasty guards and footmen who were tall enough to get the nuts—if they had sneaked into the chamber.

         "Hmm..." The Queen's face reddened again. "So there was an intruder in the chamber a few minutes ago," she said to Bulldog, who nodded obediently. "Did you see the intruder?"

         The dog shook its head with bulging Scooby-Doo eyes.

         "Bloody traitors!" The Queen jumped off her stepladder and plowed the bowl against a precious painting of Lewis Carroll that hung on the wall. The painting was called Alice's Adventures Under Ground, the original cover of one of the very few original copies that bore this name before changing it into Alice's Adventures in Wonderland. The painting, an older property of Queen Victoria, was signed by John Tenniel, Lewis' illustrator himself.

         In the middle of the corridor, the angry Queen stood with clenched hands and stiffened feet, about to burst into tears like a child. Her shoulders were hunched but stiffened. Her hair thin and uncombed. Bulldog beside her had his tail clutched between his legs. The Queen's wrath wasn't to be underestimated.

         "Something isn't right." She gasped again. "This can't be. The guards couldn't have entered and nibbled on my nuts." It briefly occurred to her that she sounded like the evil witch from Hansel and Gretel. "Who's nibbling on my nuts, muahaha!" But she flashed the thought away. "I am sure the chamber is locked. Only I own the remote control to lock it."

         Bulldog nodded with approval, as long as it would calm her down. Dogs, in general, knew their owners were a bunch of cuckoos in the head. They had to pamper them and make humans feel good about themselves in exchange for charitable food and shelter. Nothing wrong with fooling a human to get what you want.

         "So who's been nibbling on my nuts!" she screamed again from the top of her lungs, her voice echoing in the chamber. "Nuts. Nuts. Nuts!"

         She tiptoed, clenched her hands again, and the thin veins on her neck protruded outward. For another brief moment she felt like the Queen of Hearts in Lewis Carroll's book; that scene when she was upset about who stole her tarts. But then again, this wasn't the time for thinking about Wonderland. Her nuts mattered the most.

         The anger showing on her face was gradually intensifying. It looked like she could explode like a full-blown balloon.

         The Queen's dog had no means to tuck his head inside his body as turtles did, or he would not have hesitated to do it now. The hair on his skin prickled like needles and pins.

         Suddenly, the Queen's mobile phone rang.

         Now she got really furious. Who dared to call her that late?

         Maybe a citizen in need, Your Majesty, her inner voice told her. But she was sure that only a few selected people had her number.

         Trotting back to her room, anger spitting out of her ears, she wondered if anyone knew about her secret Facebook profile, but there was no way she'd really give it a thought now.

         She picked up the phone and read the caller's name.

         Now, this is alarming.

         She calmed down a little, as this was an unusually worrying call.

         She clicked the answer button. "You know what time it is?"

         "Yes, Your Majesty," Margaret Kent, the Duchess, and revered Parliament member, said from another side. "But it's important."

         "It better be." The Queen sighed impatiently.

         "I know this will sound inappropriate if I ask, but..." Margaret hesitated.

         "I hate the word 'but,'" the Queen said.

         "Are you missing any of your precious nuts, My Majesty?"

         The Queen was silent, and her knees felt wobbly all of a sudden.

         "I see," Margaret responded to the Queen's utter silence. "So someone's been stealing from your nuts again. And it's not the guards, I assume."

         The Queen nodded. Now, fear wrapped itself around her skin like a pale ghost. Bulldog was really starting to worry. Suddenly, it seemed apparent who took her nuts. The same man who broke in many years ago. It couldn't be. After all these years?

         "Is it him? Is he back?" she asked, watching her dog's ears perk up. Of course, Bulldog must have been confused. What was so utterly scary about a thief stealing nuts from the Queen?

         "I am afraid he is." Margaret sighed. "And it doesn't look good. He stole the nuts to remind you he's back. It's a message. A threatening message. We have to get rid of him. We can't handle him, not this time."

         "You promised me last week's killings would be the last of Wonderland's nonsense," the Queen retorted. "I can't allow this in my country."

         "I know. Don't worry. We'll contain the matter."

         "Then do something about it!" The Queen's hands shivered. "Kill him. Do anything. Make sure I never see the Muffin Man again!"
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        DIRECTOR'S OFFICE, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

         When we get back to the asylum, the Pillar and I separate so we won't be seen together by the guards. I still don't know how he is capable of escaping and returning to his cell, but I enter through the main door as if the ambulance just dropped me back from the hospital I was sent to in London.

         Inside, I have to pass by Tom Truckle's office.

         "Before I let you in, I want to ask you something," Dr. Truckle says. He is eating his favorite mock turtle soup, exclusively delivered from a famous restaurant called Fat Duck in London. Fat Duck is owned by one of the world's best cooks, Gorgon Ramstein. The restaurant is rumored to have stolen their amazing mock turtle soup from a Victorian kitchen in Oxford University's basement, supposedly the same kitchen that inspired Lewis Carroll's Mock Turtle character.

         "And what would that be?" I ask flatly. He is mean, and he means nothing to me.

         "Did Professor Pillar, under any circumstance, ever mention Houdini?" he asks after wiping his greasy lips on a napkin.

         "Who's Houdini?"

         "Harry Houdini, the most famous American magician of all time. The escape artist who could escape a box chained and submerged underwater." He seems offended by my ignorance.

         "Ah, that Houdini." Lately, no historical figure matters much to me. I am now all fixated on Wonderland Monsters. Who's Houdini compared to the Cheshire, really? "No, I don't remember him talking about him. Why would the Pillar mention him?"

         "To cut it short, do you know how he escapes and sneaks back into the asylum without my cameras ever catching him?" Dr. Truckle points at the many new surveillance cameras in his office. "I've researched the matter, and only found one incident in history that matches the Pillar's skills."

         I smile. It's amusing how the Pillar gets on his nerves.

         "It happened 1819 in New York's Hippodrome Theatre, wildly known as the Disappearing Elephant event."

         "Why are you asking me about this?" I am too tired to deal with his paranoia now.

         "I figured you might know, since..."

         "Since?" I tilt my head.

         "Since you are an expert in escaping a straitjacket," he blurts.

         I try not to shrug. I find it a plausible train of thought. Where did I ever learn to escape a straitjacket? I have no idea.

         "You know how many people in the world are capable of escaping a straitjacket as tight as the one we used on you?" he explains, then makes a V sign with his fore and middle fingers. "You and Houdini."

         I laugh. "Look, I don't know how I do it. I just know I can. If Houdini did it too, rest assured, I am in no way related to him. Besides, how did you ever connect those events together?"

         "Because of this." He hands me an old copy of the New Yorker listing the honorable guests attending the Houdini event. I scan it, and among the names find the following:

         Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar,

         VIP guest,

         A personal friend of Mister Harry Houdini.

      "Is that his real name?" I raise my eyebrows as high as I can. Dr. Truckle nods.

         Although I am astonished, I don't know what to make of it. The documents could be forged. "Listen," I say. "I'm not friends with Professor Pillar, and I need rest. Can I go now?"

         Sighing, he waves the path to the door to me, then asks, "Is he going to ask for you again tomorrow?"

         "I believe so." We still have tons of work in the Muffin Man case. "Look!" I point at the surveillance camera behind him. "The Pillar is back."

         Dr. Truckle turns around, looking like an angry turtle about to explode. He watches the Pillar smoking his hookah, leaning back on his sofa, and wiggling his feet. If you take the cell out of the picture, you'd think he was on vacation in Ibiza. When Dr. Truckle turns on the sound, there is a song playing in the background. It's "Crazy" by Seal.

         I try my best not to laugh as I walk away, wondering if Waltraud would allow me a shower today.
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      After dismissing Waltraud's insults and a few unnecessary chuckles by Ogier, I am back in my cell.

         The first thing I do is check on my terribly insane flower. She seems to be enjoying the bigger crack in the wall, and the sunlight seeping through. She isn't sleeping, nor talking to me. It's better that way. I already had my share of madness for a day. Still, I wonder why she means so much to me. It's not like she is a pet I keep at home and come back to. Deep inside, I know she means more to me, but have no clue why.

         I spend a few minutes staring at the six days I carved on the wall, wondering if I will live long enough to scratch the seventh diagonal stroke tomorrow. Next to the carvings, I glimpse the date, January 14th, still not knowing what it really means or why the number 14 keeps popping up everywhere.

         Then there is the key, like the one Lewis gave me, drawn on the wall. I still have no idea who drew this key, but this time, I notice the key is almost the same size as the real one. I take off the necklace and pick up the key. Slowly, I near it to the drawing on the wall. I am right. It's the same size. I wonder if this means anything. Before I decide to give up on the crazy idea, the key on the wall glitters, and so does the real one in my hand. I push it even closer, and then the coolest and craziest thing happens. The key in my hand dissolves into the one in the wall, still sticking out slightly so I can pick it up later. I realize I've found a place to hide it, finally.

         I wonder again: is it possible that my mind keeps coming up with such things?

         I close my eyes and sigh, wanting to trust my mind. At least, I've hidden the key somewhere safe now. I don't have to hide it from the Pillar anymore, as Lewis had warned not to show it to anyone as well. This isn't just any key. It's one of the keys to one of Wonderland doors, whatever that really means.

         I open my eyes and feel a bit relieved. Time to rest and prepare for a hectic day tomorrow.

         Since Waltraud denied me a shower, I lie on the mattress on the floor, wishing for some sleep. They bought me a new one with a picture of a huge rabbit on it.

         Waltraud knocks on my door again and tells me I will get my shower after I get my postponed dose of shock therapy. "No point in showering when you haven't sweated enough yet," she says and tries to talk me into telling her where I have been. I tell her I am not allowed to say. She laughs and says they must be experimenting on me like a lab rat because I don't even count as a human. It's interesting how insults don't count when you're in dire need of sleep.

         Waltraud doesn't give up, though. She pulls the sliding window in the door and peeks in. "I just found a way to get you in the Mush Room."

         "Huh?" I pull myself up and rub my eyes.

         "I requested you for interrogation in the Mush Room tomorrow." She rubs her hands with childish enthusiasm.

         "On what basis?"

         "I requested I interrogate you about the patient who escaped last week, remember?"

         "Yeah, I do. But I don't think my cell is close to the patient's."

         "It's isn't. But I just remembered you acted strangely that night."

         "How strange?" What night was that, exactly?

         "You asked me if I saw a White Queen enter your cell." She laughs. "I mentioned it in my report. Maybe you were distracting me so the patient could escape."

         "I don't even know this patient."

         "The patient never had a real name on his file," Waltraud says. "We call him the Muffin Man because he had an obsession with muffins." She shoots me one last evil laugh and then shuts the window in the door, dimming my room into a mysterious darkness.

         I take a few seconds to digest what I just heard.
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        THE PILLAR'S CELL, VIP WARD, RADCLIFFE ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

          

         In the morning, when I am sent to the Pillar's cell, he is in one of those happy Caucus Race moods again.

         I stand before the cell and watch him through the black bars. He is dancing in place, holding his cane up to the ceiling.

         He is not alone.

         Several of his favorite Mushroomers dance next to him. They aren't dancing to music, though. They're tapping their feet and drooling to the silly words of a nursery rhyme.

         One of them faces the rest of the Mushroomers in their pajamas and chants:

         "Do you know the Muffin Man,

         The Muffin Man, the Muffin Man,

         Do you know the Muffin Man,

         Who lives on Drury Lane?"

         Then the Pillar claps to the beat, the same way children would sing the song in a kindergarten. Then one of the Mushroomers facing the first chanter responds:

         "Oh, yes! I know the Muffin Man,

         The Muffin Man, the Muffin Man,

         Yes, I know the Muffin Man,

         Who lives on Drury Lane."

         The Pillar claps his hands and then rewards the Mushroomer by allowing him to slide over to the first one on the other side. Then both of them face the rest and start all over again:

         "Do you know the Muffin Man,

         The Muffin Man, the Muffin Man,

         Yes, I know the Muffin Man,

         Who lives on Drury Lane."

         "Alice!" The Pillar's voice is barely audible across the chants and claps of the Mushroomers. "Come out and play!"

         "Why are you doing this?" I cock my head, knowing most of the Pillar's actions are usually significant, not just a fool man's calling.

         "It's the song the corpses were singing in the morgue."

         "I know what it is." I raise my voice but control my temper. "Why are the Mushroomers singing it?"

         "The same reason why the corpses were singing it." He winks. Now I am sure the song holds crucial information. Did he figure it out?

         "Am I supposed to guess the reason now?" I ask impatiently.

         Like a music conductor, the Pillar signals the Mushroomers to lower their chanting. He takes a few steps forward, holding the bars with his gloved hands. I wonder if he sleeps with that elegant blue and gold striped suit he wears. "You forgot to tell me the Cheshire paid you a visit," he says in a blaming tone. "Why did you do that, Alice?"

         "I..." Stuttering isn't helping. I don't know why I didn't tell him. "I think because I wasn't sure it really happened."

         "That explains the random occurrence of events," the Pillar says. "All the clues he sent you were based on him trusting you would tell me he paid you a visit a week ago, the night the patient called the Muffin Man escaped the asylum."

         "I don't understand."

         "If you'd told me he paid you a visit, I'd have dug deeper behind the reason why." His tone is still blaming, but also calm and assured. "I'd have easily known from Dr. Truckle that the Muffin Man escaped the asylum that night."

         "You knew the Muffin Man was a patient in the asylum?"

         "No, I didn't." The Pillar laughs and abandons the bar, straightening up. "Anyway, now we know the Cheshire helped the Muffin Man escape the asylum. That's why he visited you."

         "So, he wasn't really here for me?"

         "Of course, that was part of the plan. Helping the Muffin Man out to commit the crimes was his first priority, though."

         "Are you saying it's not the Cheshire who committed these murders?"

         "The Muffin Man!" the Mushroomers interrupt us.

         "Who is he?" I grip the bars myself now, curious about the mysterious killer. "Why is he so important the Cheshire got him out? What's going on? Who is this Muffin Man?"

         "I know who he is now." The Pillar pulls out a file with The Muffin Man written on it. It's his file at the asylum.

         "You read it?"

         He nods.

         "And?"

         "He is pretty terrifying; I have to say. He admitted himself to the asylum many years go. The asylum rejected him on the basis of 'no apparent insanity.' It's laughable. So he climbed up to the Queen of England's chamber and threatened her," the Pillar says.

         "The Queen of England?"

         "Yes, the only one who's allowed to drive without a driver's license or license plate." He rolls his eyes. I never knew that about the Queen of England before. "The Muffin Man managed to sneak up into the Queen of England's chamber a few years ago and threaten to kill her. And voila, his wish is granted. He is finally admitted to the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum."

         "He threatened the Queen herself so they'd know he was mad?"

         "It's pretty plausible," the Pillar says. "Who'd do something like that if he wasn't mad?"

         "How old is the Muffin Man?"

         "Mid-forties," the Pillar says. "He's been in the asylum for some time, and no one ever complained about him."

         "He must have wanted so badly to hide in an asylum. Why?"

         "My humble guess is that he was running away from something," the Pillar says. "The real question is why he would prefer to stay locked in here over the real world outside."

         "You're the one holding his file."

         "There is nothing here more than what I just said." He hurls the file away. The Mushroomers collect the scattered pages behind him. "The file doesn't mention his real name." He stares sharply at me. "It doesn't even mention an address, a next of kin, or what kind of conversation took place between him and the Queen, although she'd been his hostage for more than half an hour."

         A few moments of silence drape on me. I need to re-evaluate the situation. "Why did the Cheshire help him escape, and why is he killing kids?"

         "That sure escapes my caterpillar brain cells," he says. "But here's a good one. You know what the Muffin Man's answer was when he was asked where he was from?" He lowers his head a little and whispers, "Wonderland."

         "This is truly puzzling now." I let go of the bars. "We need to know who he is so we can stop him from killing again."

         "He isn't waiting for us, Alice. Another fat boy's head with a muffin stuffed inside was found in a dumpster yesterday." The Pillar purses his lips, playing his games with me.

         "And what are we supposed to do now? We don't even know where the Muffin Man lives."

         "That's not true." The Pillar winks.

         "You just said he has no address in the file."

         "Alice, Alice, Alice." He steps backward slowly and rolls his cane in the air. "Didn't we agree that Wonderland's puzzles aren't ever solved in earthly grounds?"

         The Mushroomers begin hissing the rhyme again:

         "Do you know the Muffin Man,

         The Muffin Man, the Muffin Man,

         Do you know the Muffin Man,

         Who lives on Drury Lane?"

         I listen to the chanting and want to kick myself in the head. How didn't I figure it out sooner? I near the cell again and say, "The Muffin Man lives on Drury Lane." I spell the name slowly, not knowing if it's a neighborhood, town, or city. I am not sure it even exists in our modern world. Most nursery rhymes are products of the Victorian era, about two centuries ago. "Where is Drury Lane?"

         "London." The Pillar purses his lips. "The Cheshire's puzzles are really intricate."

         "Don't tell me it's close to the morgue."

         "Very close, and we need to get going now. Drury Lane is a culturally important place in the world," the Pillar says. "Shall we take the ambulance from yesterday or my limousine?" he asks the Mushroomers.

         They prefer the ambulance because it makes a "woo-wee" noise.

         "You're still keeping the ambulance? That's the property of the health institution."

         "I'm only borrowing it for the greater good. I'm sure the institution, and Parliament, won't mind." He carefully rubs his suit clean.

         "Well, it won't be the first time we've broken the law since I've known you," I mumble, morally compromised.

         "Knowing me is breaking the law, Alice." He smiles. "Funny how you never worried if I buried the corpse of the dead man you stole, instead of caring about the health institution."
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        ON THE WAY TO DRURY LANE

      

      

      

         The drive to London should take an hour and a half. We're taking way longer than that.

         The Pillar orders his chauffeur to stop at every junk food store we come across. Whether it's Dr. Nugget's Wingless Chickens, Banned Burgers, Pizza Pinge, Wacko's Tacos, DoNuts Bogus, or Muffit N Puffit, the recent American franchise that bought the rights to the Meow Muffins. Insanely, and for all the wrong reasons, smoking inside Muffit N Puffit is mandatory!

         Each store we stop by, the Pillar enters it with his chauffeur, dressed as doctor and nurse. The chauffeur halts the ambulance sideways with a screech like a mad driver in a Need for Speed game. Then he intentionally parks the ambulance in spots reserved for disabled drivers. Finally, they dash into the store.

         At first, they look weird, but then, skipping rows of waiting citizens at the counter, they pretend they have a dying woman in the ambulance.

         I watch from the passenger's seat with bulging eyes, unable to gaze back at the corpse in the back of the ambulance. How did the Pillar turn into such an irresponsible whack? Moments like these, I have no doubts he killed those people for reasons of utter and undeniable insanity.

         "Please," the Pillar says to the girl over the counter, his hands stretched out. "In the name of the Three Stooges." He flashes the sign of trinity in the air so fast no one even registers he said "the Three Stooges." His dramatic acting distracts disbelievers from what's going on and entertains those bored with their lives, looking for entertainment. "I'm Dr. Marshmallow Nuttinghead, and this is my male nurse assistant, Fourgetta Boutit. We are from the Queen's Renowned Hospital for the Deliberately Poor and Forsakenly Unhealthy Disease Center." I don't even know how no one laughs or comments on his nonsense. I guess he has crept in with such a sense of urgency and panic that he entranced the whole smoking crowd of Muffit N Puffit. In particular, the girl over the counter. Come to think of it, they are as mad as the Pillar, eating in here in the first place. "We have a dying woman in the ambulance." I slide deeper into my seat as the crowd turns their heads my way. "She is divorced, pregnant, and dying of loon cancer." The crowd sympathizes deeply. "All she asks"—the Pillar holds the girl's hands and looks pleadingly into her eyes—"is to have one last Meow Muffin and Spit Burger before she dies."

         Instead of the crowd laughing, or thinking this must be some Candid Camera joke, they start urging the girl to grant the loon cancer victim her last wish.

         "What is loon cancer?" an old woman with glasses and a cane asks.

         "It's cancer you get in the loons," a middle-aged man in blue overalls informs her. "How can you be so insensitive? Does it matter which cancer you have?"

         "I'm sorry." The woman lowers her head but stubbornly feels the need to ask again. I can't blame her. She might be the only sane person in there. "But I didn't know I have a loon organ. What does it do?"

         "It's in a sensitive place, old lady." A middle-aged woman punches her to save her the embarrassment of not fitting in the crowd. "It's right down near the..." She whispers in the old woman's ears. Her eyes widen.

         As the counter girl prepares the meal for the Pillar, the store's supervisor offers it for free. The Pillar kisses the girl's hand. She blushes as he prays to the Three Blind Mice to reward her a place full of "Danish cheese with no holes" in heaven.

         And so, the Pillar and his chauffeur did the same at every food chain we stopped by for two hours until the back of the ambulance was stuffed with every snack or junk food available in Britain.

         Speechlessly, I watch the Pillar gorge on every high-calorie, unhealthy, and greasy sandwich he obtained. He and his chauffeur eat, chew, and spit like the Cookie Monster from Sesame Street.

         "Can you pass me the ketchup, Alice?" the Pillar asks with a mouthful.

         "Why are you doing this?" I manage to put a sentence together.

         "The food is delicious. Addictive. Frabjous. Remember the way you felt addicted to the muffin in the morgue? I feel the same about this." He points at the snacks in his hands. "Besides, I'm a caterpillar. In order to become a cocoon, I have to eat. A lot!"

         "Are you deliberately stalling our visit to Drury Lane?" It's the best conclusion I can put together.

         "Of course not," he says. "We're on our way. But first, we have to stop at Harrods to buy you a dress."

         "Why a dress?" I neglect the fact that we have to stop again. I haven't worn a dress like a normal girl since...well, I don't remember since when.

         "We're going to see an important play in a theatre." The Pillar wipes his mouth and stops chewing. It's time to tell me what's going on. "When I researched Drury Lane, I found nothing of interest that could lead us to the Muffin Man. All but the Theatre Royal on Catherine Street in Westminster, London. Also known as the Drury Lane Theatre. It's one of the most prestigious theatres in history. A dress code is required. That's why you need a dress."

         "Why do we have to go?"

         "Because the Muffin Man will be there."

         He has my full attention. "And how do you know that?" I inquire.

         "Because the only thing in Drury Lane connected to Lewis Carroll is the Drury Lane Theatre." He swoops what's left over from his sandwich out of the window, then he claps his hands clean. The leftover glues with its sticky mayonnaise on the front shield of a silver Bentley driving by. An elegantly dressed lady rolls down the window and swears at us. It's surprising how vulgar she is. The Pillar ignores her and wipes mayo from his lips.

         I wait until he finishes his childish acts, thinking about how he refused to shake hands before when he was worried about germs. Whether he is simply messing with me, or all this food binging is some kind of message I am supposed to read through, I can’t seem to understand the contradiction. I lean forward in my chair, fishing for more answers. "You're serious about that, right?" I lace my hands together. "How is Lewis Carroll connected to the Drury Lane Theatre?"

         "That"—he raises a mayonnaise-stained finger—"I will explain to you in detail after we get the dress." He licks his finger and sits back. "Now, be the insane girl you're supposed to be and stick your head out of the passenger's window."

         "Why would I?" I grimace.

         "To say, 'Wee-woo, wee-woo,' since my chauffeur's mouth is stuffed with carbs, sweets, and saturated fats."

         "No, I won't." I muster an expressionless face like he does most of the time, and lean back again. I even cross my legs to feel relaxed.

         "And why would that be?" He is curious and excited about my behavior.

         "Because it's 'woo-wee,' not 'wee-woo,'" I tease, then I start to wonder if there is actually a real science to nonsense like Jack said before.
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        LADIES' DEPARTMENT, HARRODS, LONDON

      

      

      

         The Pillar stands outside my fitting room, fluff-talking to the young girls selling all kinds of expensive outfits. I am inside the booth, resisting the urge to pull the curtain and warn the infatuated girls of him.

         The working girls are all ears. They are so into his stories.

         He is dressed in his regular blue tuxedo with horizontal golden stripes. His gloves are a shiny white, and he is wearing a magician's hat with a golden ribbon on his head.

         Although he looks much paler, and his skin seems to be worsening—slightly peeling off day by day—the girls don't pay attention to such turn-offs. I understand they are young and naive—I am young myself, though days spent in an asylum make me feel older—but I am amazed at their infatuation with the short, sneaky man.

         The Pillar enjoys entertaining them, messing with their heads. He starts by predicting what they like the most, and what kind of guy they would love to date. His predictions are always right.

         The girls ditch most of the customers at Harrods and circle the Pillar while he brags about his adventures in the Queen of England's palace. The Pillar, unbeknownst to me, claims he'd been one of the many personal advisors to the Queen of England at some point. With a doctorate in philosophy, he says he had been very useful.

         My guess is those girls never read newspapers, or it would have crossed their minds that he is Pillar the Killer, one of Britain's notorious murderers. Maybe, like he theorized before, people are really in love with villains like him.

         "So, the Queen of England really counts her Brazilian nuts each night?" a giggling girl says.

         "She is obsessed with her nuts." The Pillar points a finger to the girl's skull. "If you know what I mean." The girl laughs. "Bowl after bowl, the Queen marks them with a yellow marker to see if the nuts have dipped." He is conspiracy-talking now, making the girls feel special. "It started years ago when she'd imported a set of exotic nuts for her son's royal wedding. The guards, having never tasted such amazing peanuts, had to dip in sooner or later. A big mistake." He waves his forefinger.

         "Why?" a bright-eyed but not bright-minded girl asks.

         "Yes, why?" her friend follows.

         "The Queen's peanuts are addictive," the Pillar says. "The guards couldn't stop nibbling on them."

         "But then the Queen must have been mad," the giggling girl says.

         "I heard she took the matter to the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom," another girl suggests.

         "True," the Pillar says. "It was on Parliament's 'most important discussions' a few years ago."

         I pull the curtain and peek from behind it, hoping there is a point behind this conversation.

         "Parliament granted the Queen immunity from her dishonest guards." He purses his lips with sarcasm. "They granted her a first-class security system she can install in her chamber to keep away the guards while she is asleep. The Queen's nuts are a matter of national security now."

         The girls laugh hysterically. I do, too. I admit it. The story is insanely amusing. I heard it on the radio on our way to Harrods. A few ladies nearby were talking about it too. It seemed like an impossible story spread by a cheap newspaper, but it is a true story.

         "You know what I really think the Queen did?" the Pillar whispers to them. The girls step in closer. I almost fall semi-naked out of the booth, eavesdropping. "I think the Queen brutally punished her guards, regardless of the word from Parliament."

         "Punished them?" The girls exchange Barbie-like worried looks. "How do you think she did that?"

         "I think she went, 'Off with their heads!'" He pantomimes a knife cutting through his neck with his hand.

         "Like the Queen of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland?" The not-so-bright one's doe eyes widen.

         The Pillar nods and leans back. "Just don't tell anyone." He pantomimes zipping his mouth.

         The girls are horrified. They can't tell if the Pillar is joking or not. Nor can I. Is he suggesting the Queen of England is the Queen of Hearts? I don't even want to consider the possibility.

         "One more thing," he says, breaking the tension. "Do you have any idea who paid for the Queen's expensive security system?"

         The girls shake their heads.

         "You." He points at each of them, mustering a serious face.

         "Us?" The girls are genuinely puzzled.

         "From the taxes you pay." He rubs a thumb against his fore and middle fingers, indicating money.

         "Really?" The girls' hands snap back to their mouths. This time, they manage to show anger. I would.

         Did I pay for the Queen's security system, too? Do insane people pay taxes?

         "The Queen's nuts are that important." The Pillar ends his lesson with a bang, pulls his chin up and turns back to me. "Alice!" He raises his cane, leaving a set of middle-class girls almost teary behind them. One of them actually quits her job on the spot. "Have you found an appropriate dress yet?" he asks.

         I stare at him. Really stare at him. All kinds of thoughts flicker in my head. I want to punch him. I want to bring back time to a point where I have never met him. I want to deliver him to the authorities. But I also want to laugh with him. As he approaches me, a flash of Wonderland sparks before my eyes. It's a short one about me talking to a caterpillar atop of an immense mushroom.

         The flash disappears in a flash.

         "Who are you?" I ask the Pillar approaching me in Harrods. I am sincerely wishing for an answer. A fragment of an answer will do. "I mean, really, Pillar, who are you?"

         He laughs. "I used to ask you that question in Wonderland." He stops before me, knocking his cane against the floor. "And I actually do it with style. Hoo aaare yoooh?" Hookah smoke swirls out of his mouth as he ends his sentence. He hasn't even brought his hookah with him. I cough, closing my eyes, not wanting to get sedated again.

         If I close my eyes and open them again, will my world ever change for the better?

         When I open my eyes, the Pillar is gone. No wonder Dr. Truckle connects him to Harry Houdini.
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      I sigh at the Pillar's disappearance and get back in the booth. Surely he will come back again.

         I pull the curtain back and try on the new dress. I try not to overdress. Nothing too fancy, although I'd love to. A merely noticeable, but moderately proper dress should work just fine. I am not going to the prom. It's just a play at the theatre. A great bonus for a girl locked in an asylum, I must admit. Besides, whatever I wear usually ends up spattered with blood.

         I have already chosen a fitting room with no mirrors—the Pillar pretended he had broken it accidentally, and the staff had to remove it when we first entered Harrods. I told them I didn't mind using a mirror-less dressing room. The Pillar covered the rest of the mirror on the wall with a veil he borrowed from an older woman and told me, "What's the use of a dressing room without a mirror? It's just like a book without pictures." He winked and closed the curtain to talk to the girls.

         When I look at the dress I chose, I like it on me. Not bad for a mad girl. I think I can look like normal girls, ones who have a few friends, loving parents and siblings, a girl who lives in a nice suburban house, awaits a bright future, and, above all, has a solid memory of her past.

         I also think I look like a girl who could have a boyfriend. At least, a mutual interest in a boy. I wonder if this could be my life when all of this is over—if this is ever going to be over.

         The accumulation of thoughts reminds me of Jack Diamonds. How is it possible he always appears when I need him? He never complains and is always positive about his energy. I should be flattered; he always wants to have a date with me.

         Now that I know Jack is Adam J. Dixon, my dead boyfriend, I understand why I am so into him. My feelings are justified. I am not a love-hungry girl fresh out of the asylum, insta-loving the first boy I meet. I am in love with the boy who had been my boyfriend two years ago. The same boy I killed two years ago.

         But how is Adam alive, calling himself Jack?

         I shrug and silence my overworking mind. Better pull the curtain and ask the Pillar who's going to pay for my dress. I know he hasn't fully disappeared. He was just playing games with me.

         When I pull the curtain, I am surprised someone is standing right behind it. Not the Pillar. Someone I miss dearly but never expected to see here.

         Jack Diamonds flashes one of his smiles with cute dimples at me. It's a sexy smile.
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      "Are you wearing this dress for me?" He has his arm resting on the doorframe, a seductive gleam flowering in his eyes.

         "Jack!" I tiptoe like a young girl meeting her loved one after he has been away for long.

         "With a dress like that, I could get on my knees and propose."

         I am sure I am blushing, so I lower my head and lace my hands. Slowly, Jack's finger nudges me back to look at him. "You know I am poor and can't afford a ring, right?"

         "You're just silly." I am blushing red roses out of my cheeks.

         "I'm not silly. I am mad."

         "You're not mad. Trust me." I wrap my fingers around his wrist. I feel as if the world is slowly disappearing all around me. No one's left in it but him and me. "I'm the mad one. I have a Certificate of Ins—"

         "I'm mad about you," he says. I don't think he heard what I just said. "I would go to the moon and back for you. You have no idea, Alice."

         "Mad enough to die for me?" I shrug. In the name of Mushroomers, why did I say that?

         "Alice." He leans in, still smelling of a deck of cards. Normally, a smell like that would spoil a moment like this. It doesn't. I'm in love with all the nonsense aces, spades, hearts, clubs, and diamonds he brings to my life. "You can kill me anytime you want. I won't complain," he whispers.

         A sticky tear threatens to seep out of my eye when he says that. Now, why did he say that? Should I tell him that I killed him? Should I tell him I have no idea how he is standing in front of me?

         "Who are you talking to?" The Pillar waves at me from an aisle of dresses a few feet away.

         "It's Jack," I reply. "I have never had him appear in your presence before."

         The Pillar says nothing as he walks silently toward me. He briefly checks out the crowd around us before he stops and says, "Jack who?"

         "Jack Diamonds," I insist, poking Jack at his chest.

         The Pillar looks behind him and then back to me, a suspicious gaze in his eyes. Almost pitying.

         "Look." I sigh. "I know you don't like him, but it wouldn't hurt you to say 'hi.'"

         "I would if I could," the Pillar says. His gaze starts to worry me.

         "What is that supposed to mean?"

         "It means I don't see a 'Jack' in here."

         "It's Jack, Pillar," I stress. "Adam, my boyfriend. Don't play games with me."

         Slowly, the Pillar closes in, standing right behind Jack. "Alice," he almost whispers. "You need to calm down. There is no one here but you and me. Behind us, everyone is taking care of their own business. But right here, there is no Jack."

         "You're lying," I say. "I'm not imagining him."

         "I didn't quite say that. I just don't see him."

         "Nonsense!" I look back at Jack. "Say something, Jack."

         "Like what?" Jack looks uncomfortable with the Pillar's proximity.

         "Tell him you're not a figment of my imagination," I plead. "Tell the Pillar you're real."

         Jack sighs and walks away, brushing against the Pillar. I see the Pillar slightly make room for him. Why is he saying he can't see him? Where is Jack going?

         "I am real, Alice," Jack says from afar. "I just don't like this man." He points at the Pillar. "I think he doesn't like me. And honestly, I think you shouldn't be around him."

         "Pillar?" I dare him. "You heard Jack. Is that true?"

         "What did Jack say?" The Pillar purses his lips but looks in the direction I am looking at.

         "He says you're playing games with my mind."

         "Please, Alice," the Pillar says. "Let's forget about Jack. I will tell you who he is when we catch the Muffin Man. You gave me your word."

         "And what is that supposed to mean?" Jack protests.

         "There is no Jack here, Alice." The Pillar holds me gently by the shoulders.

         "He is standing right there!" My high-pitched voice catches the customers' attention. The Pillar looks like he doesn't want anyone to notice me.

         "All right." The Pillar sighs. "Ask Jack to talk to one of the staff girls. Let's see if they can see him."

         "Don't listen to him, Alice," Jack says.

         "Do as he says, Jack," I beg him. "Please."

         Jack slowly walks toward a girl in the staff and stretches out a hand. She smiles and shakes it back. No one can resist those dimples. They start chatting.

         "See? He is real." I pout at the Pillar. "He is talking to the girl."

         "No, he isn't," the Pillar says. "What girl?"

         "I can't believe you." I push the Pillar away. I am about to pull my hair and scream. I feel like I want to hide back in my cell. Something isn't right. It's like a hidden truth that I feel but can't put my hands on. "I don't understand why you are doing this," I shout at the Pillar in public. The hell with people. I am a mad girl. I can do as I please. "I've had it with you!" I walk away with Jack.

         It's time to end this.

         . I return to the dressing room, away from the Pillar, and grab my clothes so I can leave. Furious, I pull my clothes and accidentally catch on the dark veil covering the mirror. My heart almost explodes at the horror, realizing what I have done. I reach for the veil before it curls down to the ground.

         But I am too late.

         Once the mirror flashes like summer rays at my eyes, I see that scary rabbit inside it again. My fear of mirrors prickles every hair on my skin. This time, I am too furious and fragile to deal with it.

         I faint and drop to the floor like an empty satin dress, devoid of its owner, swirling lonely to the ground.
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        THEATRE ROYAL, DRURY LANE, LONDON, 1862

      

      

      

         I am standing in front of Theatre Royal in Drury Lane on Brydges Street—renamed Catherine Street two centuries later. It's 1862 again. I am back in Lewis' vision, only we're in London this time.

         There is a coach and a small crowd waiting outside the theatre's façade. All in all, a few people. Hiding at the edges of my vision I still see a lot of homeless people and beggars scattered all around like invisible diseases. Those waiting by the theatre pretend they don't see the poor.

         A man with a pipe tells his wife about the theatre's history. How it had been mysteriously burned down in 1809. How Richard Sheridan, Irish playwright, and owner of the theatre, watched the fire from a coffee house with a bottle of wine. The man laughs and takes another drag from his pipe, which smells of the exact flavor the Pillar smokes.

         With all the poverty, mud, and stinky smell of open sewers, these few aristocrats manage to wait outside the theatre, demanding entry to a famous play. Whenever a poor girl or boy in tattered clothes approaches them, they shoo them away like an annoying fly buzzing near their ears. They drink their wine, tell their stories, and talk about the dinner party they should attend after the play.

         Not sure if I am invisible in this dream, I keep approaching the rich, wanting to listen to them. They argue whether last night's turkey wasn't cooked properly, whether they should fire their cook. The man's wife, wearing a lot of jewelry, wishes they could afford to hire Alexis Benoist Soyer, a French celebrity chef. Her husband can't agree more. He jokes that their cook, although they pay him decently in such filthy times, probably steals all his meals from a book called Mrs. Beeton's Book of Household Management.

         My mind flickers when I hear the name. I think I have seen a copy of the book in Lewis' private studio when I entered it through the Tom Tower a week ago.

         But all this interest in food, whether in this vision or the real world, confuses me. Am I supposed to read between the lines and learn something about food?

         The world around me here is all filth and dirt, aggressively ignored by a few rich men and women waiting to enter the Drury Lane Theatre.

         Still vaguely listening to the man and woman speaking about food, I see the man interrupt his wife and raise his glass of wine at someone in the crowd.

         Someone almost dressed like a priest.

         Lewis.

         The men and women greet him as he steps down from the theatre's entrance. They hail his name and seem to love him, but he looks absent and disinterested. He walks among them, nodding politely, and tries to step away from them. A big suitcase with clothes showing from its edges is tucked under his arm. The other arm is hiding a package wrapped in a newspaper.

         "Excuse me," Lewis says, and vanishes into the filthy dark. London is so dirty that the moon refrained from shining through tonight.

         I follow Lewis into the dark. I even call for him, but he doesn't return my call.

         This must be it. This must be why I am here.

         I trudge through the muddy dark. Smog is the only guiding light for me.

         "Lewis!" I finally see him kneeling down to talk to homeless kids. They gather around him as if he were Santa Claus. He unwraps the newspaper and offers them loaves of bread.

         The kids nibble on the bread with their dirty hands. If a loaf drops down in the mud, they pick it up again and eat it right away. Some of them fight for it, but Lewis teaches them how to be as one, promising he will bring them more.

         I stand in my place, watching. The kids are too skinny, even when wearing layers of tattered and hole filled clothes.

         I step closer. No one seems to see me.

         It baffles me to realize the kids are much older than I thought. Their faces suggest they are about fifteen years old, although their contracted bodies look no more than nine years old.

         One of the kids asks Lewis what he keeps in the suitcase. Lewis' smile shines like a crescent moon absent in the sky, but I can't hear what he says.

         "Lewis!" I call again.

         He doesn't reply.

         "Lewis." I feel dizzy.

         Otherworldly voices are calling my name from the sky.

         "Lewis!" I repeat before they wake me up in the real world.

         But I am too late.

         As I leave my vision, my eyes are fixed on Lewis' suitcase. Why are clothes tucked inside? They look like costumes.

         Then the vision is gone.

         A peculiar smoke invades my nostrils. I surrender to sneezing, opening my eyes. The Pillar stands over me in the ambulance, saying, "Wonderland hookah smoke never fails to wake up anyone. It's even better than an onion."
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        THEATRE ROYAL, DRURY LANE, CATHERINE STREET, LONDON

      

      

      

      
        
        PRESENT DAY

      

      

      

          

         The play we're attending in the Theatre Royal is Alice's Adventures Under Ground. It's a new play that has only been running from a week ago when the killings started. I think the Pillar might be right. There is too much coincidence here. We should meet the mysterious Muffin Man tonight.

         "The 'Pig and Pepper' chapter where Duchess appears is hilariously funny," the Pillar reads from a local newspaper. Behind us, the chauffeur buys our tickets.

         "Really?" I am stretching my tight dress a bit. I am not used to this kind of intimacy on my skin. Neither am I comfortable with my heels. What's wrong with sneakers, or better, being barefoot?

         "That's what the papers say." The Pillar looks at the billboards showing "previous attractions." "Damn," he mumbles. "We missed Shrek the Musical."

         "And Coraline by Neil Gaiman," I point out.

         "Who's your favorite, Lewis Carroll or Neil Gaiman?" He points his finger playfully at me.

         "Carroll." I don't hesitate. "Lewis Carroll or J. R. R. Tolkien?" I shoot back.

         "Carroll." He doesn't hesitate either. "Lewis Carroll or C. S. Lewis?"

         "Hmm." I love the Narnia books. "Nah, Carroll." I can't resist. "Lewis Carroll or Charlie and the Chocolate Factory?" I am starting to love this game.

         "Can't compare an author to a single book, Alice," he says. "Here is a good one: who has a better sense of absurd humor, Lewis Carroll or God?"

         I raise an eyebrow. I can't answer that. "Who do you think?" I feel eerily playful.

         "God, of course." He waves hi at his approaching mousy chauffer, panting with the tickets in his hands. "Just look at what he has created." He secretly points at his chauffeur. "It can't get absurder than this."

         "There is no such word as 'absurder.'" I bite my lips at his blunt sense of sarcasm.

         "Who said it's a word? Absurd is an emotion." He winks and welcomes the tickets the chauffeur gives him.

         "Eight tickets, like you ordered," the chauffeur remarks.

         "Eight?" I grimace at the Pillar.

         "My seat and yours." The Pillar counts on his fingers. "Two seats to our left and right, two behind us, and the two front of us."

         "Why?"

         "Precautions, Alice," the Pillar says. "Who knows what might happen inside? I have a bad feeling about this."

         "All seats are also right in the middle of the theatre," the chauffeur elaborates.

         "Evil people, such as terrorists, are dumb." The Pillar spares me the burden of asking. "They usually start bombing the back seats if they've intrusively entered from outside. Or bomb the front seats if they're sleeper cells. The middle is just fine."

         "Not if the theatre's chandelier falls on your heads in the middle." My knack for opposing him grows in me.

         "If something hits you in a perpendicular line straight down from the sky, that's not a terrorist," the Pillar says while he hands a piece of his portable hookah to hide in my dress. "That would be God's sense of humor."

         "What is that for?" I look at his Lego hookah.

         "They don't allow hookahs inside, and I have a bad feeling I will need it."

         I tuck it under my dress, counting on the Pillar to deal with security on our way in.

          "So, let me be your guide for tonight, Miss Edith Wonder." He requests I engage him, and I do. "Pretend I am your father," he hisses between almost-sealed lips as we stare at the security gate. "A smile will do wonders, too."

         We both smile, but I have to ask, hissing, "Why did you call me Edith?"

         "In case something horrible happens, I don't want them looking for you," he says, not looking at me. "Also, your sister has been mean to you. Let's get her in trouble." We keep on smiling at the guards. "Tell the security man on your side that his taste of clothes is exceptionally très chic. That'd be a good distraction."

         "But he is wearing a boring uniform," I hiss through my plastic smile.

         "And he happens to be in his mid-forties, not wearing a ring, and probably desperate to hear a compliment from a beautiful young lady too," the Pillar says as we close in. "Make him think this a special conversation between you and him, behind Daddy's back."

         I do as he says when we enter. The man blushes and doesn't bother checking the tickets. I emit a seductive laugh and turn to the Pillar when we're inside. "It worked. How did you pass your guard? You haven't promised anything you can't keep?"

         "Nah." He raises his chin and greets a few ladies he hasn't seen before. "I puffed hookah smoke in his face. It hypnotized him long enough for me to pass."

         "Just like that? You didn't show him anything?"

         "Of course, I did." He smiles broadly at the crowd. "My middle finger."
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      "The theatre is on the eastern boundary of the Covent Garden area of London," the Pillar says, pretending to guide me through as we eye everyone around us, looking for a clue to the Muffin Man. "It runs between Aldwych and High Holborn," he continues. "Not to be confused to the many other so-called Theatre Royals in the world."

         "I'd prefer you tell me what Lewis Carroll has to do with all of this," I say as we enter the auditorium.

         The Pillar gently holds my hand as if I am a princess and ushers me to my seats. "No farting, I promise," he says to the seating crowd we pass in the row.

         We finally are seated.

         "Lewis Carroll used to work briefly with the theatre," the Pillar says, holding my hands between his. "They used a few plays he'd written long before he got mad; I mean, long before he wrote Alice in Wonderland."

         I sit and listen, not telling him about my vision of Lewis.

         "You have to understand that these Victorian times were harsh," the Pillar says. "We're talking about London's filthiest, cruelest, poorest, and hungriest times. You couldn't tell people's real ages. From their unnaturally skinnier and smaller sizes, you'd think they were dwarves." He asks me to hand him the hookah piece and begins preparing his weapon. "Food was so scarce that poorer people went down in size and length. It's true. Look at me. I am not that tall. And I lived these times."

         "Proceed, please." I try to pose as someone who's accustomed to being in theatres.

         "Carroll wasn't in any way fond of London. He loved Oxford, with all its books, grand halls, and studios," the Pillar continues. "He had also been a priest for a brief time; the Oxford Choir in the church will never forget him. But then Lewis developed a great interest in photography, particularly kids, like Constance's photograph."

         The light in the hall dims, preparing for the start of the play.

         "As you might have heard, photographers will tell you a camera never lies," the Pillar says. "In Carroll's case, it was exceptionally true. The poverty his camera caught was heartbreaking. If you'd ever paid attention to his photographs, mostly of young homeless girls, you would understand his obsession. Poverty, hunger, and unfair childhood screamed out of every photo."

         "I could imagine Lewis like that."

         "Before writing books and puzzles, Lewis directed small plays in Oxford to entertain the poor, skinny kids with tattered clothes. He did it because there was not enough money to buy them food. In all history, art has been the food of the poor, Alice. Remember that." The Pillar seems lost for a moment. I wonder what memory he is staring into. "Carroll called his intentions 'saving the children.' He wanted to save a child's childhood. He wanted to save their memories from being stained by the filth of his era."

         "I couldn't save them!" Lewis' words ring in my ears.

         "Those plays he directed for them introduced Carroll to the art of nonsense," the Pillar explains. "Kids are nonsensical by nature. A lame joke would make them laugh because they are at ease with who they are. Unlike grown-ups, who are weighed down by the years."

         "I still don't understand his connection to the Drury Lane Theatre, where we're supposed to find the Muffin Man."

         "That's the easy part," the Pillar says. "The plays needed funding for production. Carroll was smart and resourceful. He gave his plays for free to the Theatre Royal, which was struggling after being burned down a few years back and couldn't afford to pay for new plays. In return, the theatre provided Carroll with costumes for his plays."

         "That was why he held the suitcase and smiled when the kids asked him," I murmur.

         "Excuse me?"

         "Nothing," I say. "So, that's his connection to Drury Lane Theatre?"

         "My assumption, with the Cheshire's clues, is that Lewis Carroll met the Muffin Man in Drury Lane," he says. "Only, Carroll never felt the need to mention the Muffin Man in any of his writings."

         "Maybe Carroll wrote the nursery rhyme?"

         "That's farfetched, and we have no evidence to back it up," he says. "All I know is that after all those connections and the fact that an Alice in Wonderland play took place here the day the murders started, I believe the Muffin Man wants us to be here. He will probably want us to witness something."

         "Something like what?"

         In this moment, the Pillar cranes his neck upward at the higher balconies in the theatre. An unusual look startles his face. "Something like this." He points up.

         I look and squint against the faint light in the theatre. I see an important woman arriving in the balcony, accompanied by a number of guards.

         "What brings Margaret Kent here?" I ask.

         "The Duchess is in the house." The Pillar sighs. "This is getting curiouser and curiouser." He lowers his head, ready to watch the play. "I don't feel guilty using her credit card to pay for your dress now."

         "What?" I crane my neck at him in surprise. "You did what?"

         "We used it to book the theatre tickets too." He shakes his shoulder. "She is a charitable woman." Then a huge smirk invades his face. "Which reminds me..."
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      The Duchess' presence provokes the Pillar. Consequences are both absurd and hilarious.

         "Take this." He passes me his hookah again, spits in his gloves, and says, "This is going to be fun."

         The Pillar stands and faces the crowd. As we're sitting right in the middle of the audience, the crowd is watching us from every direction.

         "Sit down!" someone says.

         "Ladies and morons of the Theatre Royal." The Pillar's welcoming hands masquerade his insults. The smile on his face is overly sincere, like those self-help lecturers. "Tonight isn't a normal night. It's the kind of evening remembered in history books. You know history, which only winners write, and forge it the way they like?"

         Someone chuckles among the crowd. A few still demand he sits. A couple swear at him; pretty vulgar words you're not supposed to say in a theatre. And to my surprise, the stage's curtains hang half-open.

         "Are you part of the show?" a kid asks.

         The Pillar nods. "So, like I said, ladies and monkeys, all you silly Wonderland lovers." Another couple of spectators chuckle. "Tonight is the night. We're here in the presence of an extraordinary woman." He points upward at the balconies. The Duchess' guards keep calm but reach for their guns. The light technician, thinking the show has turned elsewhere, directs the spotlight at the balcony. That's where everyone is looking now. "The one and only Margaret Ugly Kent!" The Pillar's theatrical act deserves an Oscar.

         "Is that really her middle name?" I hiss.

         He dismisses me with a wave of his hand and talks to the theatre's orchestra. "This wasn't really the bang I was looking for." He looks annoyed. "This is the most important woman in Parliament."

         The orchestra musicians seem to suddenly think he is the man in charge. One of them suggests he welcome the Duchess again, so they could play a great musical introduction.

         The Pillar sniffs and repeats his welcome: "The one and only, woman of the year, whom all you morons are secretly afraid of, Margaret Kent!"

         This time, music and light overwhelm the place. The crowd, either pressured or on their own will, stand up and clap for the Duchess.

         Margaret Kent feels the pressure to stand up and greet her fans, her pursing lips growling at the Pillar. I don't think she wanted to be seen. She sneaked in, last minute. Is she looking for the Muffin Man too?

         "Flowers!" the Pillar demands of the theatre's staff. "Where are the flowers?"

         No one offers flowers. Why would they have flowers in a play? The Pillar changes strategies.

         "Be seated, citizens," the Pillar says. They do so. "Now, do you think that our beloved Duchess—ah, I mean Parliament lady—is here for the sake of art? Of course, she doesn't care about art," the Pillar continues. "She doesn't even care about theatre." The crowd's faces go red. Some of them sink deeper into their seats. "But, she cares about you." Some of them rise back in their seats. "She loves you. She really does. And you know what she has in store for you?" He laughs. "Oh, no, don't be absurd. She's not going to chop off anyone's heads today. That would be the Queen of Hearts we're about to see in the play." The Pillar signals to the orchestra's drummer to hit the cymbals for effect. Most of the crowd laughs uneasily. "Our beloved Margaret Kent has a surprise for you. And you know why? Because you are all sheep—I mean, obedient citizens who pay taxes and vote for her." His smile never weakens. "And because of that, she, on behalf of all prestigiously obnoxious members of Parliament, and on behalf of the Queen of England, and, of course, let's not forget Roman Yeskelitch, the man who lost his children's heads to an evil watermelon last week. On behalf of all of those, you're rewarded a lifetime's free meals at Duck N Donald's Trashburgers." He raises his hands, and a few kids clap. "And lifetime free drinks." His voice pitches even higher. "From Drink Dishit soda drinks." People stand up again and clap. "Lifetime free meals! Can you even imagine?"

         Praises, claps, and moans as if they all won the lottery. The crowd goes crazy. What's with people's unconditional appreciation for food?

         Again, the Duchess feels the need to comply and smile to her fans.

         "And who do you thank for this?" The Pillar points up at the Duchess, who forcefully waves back to the appreciative audience. "You've gotta love Britain!" The Pillar's voice is barely audible among the crowd's praise. The Drury Lane Theatre has turned into one great chaotic food market.

         "Enjoy all the food you can eat." The Pillar raises his voice as much as possible in this madfest. "Enjoy all the cholesterol, all the bad crabs, all the sugar, and saturated fat! Get fat, people of Britain. Sugar your bellies. Beer away your minds. Forget about your Bill of Rights. Here is your Bill of Disease. Buy a ticket for your loon cancer. It's awesome to be insane!"

         The Pillar, out of breath, taps his hat at the Duchess, who smiles in the face of the enemy. That fake politician smile.

         The Pillar sits down, adjusts his clothes, and says, "Well, that was something." He smiles at me. I have to admit, I smile back. He might be a killer. He might be devious and plagued by a lot of conspiracy theories, but I can't help but laugh. "So why were we here, again?"
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      The play is actually entertaining, full of laughs and quirky moments. The acting is superb, very believable, and the production is top-notch. They start with the "Down the Rabbit Hole" chapter, where Alice meets the rabbit, who is chubby and small and very funny. I have to admit the costumes are excellent enough that if you just buy into the fantasy, you wouldn't think of them as human actors portraying animals anymore.

         I do squirm a bit in my seat when a mirror comes into the scene. Thank God we're sitting in the middle of the auditorium, far enough that the mirror has no effect on me.

         "That Alice is horrible," the Pillar mumbles. "In the real book, she wore yellow, not blue. Blue is Disney's doing."

         "You hate Disney."

         "What makes you think that?" he whispers. "Jafar from Aladdin is my hero."

         The next chapter, "The Pool of Tears," is superbly portrayed. There is an actual flood of water taking place on stage. I have no idea how they do it. The Pillar raises a suspicious eyebrow as if telling me something is fishy here.

         Still, the acting is amazing. The songs are enchanting. I like how the play is presented in a comedic way, not the morbid Alice world I live in.

         The "Caucus Race" chapter follows. It's hilarious. When they start to dance in place, the Pillar can't resist moving his feet and cane to the music.

         When the caterpillar chapter plays, the Pillar squirms in his seat. "That's not me," he mumbles. "Absolutely not."

         Then he sits back and watches chapters four and five without much interest. He says he never liked those chapters.

         Midway, the curtains pull to a close, announcing a break. Lights turn on again. A few sellers offer drinks during the break. There is a loud ice cream boy walking around, offering it for free. He isn't much welcomed by the elders, but the kids adore him.

         A few people hurry to the Pillar's seat, asking for autographs. I think they believe him to be the Duchess' spokesman. I tilt my head up; the Duchess is gritting her teeth, although cameras aren't giving her a break to breathe.

         The curtains pull open again, and now we're in for the much-loved "Pig and Pepper" chapter.

         I don't know what is supposed to be so great about it. It's lame and boring. The Duchess, portrayed by an actress with brilliant makeup, is mad at her cook in this scene. Her cook, a peculiarly tall actor, even taller with the toque on his head, loves pepper in the strangest ways. He keeps adding pepper in the food and enjoys watching the Duchess' guests choking. Then he throws pepper in the air, chanting, "Peppa! More peppa!"

         The crowd finds it amusing, actually.

         Maybe I am not just in the mood, now that we have waited too long with no appearance of the Muffin Man. I look to my left, and the Pillar is as bored and puzzled as me. Are we here just to watch a play? It looks like we followed a wrong lead all along.

         I take a deep breath and continue watching the performance on stage. Suddenly, someone is sitting on my right side. He grabs my hand and squeezes it, but I don't panic. It's a warm hand that I know and trust.

         It's the ice-cream boy. It's Jack Diamonds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      "Hey," he whispers, sliding down in his chair and tightening the ice cream cap on his head. "I was thinking."

         I say nothing. I am happy he is there. It's illogical. It doesn't make sense, but I can't fight the feeling.

         "About what I said about marrying you," he says. "I can't."

         "Why?" I raise an eyebrow, whispering, pretending to be surprised.

         "It's not because I don't like you," he says. "I told you I am mad about you."

         "You said that before, Jack."

         "Saying it every morning won't express how I really feel." He squeezes my hand. "But it's just...I'm not ready for marriage."

         I act upset. "You think you're too young?" I whisper.

         "I am too poor, but that's not the reason," he says. "They fired me from Oxford University today, so I practically have no future now."

         "Why did they fire you?" A smile sticks to my face and promises not to leave me as long as Jack is nearby.

         "It's silly," he says. "They said I was dead. Can you believe that?"

         I shrug and pull my hand away. I feel guilty when I hear this. Why does he keep bringing up the subject?

         "No." His eyes moisten when I pull my hand away. "I'm not really dead. They just think that. How can I be dead? I am here talking to you. What bothers me is that they said that my name isn't Jack, which is really absurd."

         "Then you're not fired. They can't fire you without getting your name right," I suggest.

         "I know. I am not giving up, trust me. I will do my best to become a great man and deserve you."

         "Selling 'Ice Scream' sounds like a start," I tease, easing my aching heart.

         "I did try racing in France, but it didn't work," he says. "It's like I don't know what I really want yet."

         "I know the feeling." I pull his hands back. He seems the happiest boy on earth.

         "Alice." His voice gets softer. "Don't bother with me. It's you that matters."

         "Why do you say that?"

         "Just listen. I don't think you know what you are capable of." He holds both of my hands, and his look in my eyes intensifies. "Trust me. You have no idea. I know it's a bumpy road, but you will be all right." His eyes sparkle as his gaze scans every part of my face adoringly. I think he is about to kiss me.

         Just before he does, the Pillar interrupts and asks whom I am talking to.

         "It's Jack." I sigh. Bad timing, Pillar. Very bad timing.

         "Who's Jack?"

         "You know who," I grunt.

         "Ah, the boy who is not there," the Pillar says, watching the show with interest. "I assume he is on your right side now."

         "He is."

         "Tell him I said hi because I can't see him," the Pillar says. "Tell him I wonder if he'll still be there when the light turns on."

         "I will be," Jack says, finally confronting him. "You shouldn't walk with this man, Alice." Jack squeezes my hand.

         Silence steals my breath away. I am still confused about the Pillar's reaction to Jack. I am also heart-warmed by Jack wanting to become a better man to marry me.

         Then the silence breaks when the glaring spotlights from the stage are directed toward me. When I look up, the man hosting the play is talking to me.

         "Hey, miss," he says in the echoing microphone.

         I say nothing, freaked out by the sudden and unexplainable attention.

         "Yes, you." He points my way. "Are you even watching the show?"

         The crowd laughs.

         "We've chosen you to kindly approach the stage," the host says. "I believe you haven't heard us."

         "Why?"

         "This is the part of the show the reviewers said is the most refreshing. The 'Pig and Pepper' chapter," the man explains. "We select a girl from the crowd to portray Alice for a short scene. Amateur improvisation. You haven't had any kind of acting lesson before, have you?"

         "No." I shrug.

         "Fabulous," he says. "It's really going to be fun. Would you mind approaching the stage?" The man stretches a welcoming arm.

         The crowd encourages me to go.

         "No, thank you," I say. I am not going to do some acting improvisation on stage on my fifth day out in the real world.

         "Yes!" The Pillar stands up and encourages the crowd to clap their hands. "She will come." He pulls me up, sneering at me.

         Finally, I get the message. The Pillar thinks this is the part where we meet the Muffin Man. Come to think of it, he might be right. Why would the host choose me to get on stage? It's too much of a coincidence.

         "I'm her uncle," the Pillar says. He needs no other introduction to the crowd. "She doesn't go anywhere without me, which means I will approach the stage with her."

         "Hmm..." The host sighs. "If she is going to play Alice, who do you suppose to play, then?"

         "I'll play the doorknob," the Pillar says.

         The crowd goes nuts, laughing.

         "I always wanted to be the doorknob." The Pillar smiles like a child again. "You know, the doorknob Alice has to talk to when she is crossing the Pool of Tears."

         "And I am her husband." Jack appears. "I mean, her boyfriend. I mean, I am Jack. I could play...hmm...Jack. Jack of Diamonds," he stutters, uncomfortable with the many faces looking at him.

         I take my time to hear the crowd's reaction to Jack. Do they see him, or not? Come on. They saw him as an ice cream boy before. Why not see him now?

         A long, long moment passes before the host says, "Why not. You may approach the stage." The man turns his back to us and waves his finger.

         My heart drops to the floor. I want to know if he sees Jack.

         A few steps in, the man turns back, annoyed by our slow reaction. "Hurry, we have limited stage time. Come on stage, the three of you."
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         I hold Jack's hand as we get on stage. The Pillar walks behind us, avoiding my sharp looks. I still don't understand why he wants me to think Jack doesn't exist. All those audience members can't be wrong.

         Once on stage, I am dazzled again with the accurate reality up there. It's a huge stage, but everything feels so real. The trees leading to the house of the Duchess, where we're supposed to meet her and her insane cook, smell just like normal trees do. When I reach out to touch them, the host offensively slaps my hands and tells me to concentrate on the play. He also orders the Pillar and Jack to wait by the curtains until he figures out their roles.

         "My uncle could play the Cheshire Cat," I tell the host, grinning with joy at the Pillar. If he still pretends Jack doesn't exist, this is my chance to get back at him. I know it's childish, but I'd rather call it mad.

         "Don't be silly, Alice." The Pillar tries to keep his posture.

         "Actually, it would be fun," Jack says to the host. "With the right cat costume, the audience will love it."

         "Agreed." The host hands the Pillar the cat costume. The Pillar squirms at even thinking about wearing the skin of his cruelest enemy.

         I can't help but smile. A little revenge would make him not lie to me again.

         "If you come near me, I will kill you, cook you, and eat you with a whole lot of pepper," the Pillar growls. "Give it to the brilliant Jack," he says, still not pointing at him.

         "So, you do see Jack," I say.

         "Of course. Of course," he mutters. "Now, get going with the play."

         Jack wears the cat outfit, thinking maybe acting is the career he should try. The host gives me a blonde wig to wear to play Alice. When I ask him what I should do exactly, he says I could improvise on the scene in the book where Alice enters the Duchess' house and meets her pepper-obsessed cook.

         "But if you want to stay true to the book, there is a baby in the scene as well." The Pillar's inquisitive tone is unmistakable. He does believe something bad is going to happen in this scene.

         "Well, we did have a baby," the host said. "But human rights groups prohibited kids under seven acting on stage until the Watermelon Murders are over."

         "Understandable." The Pillar peeks upward, probably at Margaret Kent's balcony. The curtains block the view from where we stand.

         I think about the actress who'll be playing the Duchess' part. Does she have any idea the real Duchess is watching the play?

         Is that why Margaret Kent is here?

         "Shall we begin?" The host talks to the actors, including the Duchess actress and the tall cook actor, whose long black hair is blocking his eyes. He seems very obedient and calm, though. "Outstanding," the host says as he orders the curtains pulled. "Let the madness begin."
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      The pulled curtain permits the bright light pooling in. Here on the stage, all I see is an infinite source of brightness, almost blinding my eyes. It feels like each actor is entering a new world of fantasy all of a sudden. It's almost like another realm.

         My eyes shut for a moment. I can't see the audience's faces with this kind of light. I merely see wavy silhouettes sitting down there. I take a deep breath and open my eyes. The stage reminds me of the Mush Room somehow. I think this is what they call stage fright.

         But it actually works. The actress portraying the Duchess, wearing a silly oversized hat, plays her part well. Obnoxiously entertaining. The crowd loves her.

         I start saying all kinds of nonsense, partially memorized from the book. I act freely without intimidation. The stage has a certain magic to it. It's like singing alone in the shower and letting the trickling water camouflage your horrible voice.

         My inner fear spreads from something else. Something I can't explain yet. It's probably the Pillar's fear that worries me. I peek at him, standing askew near the curtain, like a detective looking for a lead to a crime that will happen in the future.

         What in God's name could go wrong on the stage?

         I keep on acting. People don't respond much to my sentences as if I am not there. But I am not complaining. They are immensely entertained by the Duchess. It's also funny how I am not supposed to be acting. The scene we're portraying supposedly has happened to me in Wonderland.

         Oh, my. Oh, the paradoxical madness.

         Jack jumps in the scene, curls his flexible body on the cook's table, and meows the Cheshire part. Jack is hilarious, like always. I hear the audience clap. My hand itches, wanting to clap too. Jack's ease with nonsense is charming, and he seems to have the talent for acting.

         Then comes the cook's part.

         He is a tall, interesting guy, different than as portrayed in Alice in Wonderland. Other than being tall and having his black hair fall down and cover his eyes, he is a bit scary for such a comedic event.

         Uniquely dressed, I must say.

         I turn back to the Pillar to see if he has his eyes on the cook. The Pillar does stare at him. He doesn't like him at all. I look back to see what's so odd about the cook.

         Then I see it.

         The cook wears a double-breasted white jacket like all cooks do. Except this one looks like a straitjacket backward.
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      I swallow hard when I see the straitjacket. Is it supposed to be an artistic touch from the costume designer? The cook was mad in Lewis' book, obsessed with pepper and having a bad temper.

         But the straitjacket also implies the possibility of a man who's just escaped an asylum.

         The Pillar rushes onto the stage and interferes with the scene. Since this is the most improvised chapter, it's no big deal. He nears me and talks in my ear. It's obvious he wants to tell me something about the cook. I can't hear him, and I don't know how to weave this into the act.

         "And who are you, strangely dressed man?" the Duchess says obnoxiously.

         "Shut up, ugly lady," the Pillar says. "I'm the doorknob. Everyone knows that."

         The audience laughs and claps hysterically. It buys the Pillar time to tell me, "The cook!"

         "I know," I say. "There is something wrong about him."

         "Let's see what he is up to." The Pillar points his cane. "Why is he hiding his eyes with his hair?"

         "He might be the Cheshire," I shriek.

         "That's not the Cheshire," the Duchess says, thinking we're acting. "That's my cook. He has an obsession with pigs and pepper."

         "Shut up, hag!" I say. "We're trying to solve a crime here."

         Why doesn't anyone laugh at my jokes?

         "Peppa!" The cook acts furious, pulling jars of pepper from under the table. "More peppa!" He starts pouring ridiculous amounts into a boiling cauldron.

         I realize the boiling water in the cauldron is real. Doesn't this endanger the actors? The cook is definitely the Cheshire. I look at the Pillar for confirmation, but he is in a haze of confusion.

         Maybe we're both just paranoid.

         As the cook pours the pepper, a few kid actors run into the scene and ask the Duchess for food. I know for sure this isn't part of the real script of Alice in Wonderland. But nothing has exactly followed the book so far.

         "Go away, you obnoxious, filthy children!" The Duchess kicks one of the kids away. The boy rolls on his stomach, aching. Those guys act brilliantly. It's so believable.

         "Pigs for the children," the cook announces and holds a baby pig in one hand. It's a real pig. "Do you want me to cook it for you, along with some spicy peppa?"

         "Yes!" the children plead. "We're hungry. We haven't eaten in days."

         Suddenly, I can't help but notice the children's clothes look exactly like in my vision. But it makes sense. The play portrays Victorian times, so I shouldn't be suspicious about it.

         The Pillar still watches the cook closely.

         Another unexpected thing happens when a woman, acting as the Queen of Hearts, bursts onto the stage. She is short and chubby and wears a joker's outfit. She holds an axe triple her size.

         "Off with all your heads," she shouts. "Horrible children eating the food in my kingdom."

         Even the Duchess acts horrified by the Queen.

         "Pardon me, my Queen," the cook says. "Could I use the axe to chop off my pig's head? I need to cook it for the children." Then he says, in an unnecessary way, "Peppa! More peppa!"

         "What is this?" the Pillar asks me. I have never seen him offended by nonsense like this before. But honestly, this is way crazier than I thought it would be. "What's going on?"

         We're hardly part of the act anymore. The crowd loves every bit of this mishmash of characters.

         "I can't give you my axe," the Queen of Hearts tells the cook. "But, I can chop the pig's head for you." The grin on her face is deeply disturbing to me. Of course, none of the audience can see it this far.

         Is the Cheshire also the Queen of Hearts?

         The cook holds the pig heartlessly from its feet. The poor animal struggles with its head upside down. It sneezes painfully because of the pepper.

         "Put the pig down!" I shout. This not acting anymore. What the heck is this? "This play is over. Put the poor pig down!"

         Instead of backing me up, the crowd boos at me.

         "Show it to me," the Queen of Hearts orders the cook. He nears the kicking pig down to her, so Her Majesty's short existence can reach it.

         And then...

         Then...

         The unbelievable happens, the sort of thing that breaks all barriers between real and unreal.

         The Queen of Hearts swings her axe and chops off the pig's head.

         My head processes the scene in slow motion. It's too horrifying for my mind to digest it at normal speed.

         The axe chops off the pig's head, which blobs down into the hungry boiling water in the cauldron.

         I have never witnessed a crowd love such a performance.

         Mouth agape, I feel something hot splash on my face. I felt it once the Queen chopped off the head, but I only register it when it trickles down my chin. I rub my face with my hands and raise them in front of my eyes.

         It's the pig's blood.

         This stage show is happening for real.
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      I am stiffened, cemented, and chained by the cruelty of what looks like normal people, be it actors or the crowd.

         The Queen of Hearts grins and starts to chop off the kids' heads. The kids start to stab the Duchess. The cook doesn't hesitate to boil whatever ends up in his cauldron—pig, heads, and even the Duchess' leg, chopped off by a kid.

         Still stiffened, Jack holds me tight. Whatever he says is scattered into a million pieces. I think I lost my hearing.

         I am pulled away by the Pillar and Jack. They are getting me off the stage. When I try to peek back over their shoulders, the Pillar grips my head tightly between his hands. He doesn't want me to see what's going on there. The shock value might be too high for me to tolerate.

         We hurry down the steps and run away. The crowd doesn't understand yet. The crowd praises and hails. They are all standing in ovation now. I wonder how they will feel when one real spatter of blood reaches them. They still think it is all acting.

         As I look at them, my hearing comes back. Their sound is deafening.

         "Come on," the Pillar says. "We have to go!"

         Near the exit door, I try to make any sense of what just happened. Why would the Cheshire do this? Just to drive me mad? It's not holding up. Something huge is missing.

         The answer comes to me faster than I thought.

         The crowd suddenly stops clapping, and some of them shriek.

         When I stop the Pillar from exiting and turn around, I see them all staring with trembling bodies at the stage. It's the cook they are looking at. He is standing tall on the stage. All alone now. His double-breasted jacket is almost completely red from the blood of all those he killed.

         It seems like he killed everyone, bearing two glinting knives in his hands. I haven't noticed before that his trousers are a black and white pattern, like a chessboard. His eyes are still covered with his wavy hair.

         The cook isn't talking, but his presence is strong. I am not sure if the crowd realizes what's going on yet.

         Silently, the cook pulls out a few jars of pepper. Those are different from the one he used before. He sets them in order at the cauldron's edge, like a scientist meticulously preparing for an experiment.

         An epidemic of sorts comes to my mind. My heart pounds to the realization that the stage massacre, with all its gore, isn't the epic finale to his work of madness yet.

         The crowd's breathing is almost absent; they have finally registered the reality of what is going on.

         "Pepper," the cook says. This isn't his theatrical voice from the act. It's a hoarse voice, coming from someone who doesn't speak much. Someone who has kept to himself for years, locked in an asylum, awaiting his chance to break loose. "This pepper in my hand will make you sneeze."

         A few forced chuckles scatter across the crowd, stopped immediately by the rise of his hand, and the pursing of his lips.

         This man isn't the Cheshire. This man is pure darkness. Why is he doing this?

         "This time, you will sneeze differently," the cook lectures. The hollowness of his voice fills the auditorium. It's like talking to a god. There's nothing you can argue with. "Please approach, madam."

         A woman in the front row is pushed by the rest of the crowd toward the cook. One sheep sacrificed for the safety of many.

         The cook tells her to stop a few feet away from him. He opens his jar of pepper and pours some in the air near her.

         There is a long moment of waiting before the woman sneezes.

         Once.

         No one is laughing this time.

         Then twice.

         No one utters a word.

         Then she can't control it. She sneezes and sneezes until she starts shivering and collapses to the floor.

         "Sneezed to death," the Pillar murmurs.

         Before the crowd panics, the cook holds the jar up high. "All the doors in the theatre are locked." His voice still fills the place. "Everyone here is going to die here tonight. This isn't a warning. It's a fact that the theatre's surveillance camera will witness it for the world to see."

         Everyone goes silent again. Me too. Running and knocking him down crosses my mind, but he already has the jars open in his hands. All he needs is to give them a little shake and dance.

         I look for Jack, but he is gone again. Maybe he was never really there. It still isn't fair.

         Behind me, the Pillar holds my hand. I am perplexed. Are we really going to die? Is this the end to the whole madness? Death by pepper?

         "Of course, your beloved Margaret Kent is gone." The cook points at the empty balcony upward. "People like her always get away," he says. A bitter smile curves his lips. I notice a tinge of sadness in his last words. Is this cook the Duchess' real cook from Wonderland, now used like a puppet by the Cheshire to create chaos in the world?

         "Before you have to die, you need to see this." The cook kicks a few things from behind the cauldron with his foot. Something rolls down before the stage.

         A watermelon.

         Finally, we realize who he is. We're staring at the Muffin Man himself. The mysterious man responsible for the Watermelon Murders.

         The Muffin Man turns his head toward me and the Pillar. "You fell for the bait, Professor Pillar," the cook says. "You and your Wonderland apprentice are going to die too. Only the Real Alice would know her way out of this."

         The shock value reaches its zenith. Although he hides his eyes, the smirk on his face is made for us. Somehow, he sees us. Even the Pillar next to me feels like a fool.

         "He tricked us into coming here to die?" The Pillar is as shocked as me. I never thought I'd see that day.

         The crowd around us begins running aimlessly, like in a Caucus Race.

         The cook, I mean the Muffin Man, puffs his pepper in the air like a madman would spread the Black Death's disease onto the world.

         Everyone sneezes around me. The effect is fast and abrupt.

         One sneeze.

         Two sneezes.

         Three sneezes, and if you last long enough for the fourth, you're already eligible for a death certificate.

         Am I really going to die? Didn't Jack promise he'd die for me? Aren't I supposed to find a way out if I am the Real Alice?

         It saddens me that those who haven't died from the sneezing yet are about to die under the scrambling feet of others trying to escape. Some people try to break the locked doors, but they are made of steel and locked with digital codes from outside. I wonder if the guards know about what's happening here inside the auditorium. Is it possible they are involved in the crimes or did the Cheshire possess each one of them?

         Now, I'm left waiting for the first sneeze to hit me, wondering why I ever left the comfort of my cell in my asylum.

         I admit it. There is comfort in madness.

         Unexpectedly, my moistened eyes meet the Pillars. I never thought I'd see that look on his face. He is no less shocked than I am, staring at the endless sneezing people all around us. Dying by sneeze is as humiliating as it is terrifying.

         "Well." The Pillar considers his last words. "It did cross my mind that I would die of hiccupping, but sneezing?" He looks angry that he has been fooled by the Cheshire and the Muffin Man.

         Suddenly, I realize I have a last wish. "Pillar." I grab him by his collar. "I need to know who Jack is before I die."

         "Don't worry about your boyfriend, Alice," he says, still looking over my shoulder. "You're going to meet him in a few minutes when we die."

         My hand drops like a dead thing from his collar. I'm not really sure of anything. This is another Catch-22, I guess. If I die now, I haven't been mad at all. What a way to prove one's sanity.

         "We have been seduced to solve a trail of puzzles that only lead us to our own deaths," are the Pillar's last words, just before I experience my first sneeze.
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        QUEEN'S CHAMBER, BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

          

         The Queen of England sipped her five o'clock tea while sitting in a bamboo chair in her private garden among her Welsh corgis. She wore her solid red coat, matching her red hat with white feathers and a few flowers wrapping it. She didn't like her tea much, though.

         A few hours earlier, she had been bored to death, taking selfies of herself back in her chamber. Selfies sucked when you barely knew how to smile, she had thought. So she took snapshots of her bowls of Brazilian nuts, which looked even more delicious in high-resolution photos.

         Now, sipping her tea on her balcony, she was waiting for someone. The Queen hated waiting, but things had gotten out of hand. She needed to fix them by meeting a few people.

         Another sip reminded her of how she missed the Mad Hatter's tea. This Twinings tea she was sipping was nothing compared to his genius invention—and oh, those mad parties.

         But those were times gone past. She wasn't even sure if the Mad Hatter would be on her side if the Wonderland Wars really took place.

         She wondered if the wars were necessary. But then, people loved wars, whether they admitted it or not. Wars were always profitable and a great release for years of suppressed anger, and the gushing of blood.

         But the Wonderland Wars weren't going to be like that. Blood and gore were merely the background of their war. It was a war of minds. A war of truth. More than anything, a war of insanity. Those who'd stay sane long enough usually won these kinds of wars.

         The Queen sipped that poor tea again and spat it out on the floor near one of her dogs. Not Bulldog. It was Maddog, her favorite female corgi. She had been cured of her constipation and was in good health again.

         Maddog licked the tea obediently from the floor, then panted pleadingly. Maddog had eyes the color of pale pearls.

         "No more nuts today," the Queen declared. "They're addictive, and they cost me a fortune. And you get constipated."

         Maddog looked disappointed.

         "I apologize for being late, Majesty." Margaret Kent arrived in her grey business suit. She wore a twenty-four-carat blood-diamond ring on her left-hand today. It didn't distract from the grumpiness in her surgically enhanced face. The beautiful Parliament woman looked overly exhausted.

         "Apology denied." The Queen merely waved her white-gloved hand. "You're lucky I can't chop your head off," she muttered with fake, super-white teeth. "I still need you."

         Margaret Kent sat next to her, unable to look Her Majesty in the eyes. "I know the situation got out of hand," she began. "I never thought the Cheshire would go that far."

         "He wouldn't if he hadn't gotten his grin back." The Queen poured herself another cup of tea, knowing she'd eventually spit it out like the last. "That was a terrible mistake. You should have stopped him."

         "It's all because of Alice Wonder," Margaret said. "She gave the Cheshire his grin back to save some poor girl's life."

         "That's not the Alice." The Queen reached for a spoon, disgusted by a little stain on it.

         "How do you know, Majesty?" Margaret asked. "Are you sure?"

         "I am sure." The Queen stared at the spoon, thinking of chopping some servants' heads off.

         "But Carroll's potion left us oblivious of her looks," Margaret reasoned. "He protected her from us this way."

         "True." The Queen called for Maddog to come lick the spoon clean for her. "But Carroll's potion didn't leave the Real Alice unable to recognize who we are." Maddog licked the spoon religiously, and the Queen put it back in the cup, stirring two cubes of sugar inside. "If she was the Alice, she'd have recognized us and killed us all."

         "It's a plausible assumption," Margaret said. "But there is the incident of this Alice killing her friends in a school bus. She might have lost her memory because of it."

         "If she did, she should have already regained her memory under the Pillar's influence." The Queen sipped her tea.

         "I doubt the Pillar doesn't know what he is doing," Margaret said. "If he picks a girl and thinks she is Alice, he has enough evidence to back it up."

         "Of course, the Pillar knows what he is doing." The Queen wondered why her tea had dog saliva in it this time. "He is playing games with us."

         "I am not following, Majesty."

         "Damn this tea!" The Queen spat the tea back on the ground. Maddog licked it. "The Pillar needed to have a powerful weapon against us. What better to draw us to the illusion that he has found Alice?"

         "You mean he picked just any girl to play us?"

         "Not just any girl." The Queen poured tea in a newer cup again, hoping it had no dog saliva in it this time. "He was very smart about the girl he picked. Think of it: an insane girl who killed her friends and used to think she was Alice from Wonderland. Almost every poor girl in this country dreams of being Alice so she could eat big mushrooms and grow stronger and bigger. Pillar picked a troubled, friendless, mad girl, then used her complicated history and insanity to make up a cute little story. Also, he needed to find a lonely and confused girl so he could persuade her that she is the Real Alice."

         "So, we shouldn't worry about the Pillar?"

         "You should worry about the mess happening in this country!" The Queen reached for the same spoon but stopped. She decided it was better to use a newer spoon to make sure everything was clean this time. "A head stuffed in a football in front of millions of watchers? Then watermelons stuffed with kids' heads? And now a mass murder at Drury Lane Theatre?" She stared at the new, spotless spoon and saw it was definitely clean. A smile filled her face as she started to use it to stir the sugar. "A murder by peppers?" she asked Margaret. "What the bloody bollocks of hell!"

         "It won't happen again, I promise," Margaret said. "The Cheshire helped the Muffin Man escape the asylum. He taught him all the dirty tricks and backed him up with the killings. He used the Muffin Man's anger against him, and against us."

         "The Muffin Man has always been angry since what happened to him in Wonderland,” the Queen said.

         “Not just Wonderland, Majesty,” Margaret began but was cut off by the Queen's waving finger.

         “Enough.” Apparently, the Queen didn't want to delve further into the subject. “I don’t want to remember any of this.” She'd decided to sip her tea when she met Maddog's pleading eyes again. The Queen lowered her hand and let poor Maddog sip from the teacup. If she couldn't give her more nuts, maybe a few sips of tea would make her favorite dog happy. "You should have killed the Muffin Man, I mean your cook, back in Wonderland," she told Margaret as she leaned back in her chair.

         Margaret sighed. "I should have.” She tried her best to avoid the Queen’s blaming eyes.

         "The Muffin Man has to be stopped this time, Margaret,” the Queen said.

         Margaret nodded twice, saying nothing, looking at her feet.

         “Killing people is merely the worst he can do. You know what the real threat of the Muffin Man is," the Queen elaborated.

         "I know," Margaret said. "He could expose—"

         "Shhhh," the Queen warned her again. "I said I don't even want to talk about it. That's what the Cheshire wants. He wants to expose that secret you were about to discuss. The people of Britain, and the whole world, shouldn't know about our secrets."

         "Damn the Cheshire!" Margaret sighed. "I shouldn't have used him as an assassin, or he wouldn't have known so much. But I had a lot of dirty work to take care of. Sudan, Libya, and—"

         "I said enough." The Queen began to lose her patience. "You make it sound like we're the only ones who take care of our dirty business. You think the Americans don't do the same? You think all those third world countries don't do the same? If you want to rule, you have to sacrifice a few things."

         "You're right." Margaret pantomimed zipping her mouth. "It's just that I'm sometimes confused which side the Cheshire is on. Which side are we on? And the Pillar, whose damn side is he on?"

         "We don't need to know any of this now." The Queen sipped her tea with unmatched delight. "No Wonderland War is possible without the Real Alice being found. All we need to do is catch the Muffin Man. I have a clear idea of how.” The Queen licked her lips, offended by the dog saliva present in the tea again and again.

         “How, My Majesty?”

         Disgusted by the taste of tea, the Queen stood up and threw the teacup against the wall. Margaret ducked to avoid the flying cup and its saucer while Maddog ran to lick the tea. "Bloody awful tea, smells of dogs all the time!" the Queen roared.

         Margaret wondered if she should have left. But then the Queen took a deep breath and calmed down a little. “To stop the Muffin Man, you have to find the Cheshire. Let’s make a deal with him. Let’s promise him a piece of the pie.”
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        ALICE WONDER'S HOUSE, 7 FOLLY BRIDGE, OXFORD

      

      

      

          

         The girl at the door had tears in her eyes. She faced Alice's mother, unable to utter the words coherently.

         "What happened?" Alice's mother shook her, almost predicting what the girl was about to say.

         "I'm sorry, but your daughter, Alice Wonder, died yesterday," the girl announced. Alice's mother sank to her knees, holding on to the girl's hands as if she had always feared her daughter would die this young.

         "How did she die?" asked Edith, Alice's older sister. Her tone was inquisitive and disbelieving. She stood a few steps shy of the threshold, unimpressed by her mother's sentiments.

         "She was present at the Drury Lane Theatre when the audience died of pepper poisoning."

         "There is no such thing as 'pepper poisoning,'" Lorina, Alice's other sister, grunted, smoothening her fingernails behind Edith. Her sister's death seemed unimportant to her. She wanted to know, though. "The audience was poisoned with something that looked like pepper."

         "It's not like that." Edith tapped her sister's hand so she would stop smoothening her fingernails. The sound of it made her go crazy. "They died from sneezing."

         "You can't die from sneezing, Edith." Lorina rolled her eyes. "That's like saying a person could die from too much makeup."

         "If you can die from hiccupping and laughing, you can die from sneezing," Edith said, not taking her eyes off the stranger girl at the door.

         "Shut up!" their mother yelled. "Your sister is dead."

         "Hallelujah!" Lorina rolled her eyes again.

         "We're not sure, Lorina. Don't go on celebrating yet," Edith said. "Why wasn't Alice in the asylum? Did she escape?" she asked the girl at the door.

         "And where to? Theatre?" Lorina felt the urge to roll her eyes for the third time.

         "Unless she was the crazy cook who sneezed the audience to death." Edith snickered and high-fived Lorina.

         "She wasn't the cook," the young girl at the door said politely. "She is dead. I'm sorry."

         "Are you here to send us a death certificate?" Edith asked.

         "No, I'm afraid that is something you will have to do yourself after you confirm her death at the morgue."

         "I'm not going to any morgue," Lorina said. "I just had my hair done."

         "I have an appointment to...get my hair done," Edith said.

         "I will go." The mother stood up feebly.

         "But I'm not here for that, madam," the girl at the door said. "I'm here to collect a photo of Alice Wonder for the obituary, which the Theatre Royal will take care of."

         "I will get you one," the mother offered.

         "I'd prefer to fetch one myself if you don't mind," the girl said. The two sisters threw her a long, suspicious look. "There is a hefty compensation for you if I pick an appropriate photo that lives up to the standards of our theatre," the girl added.

         "Oh," Edith said, neglecting the absurdness of the girl's request. "Why didn't you say so? Please come in. Do you happen to know how much the theatre will pay us?"
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        ALICE WONDER'S ROOM IN HER MOTHER'S HOUSE

      

      

      

          

         The mysterious girl asked to be alone in the room. To ensure the two sisters' compliance, she gave them a reward ticket: a lifetime of free food stamps at most of Britain's junk food stores and a sincere apology on behalf of the Theatre Royal for the death of their sister.

         Edith, who was a bit chubby, with a few freckles on her face, couldn't hide her excitement. Food for life? Now she wouldn't have to worry about the budget she spent on Snicker Snacker double bars, Queen of Hearts Tarts, or the latest Meow Muffins.

         Lorina, on the other hand, said she couldn't use the ticket much since she had to take care of her figure—and, of course, her delicate fingernails. She said she would invite all of her friends and make them owe her. She believed it was always good to have her friends owe her.

         Alice's mother said she would use the food to give to the poor and ask them to pray for her dead daughter.

         "Insane daughter," Edith corrected her mother. "The fact that she is dead doesn't mean she wasn't insane. If bad people go to hell, and good to heaven, where do the insane go?" She thought it was a funny line, and she laughed at her own joke.

         "Was she really insane?" the girl from the theatre asked.

         "Since she was seven years old," Lorina said, unsatisfied with the stain the ticket caused on her fingertips.

         "Really? What happened?" the girl asked, about to enter Alice's room.

         "We lost her when she was a kid," Edith said. "When she returned, she said she was..."

         "Was what?" The girl was unusually curious.

         "She thought she was Alice and said she had been to Wonderland and back," Lorina replied. "She is insane, no doubt about it."

         "You're not telling it like it is," Edith said. "Why are you hiding the best part of Alice's return?"

         The girl from the theatre almost tiptoed. She definitely had to know about that part. "What was the best part?"

         Lorina shrugged. Edith looked at her mother and back. Her eyes scanned the house as if to make sure there was no one listening. "When she returned, her dress was stained with blood." She craned her neck forward and almost whispered, "She also held a glinting kitchen knife, spattered with someone's blood, in her hand."

         The girl's eyes widened. Either the sisters really hated Alice, or they were telling the strangest truth. She decided she'd had enough of this family. Her mission here was precise. All she had was to accomplish it and get out of this madhouse as fast as she could.

         Inside Alice's room, the girl didn't look for a photo of Alice. She looked for anything that had to do with Alice's friends, the accident, or Adam J. Dixon.

         A few moments later, the girl was outside Alice's house, standing before the famous Iris Lake, which streamed out of the River Thames. It was famous for being where Lewis Carroll was inspired to write Alice in Wonderland.

         The girl didn't know any of this. She had been paid to come here and fool the Wonder family so she could enter Alice's room. Mission accomplished. She picked up the phone and dialed a number.
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        TOM QUAD GARDEN, CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY, OXFORD

      

      

      

          

         Listening to the girl on the phone, I nod a couple of times and thank her. I hang up and lean back in the bank I am sitting on, gazing at the Tom Tower at Oxford University. The sky above is a greyish blue. Rain is trickling like hesitant tears on my face. I take a long breath as I fiddle with the sleeves of the pullover I had exchanged with the girl on the phone. She gave it to me, along with her shoes and pants, in exchange for my bloodstained theatre dress. The dress is beautiful, I remember her saying. Blood can always be washed away.

         The rain keeps drizzling in Christ Church.

         The few students in the garden shade themselves under the safety of the university's halls, leaving me almost alone in the middle. I am not going to move. I like the feel of trickling water on my skull. It helps me contemplate the things the girl on the phone just told me.

         "Sometimes, I ask myself, what if the door to Wonderland is hidden here inside the university?" The Pillar's voice resonates behind me. I didn't invite him, but he found me. "Imagine if the real rabbit hole were right beneath our feet." He sits next to me and leans forward. He rests his chin on his cane and stares at the Tom Tower like an obedient dog.

         "How did you find me?" I ask.

         "People tend to go to certain places when they feel lost," he says. "Places that resemble a god in many ways. Be it a father, a mother, a mentor, a lover, church, mosque, synagogue, or even a real god." He rubs his nose to resist sneezing, an aftereffect of the infinite amount of pepper we were exposed to in Drury Lane. Thank God we didn't sniff a lot of the pepper. "For a girl like you, who is in many ways a character in a book, your god is definitely the man who wrote it."

         The Pillar is right, and I hate it when he is. I came here hoping I could meet Lewis through the small door in the Tom Tower. I came here to ask him about the meaning of the vision of Victorian England, and why he "couldn't save them." And if possible, I'd like to know how he managed to stay whimsical and optimistic in hard times like these. Maybe I could use his advice to face the cruel world I live in now.

         "How did we escape the theatre?" I break the silence without looking at him, still staring at the Tom Tower.

         "It depends on the last thing you remember." He leans back, both hands on his cane.

         "I remember sneezing, and then you puffed hookah smoke into my face. Then I think I..."

         "Blacked out, that's right."

         "What happened after I blacked out? How are we the only ones who managed to escape a locked theatre?"

         "The same way I escape my locked cell in the asylum." I sense pride in his words.

         "That's not an answer."

         "It's not meant to be," he says. "The same way you weren't meant to escape my limousine after I saved you."

         "I woke up in a dress stained with pig blood," I explain. "I felt awful and wanted to get away from everyone."

         "Even me?"

         "Especially you."

         "Although I saved you from sneezing to death?"

         "You're not doing it for me. There is some plan you have, and I don't care to know it anymore. I'd just like to know how I am still alive."

         "Why is it so important to know how?"

         "To make sure I am not insane." I shrug. "To make sure all of this is really happening."

         "The way I escape closed rooms is meant to stay a secret," he says. "I can't help you with it."

         Dr. Truckle's assumption about the Pillar and Houdini seems plausible now. "Are you a magician, Professor Pillar?" I can't help but turn around and face him, chuckling at my own nonsensical question.

         "What's magic, but facts humans are oblivious to see?" He utters the words as if he were a poet quoting Shakespeare.

         "Another one of your vague answers." I sigh, frustrated. "I should stop getting my answers from you. I know I will find them elsewhere if I ask the right person." I look back at the tower.

         "Is that why you sent a girl to your mother's house to gather information about the bus incident?"

         I am not surprised that he knows, but I don't care. I decide to keep silent.

         "Did she find anything useful?"

         "Photos of my friends, some of which she sent to my phone."

         "Recognize anyone?"

         "None. She also found endless scraps of paper with my handwriting."

         "Special phrases?"

         "'I can't go back to yesterday...'"

         "'...because I was someone else then,'" he finishes.

         "Over and over again. You want to tell me what that's about?"

         He shakes his shoulders nonchalantly.

         "What really bothers me is that she found no evidence of my Tiger Lily in my room," I say. "I mean, if I feel so attached to that flower, wouldn't she, at least, find a photo or a book about flowers?"

         "Forget about your flower," he says. "Did she find any photos of Jack?"

         "Yes. Very nice photos. We were in love." I hold a single tear back, pressing harder on the phone.

         "How do you know you were in love?"

         "The way we looked at each other. It's the way only lovers do."

         "Just that?"

         "You wouldn't understand," I say. "There is one photo where Jack and I are at an Alice in Wonderland event, somewhere in Oxford, I believe."

         "It's called the Alice Day," he says. "Usually celebrated on the 7th of July for a week. People wear everything Alice and eat a lot of tarts. The parade starts right there by the Alice Shop you visited last time, down the street." He points beyond the gates of the university. "What about it?"

         "I'm wearing an Alice outfit in the photo. Adam is wearing a"—I shrug—"Jack of Diamonds outfit, pretending to be one of the Queen's cards."

         "I see." He drums his cane on the grass.

         "Is that why I'm imagining Jack?" I turn back to face him. "Is the memory of that day so important to me that I imagined Adam resurrected as Jack? Is that true?"

         "I thought you were sure he existed. A lot of other people saw him, too, didn't they?"

         "But, you never admitted seeing him."

         "I pointed at Jack in the theatre and asked the host to make him wear the Cheshire costume, didn't I?"

         "You may have been bluffing." I am guessing. "To get rid of the Cheshire's costume. Even so, why did you pretend you didn't see him before? Why did you say I was going to be with Jack in a few minutes if I died in the theatre?"

         "Knowing Jack's true identity isn't going to make your life easier, Alice," he says with all the confidence in the world.

         "But you will tell me when this mission ends?"

         "I can tell you now if you want." He turns and dares my eyes.

         I don't stare back. I didn't expect him to say that. My jaw drops. I have too many mixed feelings orbiting in my chest.

         "I thought so," the Pillar says. "You're not ready to know. It's typical of people to keep seeking answers they can't handle yet. Questions are easy. Everyone's got many. Answers are hard and usually unlikable."

         Again, I hate it when the Pillar is right. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Delaying the truth a day or two isn't going to kill me. I am so afraid Jack is a figment of my imagination. I can't handle it if he is. Who has their boyfriend return from the dead? It's such a blessing, I can't deny.

         In the darkness of my closed eyes, I glimpse a faint image of the homeless children in Victorian England. It urges me to open my eyes again and ask, "Now, tell me why you're really here."

         "I know who the Muffin Man is, and the reason behind his killings."

         I lean forward and stare directly at him. "I'm listening."
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      "I didn't know the cook—I mean the Muffin Man—personally in Wonderland," the Pillar begins. "I didn't even know his name back then. It still puzzles me why they call him the Muffin Man. I think the Pepper Man fits better." He pauses. "Frankly, he was some nobody to me; a third-degree citizen, a middle-aged man with many kids, if I remember correctly."

         "Third-degree citizen?"

         "The lowest rank in Wonderland. We called them 'Galumphs.' Bloody mean, if you ask me," he says. "There was a rumor he had been one of the Queen's advisors, specializing in crops and farming. But I can't confirm that. 

         "My assumption is the Queen punished him, galumphed him, and sent him to work with the Duchess, who had always been the Queen's favorite. But I'm not sure. I never visited the Duchess in Wonderland. I had always been friends with my mushrooms and hookah more than anything. Whatever the Muffin Man's story is, I believe Lewis knows it better."

         "Do you at least know why he was obsessed with pepper like it was mentioned in the book?"

         "I have no idea," he says. "But what I'm about to tell you is a complicated story, so you have to bear with me and listen carefully." He stands up, stretches his arms, and enjoys the drizzle on his face. "Let's take a walk outside the university. I'd hate for you to spend your time out of the asylum sitting."

         I comply. He reaches for my hand. I don't comply.

         We walk slowly outside on St. Aldates, saying nothing. It's as if he wants to enjoy the simple things in life for a few seconds. It does help me feel at ease.

         The Pillar stops by some kids eating chocolate bars and asks for one. I notice most of these children are overweight, like the ones who died and the ones I saw in Richmond Elementary School. I look up at other kids walking by. Most of them are a little overweight for their ages as well.

         A young girl gives the Pillar a chocolate bar, but he returns it and asks for the double bar. "I want the Snicker Snackers double bar. One for me, and one for my friend." He points at me and ruffles her curly hair.

         We keep walking.

         "You see this chocolate bar?" he asks. "This is a Snicker Snackers bar, just like Happy Tart Bars, Bojoom Bars, and all the other Alice in Wonderland candy products infesting the world lately."

         "The Meow Muffin among the list," I remind him. "What about them?"

         "Don't you think this bar is a little too big in both size and portion?"

         "You're answering a question with a question. I'm not following."

         "Right answers are found if you ask the right questions," he says, unhappy with me interrupting him. "Did you ever stop in front of a junk food store and wonder how many disadvantages this kind of food has?" He is dead serious. "All the exaggerated carbs, the saturated fat, and the oil used over and over again until it has lost its elasticity and natural color? Did you ever think this kind of food isn't much different from slow-poisoning yourself?"

         "So?"

         "So?" He asks this as if I am a dumb student, unable to understand the professor's lecture. "Did you ever research the ingredients of the hamburger you just ate or ask what they inject into chickens to make them look so fat and delicious? Why the meat you bought feels so plastic, you can't bite through it?"

         Having known the Pillar for a while, I'm aware that he never talks in straight and clear sentences. I need to focus and read the truth between the lines. I am hoping this is leading somewhere.

         "Actually, I did," I say. "Waltraud Wagner, the asylum's warden, gorges on such stuff all the time. Snacks, sweets, and stuff. She rarely eats a real meal of fruits or vegetables."

         "I'm glad you did." He waves his cane higher and walks on. He glances at people as if he was sent down from heaven to inspect human stupidity. "Did any of the questions I just posed ever make you wonder about the government's role in all of this? How is it allowed to sell unhealthy food to a youth whose body desperately needs vitamins, healthy fat, and proteins, not an endless source of glucose and corn syrup?"

         "I never thought of it, but now that you've mentioned it..."

         "How about why there are only a few commercials about vegetables, fruits, or natural foods?" He is like a train of unstoppable questions. "Why mostly chocolate, crackers, and fizzy drinks?"

         I pull him by the hand and stop him. He complies. "What has any of this to do with the Muffin Man? What are you saying exactly?"

         "This bar in my hand. Why is it two pieces, Alice?" He taps it on his hand, a bit violently.

         I read the cover. "Because it's for two people, not one."

         "When was the last time you shared your Twinkie, Alice?" It's a rhetorical question, just like all the others. "The answer is 'almost never.'"

         "Are you saying the Muffin Man is punishing us for allowing our children to grow fat at a young age, for letting them eat food that hurts them more than it helps them grow healthier?" I try to skip the lecture and get to the point.

         "If you want to know the Muffin Man better, you need to study his surroundings." He holds me by the arms as if wanting to wake me up from sleepwalking. "Every killer, terrorist, and corrupted person you meet is a reflection of society. Look into the world around us, and you will understand his insanity," he says. "You know why most terrorists and those who cause human destruction are never caught, Alice?"

         For the first time, this isn't a rhetorical question. The Pillar expects me to answer it. It explains why the Wonderland Wars are beyond the reach of the police—the police who only follow the physical evidence and logical procedure, dismissing the core method of catching a lunatic: knowing who he really is.

         "Because in order to catch those madmen, we have to..." I look the Pillar in the eyes. It's a moment of epiphany to me. "We have to step into their shoes and live their insanity to know how they think."

         The Pillar lets go of my arms and smiles. I am his smart and dedicated student now. He is a satisfied professor. He adds, "And be willing to live with the consequences of being exposed to such horrible minds."

         "Are we done with the lecture now? Are you going to get to the point?"

         He nods with closed eyes.

         "Then tell me something," I say. "Tell me something that is an actual lead in this case."

         "Gorgon Ramstein." The Pillar opens his eyes.

         "What?"

         "Professor Gorgon H. Ramstein."
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      "Isn't that the man who owns the Fat Duck restaurants that are most famous for the mock turtle soup?" I ask, remembering Dr. Tom Truckle's obsession with that soup.

         "Yes, but he is much more than that," the Pillar says. "Gorgon Ramstein is an Oxford University professor who challenged a Fortune 500 company a few years ago, one of the world's biggest food manufacturers, to be precise."

         "Go on."

         "Years ago, trying to quadruple their profits, this high-profile company released this double chocolate bar," he says, pointing at the one in his hand. "One huge piece of hard candy, double its previous size, which had been big enough already that doctors advised against eating it a few times before."

         "And?"

         "Gorgon, specializing in Global Health and Development, scientifically proved this bar's drawbacks. Gorgon proved that eating this bar for a whole year, say a bar per week, is nothing less than slow-poisoning yourself, and a strong reason for obesity for children. Thus, a slow death for the youth of Britain."

         "I'm not getting—"

         "Gorgon also proved that this bar messes with kids' brain cells and gets them to want more; they're addicted to the high amounts of sugar in it. These kids are just growing up; they are sensitive to everything."

         "Did any one specialized authority look into Professor Ramstein's research?" This begins to interest me.

         "Academically, everyone found his research plausible. The government, on the other hand, treated him as if he were the invisible man," he says. "Professor Ramstein filed a case against the food companies, based on his academically approved results."

         "What was the verdict?"

         "The court was persuaded by scientific research and ordered the production of the huge bar to be stopped. They also fined the major company a hefty amount of millions of pounds," the Pillar replies.

         "Fair enough."

         "A year later, the tycoon company tricked the court and re-released the sugar-infested bars as a double bar, half for each person," the Pillar says. "It was a clever way out and legal. There was no conclusive evidence that half of the bar did any immediate damage. But we all know that once a kid gets his hands on that bar, he will eat it from head to toe. The double was only a hoax."

         "And the older verdict?"

         "It meant nothing," the Pillar says. "We were practically talking about a new product."

         "What happened to Professor Ramstein?" I suppose all this should tie together in the end.

         "He didn't give up. He filed a few other cases, but they were all useless because the older court's members had been replaced. The newer ones seemed to favor the food company all the way. The case was lost."

         "Even though Britain scientifically backed up the dangers of the portion of the bar?"

         "Of course not," the Pillar says. "Ramstein’s research was noble, and most probably accurate, but in the insane world we live in, you can't even prohibit smoking. Hell, there are countries in the world where killing hasn't been prohibited yet."

         I can't seem to connect all of this to the Muffin Man, but I am sure the Pillar will eventually. Also, I find myself genuinely interested in the story. "Where is Professor Gorgon Ramstein now?" I ask.

         "Where do you think, Alice?" The Pillar tilts his head and imitates the Cheshire's grin.

         "Dead?" I resist clapping my hands on my mouth. "Assassinated by the Cheshire Cat?"

         "They killed Ramstein's lawyer in a fabricated car accident first," the Pillar says. "You know who ordered the assassination?"

         "Margaret Kent." The words force themselves out of my mouth. The Pillar nods and I let out a long sigh, connecting the dots. Every awful thing is always threaded to the ugly Duchess somehow. "But why? Who is Margaret Kent protecting?"

         "The same people who hired the Reds to chase us in the Vatican. The same people who protect and stand behind corruption in the world. The same people who profit from wars, famine, and poverty," he says. "I don't have a name for them, but The White Queen likes to call them 'those who walk the black tiles in the chessboard of life.' 'Black Chess' for short."

         I take a moment to digest all of this. Is this really how the world outside works? Are all the bad guys connected and intertwined in a spider web of cruelty and deception? Are the few good ones who try to oppose them—I imagine Fabiola leading them—helpless and weakened?

         Of course, whose side the Pillar is on will always baffle me, but it seems irrelevant now.

         "I have another question," I say. The sun is sinking to the weight of the Pillar's revelations. "Before I ask you what all of this has to do with the Muffin Man, I want to know the name of the company that sold the bar."

         "Who else?" The Pillar straightens his back and rolls his cane a full vertical circle around his hand. "Muffit N Puffit, the same company that produced the Queen of Hearts Tarts and Meow Muffins."

         "That's a lame name for an evil corporation that is almost secretly ruling the world."

         "Of course," he agrees. "Muffit N Puffit is only a branch of the mother company, which is rarely mentioned, and I think is operated by the most evil Wonderland Monsters, but that's way too soon to get into."

         "Does the major corporation have a name?"

         "What else, Alice?" he says. "Black Chess."
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      "So, how is the Muffin Man related to all of this?" I manage to ask finally.

         "The Muffin Man thinks he is doing the world a favor," the Pillar says. "Like I said, I don't know his full background, but he is persuaded by the Cheshire to do this, so they expose us."

         "Expose us?" I laugh.

         "By us, I mean humans," the Pillar says. "The Cheshire wants to expose us to ourselves. Have you never heard of serial killers trying to wake up the world against committing the seven sins? A man bombing innocent civilians to prove a point? The world is full of this kind of madness."

         "But the Cheshire didn't say anything about that—nor did the Muffin Man."

         "I'm sure we will hear from them soon," the Pillar says. "Somehow, they will explain the crimes and maybe ask humanity to repent or something. Who knows what goes on in this cat's head?"

         Replaying this conversation in my head, I wonder about some of the Pillar's behavior. "Frankly, I don't trust you, Professor Pillar," I say as it starts to rain heavily. "You have been eating like crazy the past two days, doing crazy things related to food, and now you tell me the Muffin Man is punishing the world for letting their children eat deadly food." I spit some rain out. "Then you tell me all you know about Gorgon Ramstein, and I have no idea how you knew about it. You sound like you care about humanity while I know you don't give a damn. Are you expecting me to believe that you care about people?"

         "Not at all," he says. "I don't give a Jub Jub about the world." He summons a buff man walking by, trying to shade himself from the rain. "Do I look like I give a Jub Jub about the world?"

         "Jub Jub this." The man shows him the finger and walks away.

         "You asked me about the Muffin Man and why he kills. I am just telling you, Alice." The Pillar turns to me, his eyes catching too many people staring at their phones at the same time. The activity makes me suspicious as well. But I have a conversation to finish.

         "Prove it, then." I step forward. "Prove that all you just told me is true!"

         "I don't need to," the Pillar says as he pulls his phone from his pocket. At the same time, my phone buzzes.

         What's going on?

         I click a link sent to me in a message. I am transferred to a video. I click it to open it. It's a livestream, the same one everyone else, including the Pillar, is watching now.

         The Muffin Man, a.k.a. the cook, a.k.a. the Watermelon Killer, is live online, talking to the world.
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      The Muffin Man's presence on TV puts everyone to silence. The people on the street are watching their phone screens with the utmost attention.

         The Muffin Man heartlessly streams a photo montage of the killings: the head in the football in Stamford Bridge, children's heads discovered by the police inside watermelons, the sneezing crowd in the Theatre Royal. The carnage is streamed worldwide.

         The camera then shows a headshot of the Muffin Man. He is sitting in what looks like a huge Victorian kitchen with an oversized fireplace behind him. The scene is surreal. The uniqueness of the kitchen suggests he is almost broadcasting from the past. It can't be. There must be another explanation.

         The Muffin Man still wears the cook's uniform; his double-breasted coat is turned to show the straitjacket's side. On his head, he wears a French toque. His hair, like strands of a bending palm tree, covers his face, all but his scarred lips. Next to him, two glinting kitchen knives are visible.

         "Good day, citizens of Britain," are his first words. He talks slowly, confidently yet carelessly, and inhumanly. "I would like to make this short and to the point." He clears his throat. "Like my friend, the Cheshire, warned you before..." People around me shriek at the mention of the Cheshire Killer. "Any interfering by any of your 'authorities' will be annihilated immediately. I ask you to stay away, as this is a matter of the Wonderland Wars."

         In any other scenario—in another, saner world, maybe—this would be a laughable phrase.

         A matter of Wonderland Wars?

         But it isn't. This the real life, as insane as it's exposed to be.

         "I am not a ruthless serial killer," he begins to read from a paper. "I am what you'd think of as a 'wake-up call.' My so-called 'killings' have a greater purpose," he confesses. "I kill children..." Britain gasps in one breath. "Fat children," he elaborates. "Fat children who aren't supposed to be as overweight and unhealthy as they are today." He stops and holds one hand up to stop himself from sneezing. It makes him look a little vulnerable. Just for a fraction of a second. He must be immune to the pepper or has unprecedented control of his sneeze. "You filthy, ungrateful caricature of a society," he continues as a strand of hair shifts, briefly giving way to one of his eyes. Or should I say the vacancy of one of his eyes, and a darkly hollow socket instead.

         He surely doesn't look vulnerable now. A woman faints on the street next to me.

         "Here are a few facts you should know to understand why I do what I do," he reads on. "One person in every four British people is overweight." He takes a short breath. "The average person in Britain is nearly three stones heavier than they were twenty years ago. Your children are a generation of overweight and unhealthy lads who have the highest rate in history for being diabetic and seriously sick at the age of ten."

         The Pillar folds his hands next to an old woman and whispers, "I don't care. I'm on the Dr. Oz diet. Not the wizard, the doctor."

         The woman dismisses him, her eyes glued to her phone.

         "The food industry is as imposing a threat as the cigarette industry." The Muffin Man sounds far more educated than a Victorian cook for the Duchess. "The food industry is slowly murdering our nation. I know you are worried about an apocalypse, but believe me, you won't even live long enough to see it if you keeping eating their food." He reaches for a glass of water, sips slowly, and clears his throat. The way he holds the glass of water suggests a man of a different caliber than what I thought he'd be. Who are you, Muffin Man? I feel I should know but can't put it together. "The companies spend millions of pounds on marketing their products. They make triple that money by seducing our children to force their parents to buy it. The child grows up and gets sick. The medical industry profits from the same person, now a patient. Then doctors prescribe us medicine that promises to make us better—and never does—so we spend even more money. It's a vicious circle that never ends."

         "That's a Catch-22!" The Pillar clicks his fingers together. A few people shoot him piercing looks. He puts his fingers back in his pocket. "Sorry, I should've known finger-clicking is rude."

         "You have to ask yourself who benefits from this." The Muffin Man faces the camera, abandoning the paper. "People wake up and ask how they became this fat and sick and penniless, and if it ever was their fault."

         "Of course, it's their faults," the Pillar says. "No one forced them to eat that much."

         People eye him again. The Pillar pantomimed zipping his mouth shut.

         "We live in the age of 'buy one, get one free,’" the Muffin Man says. "Nothing in this world is for free."

         "This Muffin Man rather reminds me of Willy Wonka in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory." The Pillar can't help himself. "He used to scare the panty pants out of my oranges."

         No one eyes him this time. I think they can't even hear him. The Muffin Man's message demands attention, whether they believe in his theories or not.

         "Now that I have your attention, here is what I want," the Muffin Man says. "First, the easy part." The killer makes the rules now. "I want a personal apology from the Queen of England and Parliament toward the people of Britain for allowing the food industry to manipulate us and deteriorate our children's health." He pauses. "The second part is that I want a thorough investigation into the food industry, backed up with Professor Gorgon Ramstein's research, and have those responsible thrown in jail. I demand their profits divided among the poor citizens of Britain equally."

         "Pretty noble demands from a man who stuffs children's heads in watermelons," the Pillar muses. "Would he be kind enough to show us how he actually stuffs heads in watermelons?"

         The Pillar is mostly talking to himself.

         "If these demands aren't met by five o'clock tomorrow," the Muffin Man announces, "I will poison most of Britain's children with the same candy that made them fat." This time, his pause is longer, as if he is contemplating what he is going to say next.

         I look around me. Everyone is holding their breath. They know that they are about to see something they aren't ready for but are forced to experience.

         "In case there are still any doubts after all those killings," the Muffin Man says, "here is footage of Mudfog Town, which is about seventy miles from London, a few minutes ago."

         The broadcast shows the town of Mudfog as silent and dead as the most abandoned place on earth. Then the camera zooms to show everyone dead on the ground, white foam spurting out of their guts. Closer, the camera shows endless packages of Snicker Snackers, Queen of Hearts Tarts, and all other kinds of foods and drinks open and dropped to the floor. The footage then changes to "one hour earlier." It shows the few citizens of Mudfog nibbling on these snacks everywhere. Then suddenly, a kid begins to vomit uncontrollably, holding his stomach with one hand, a Wonderland snack in the other. And the rest of the town of Mudfog follows one by one.

         "It only took a few minutes to kill a town of seven hundred citizens." The broadcast returns to show the Muffin Man. "If you have suspicions about my ability to poison all your food, ask yourself how I was capable of stuffing heads in watermelons."

         "See?" the Pillar says.

         "It shouldn't take me more than a few hours to kill everyone in London," the Muffin Man says. "And then I will poison your water. Give back to the people you cheated, or you will die." His warning tone is confident and unmistakable. "Even if you live, ask yourself this: if I can poison all food, what will be left for you to eat?"

         The broadcast ends abruptly with the Cheshire Grin logo on the screen. Silence crawls on every building and soul in Britain.
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      The silence is only present for a few moments. It's like the few seconds the runners of the Olympics stand by before all hell breaks loose. The world around me explodes into people running in every direction. People debate theories, others panic, and the rest watch those who panic, contemplating if they should panic too.

         The sun has sunk into darkness. We missed the sunset. No one is guaranteed to catch another one tomorrow.

         "By the time the Queen of England sips her five o'clock tea tomorrow, all those people might be gone," the Pillar says, shakes his head, and then walks away.

         "Where do you think you're going?" I run after him, avoiding a few pedestrians ready to step over me already. "We have work to do!"

         "You have work to do." He doesn't stop and keeps walking.

         The panic around us intensifies. People are arguing if it's possible to poison all food. Others say only snacks will be poisoned. Others suggest only one brand of the snacks will be poisoned, so they could sacrifice a few people testing which brand is poisoned and which isn't. Then they wonder if they should buy food and stock it at home in case the panic gets out of hand tomorrow. A few educated people argue that the Muffin Man is bluffing, that it's impossible to poison the food of the companies he is actually opposing. Another few claim all of this is only propaganda to sell more Queen of Hearts Tarts.

         I can't stop listening to all kinds of theories as I snake through the crowd, looking for the Pillar. I hear people standing by the Muffin Man and calling him a hero, saying that food companies are no different from the toxic waste factories produce. Children are denied another delicious Meow Muffin by their parents. Then I finally see the Pillar. I pace faster and hold him by the shoulder. He stops, sighing, but doesn't resist.

         "What do you mean by I have work to do?" I ask.

         "Do I look like an Alice to you?" he says.

         "What is that supposed to mean?"

         "It's you, Alice, who has to confront the Wonderland Monsters," the Pillar says as someone bothers him, running around. He tries to stabilize himself and avoid the panicked runner. "I've been trying to tell you this for more than a week, and all you do is whine about Jack, who you really are, and if you really killed your friends." He grits his teeth, still bothered by the man running in circles around us. "Don't get me started on you whining about what's real and what's not."

         "Are you saying only I can stop this?" I am afraid he will confirm my suspicion. I don't think I can handle this.

         "Yes!" He knocks the annoying citizen down with his cane and then pierces through me with his direct look.

         "I—" The truth is that I am speechless, and very much wish this was all in my imagination now. I would love it if this is a nightmare and I could wake up from it. But I don't seem to wake up. The fear and panic of the people around me is too real to be imagined.

         "You are the Real Alice," he says. "Alice." He rolls his eyes. "And I am just a caterpillar. A special one, though." He seems vain about it. "But I can only guide you, teach you, and sometimes save you. I just can't confront the Muffin Man."

         The panicking people around are still there, but I feel as if they have disappeared. I am all in my head now, trying to find the words to say and live up to their consequences. Lewis' vision seems to prove to be significant at every passing moment. It's mostly about Lewis struggling with the kids' poor health in Victorian times. The Muffin Man's case is all about the same but in modern times. It can't be mad, because I couldn't have predicted it. Should I tell the Pillar about the vision?

         "Professor Pillar," I say.

         "Yes?" He cranes his neck forward.

         "What is it I have to do to stop the Muffin Man?" I take a deep breath, my heart racing.

         "From what I see, there is nothing you can do." He raises his voice against the crowd's shouting. "Not in this life."

         For a moment, I am taken aback, upset that he would be playing games again. He knocks someone else with his cane and says, "Remember when we wanted to stop the Cheshire to save Constance? Remember what I told you before we knew his motives?"

         "That a man's weakness lies in his past."

         "Clever student." He nods.

         "How are we going to know about the Muffin Man's past now?" I ask. "He has no name. He has no records. His file in the asylum doesn't say much. He has his face concealed."

         "I know his past in this world, but trust me, it's irrelevant."

         "Don't confuse me like that," I say politely. "We don't have enough time."

         "Time." The Pillar flashes his cane in the air and circles me, knocking off whoever gets in his way. "Time, Alice! You have to go back in time." He acts like a performer on Broadway about to sing a finale song.

         "To Wonderland?"

         "Not exactly, but kind of." He continues circling, moving like Gene Kelly from Singin' in the Rain while the world is falling apart around us. "To know the Muffin Man's real motives, you will go back and try to stop whatever happened to him and turned a cook into a serial killer."

         "Is that even possible?"

         He stops in front of me. "Only if you're the Real Alice."

         "And if I am not?"

         "You will die, somewhere in the past," he says bluntly. "Frankly, who needs a mad girl who isn't Alice?" He is nonchalant about it.

         "I am ready to do it," I say.

         "It's not going to be easy."

         "Don't!"

         "I won't." He smiles. "So let me tell you how you could time-travel back to yesterday to save the world today." He signals for me to follow him. "And by the way, Alice, who said the Muffin Man has no name?"

         "He has a name?"

         "Of course. If he hadn't just popped up on national TV, I would have had time to tell you."

         "Why am I going back in time if we know his name?"

         "Because his name is Gorgon Ramstein.”
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        WOLSEY'S KITCHEN, CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

         Gorgon Ramstein, dressed in his cook's outfit, was chopping carrots on a metallic kitchen table in Wolsey's kitchen. He wasn't really cooking or preparing to. Chopping carrots was his personal meditation to calm himself down and cope with the urge to kill again.

         Every now and then, he accidentally cut himself. He didn't mind. Blood spattering had stopped being a distraction years ago.

         And now?

         Now nothing mattered as long as the Queen didn't publicly apologize, as long as his demands had not been met.

         Gorgon cut himself again. This time, the anger was too strong. He hurled the heavy kitchen knife at the wall and roared at the empty kitchen.

         The knife plowed against one of the two turtle shells hanging on the wall. He looked at them through the haze in one eye. That turtle shell, he thought.

         Only a few people knew that this turtle shell was Lewis Carroll's inspiration for the Mock Turtle character. Fewer people knew about the historical significance of the rarely visited kitchen underneath Oxford University.

         Wolsey's kitchen. Oxford's legendary kitchen since the sixteenth century, where so many secrets were buried and hidden.

         Gorgon was taught the art of cooking in this kitchen. He learned about the passion for cooking. That there was a rhythm, a tempo, and a song and dance to it.

         Who were Auguste Escoffier, Alexis Soyer, or Isabella Beeton compared to him? They might have been great names carved in Victorian history books, but Gorgon knew he was something else. He was legendary. An icon to be remembered. He wasn't just a cook. He was a scientist turned cook. His approach was detailed and meticulous, like no one else's.

         But all that was gone now. And not because of what Margaret Kent did to his lawyer and his family in this world. His anger and hatred, although suppressed for years in the asylum, began when he was in Wonderland.

         He pounded a heavy fist on the table, remembering what the Queen of Hearts did to him in Wonderland. The spoons and knives shook all over, and bowls slipped to the floor. The pain was so strong that he fell to his knees from his own impact. And then a tear trickled like a drop of olive oil down his face. A tear that came out of his empty socket.

         Slowly, Gorgon stood up and went to a side table, where he swallowed a muffin whole without even chewing it. Gorgon loved muffins—and pepper. He loved them because his kids were crazy about them.

         Gorgon washed the blood off his hand, staring at his reflection in the mirror.

         It wasn't like he hadn't seen it before, but his image seemed to shock him this time. He had turned from victim to a ruthless killer, and he didn't know if he should like it.

         The Cheshire certainly liked it.

         Gorgon stood six feet four. His hands were lanky and very useful in cooking. He wore his double-breasted white jacket, which was actually the asylum's straitjacket. The main idea behind cooks wearing double-breasted jackets had been the possibility to reverse it many times and hide the cooking stains. In the past, when this kitchen was still proudly called Wolsey's kitchen, there was no time to change before presenting the food to the obnoxious and pretentious Victorian rich who had enough money to pay for it. They had to flip the working side of the jacket and present the cleaner side within minutes.

         To Gorgon, the idea was almost the same when he committed his murders, except he used it to hide the bloodstains of previous victims. It allowed him to kill two victims in a span of minutes before he had to change the jacket. Kill, reverse, and kill again. Or better: kill, reverse, escape while looking clean.

         No one ever thought of the cooks to become serial killers.

         Still, Gorgon's jacket had many other purposes. The thick cotton cloth of his jacket protected him from the heat of the stove and oven back then in Wonderland. Victorian kitchens weren't as safe as today's kitchens. Cooking was a dangerous profession back then; you were exposed to the insanely large stoves and not really protected from the splattering of boiling liquids. A good jacket had been a must. In present times, it helped him hide from his pursuers in a heated place that people usually avoided.

         Under the jacket, he wore specially tailored trousers. They had black and white patterns. In the past, cooks wore patterned trousers to hide minor stains. Gorgon used them to mock the White Queen's belief in what she called the Chessboard of Life, where good people walked on white tiles, and bad people walked on black. Gorgon believed he had walked both tiles evenly.

         Gorgon stared at the toque blanche he wore on his head, the kind of hat once worn by kings like Philip II. Some liked to simply call it a toque, as it had been the traditional headgear for magistrates—an officer of the state. In modern usage, the term usually referred to a judge.

         Looking at it in the mirror, it seemed like an ironic coincidence. In his psychotic endeavor to correct the world, he was, in many ways, playing judge.

         He didn't laugh at the thought. He rarely laughed at his thoughts. Gorgon, unlike other delusional killers, knew what he was. He knew his head wasn't buzzing to the right frequencies. But he just couldn't help it. What the Queen of Hearts did to him had shattered every single molecule of humanity inside him.

         "Portmanteau." Gorgon tipped his toque, looking in the mirror. A French word, and one of the rare things that brought a smile to his lips.

         Portmanteau was the art of combining two words or their sounds and their meanings into a single new word. Lewis Carroll loved that. That was how he invented words like "slithy," which meant "lithe and slimy."

         Gorgon loved hearing it from Lewis back then. Those were the lovely days. Still, Lewis couldn't save him from the Queen.

         Sometimes, it struck him as funny being thought of as just a cook for the Duchess, like it was mentioned in the "Pig and Pepper" chapter in the book. He despised people thinking he was fired for using so much pepper and making the Queen sneeze when she was dining at the Duchess' house.

         He reached for a copy of Alice's Adventures Under Ground, one of the few original copies of the book—he knew the Pillar owned one of them, and that it probably drove him mad that the cook had killed many people, but he didn't care the slightest about the Pillar.

         The Muffin Man opened the book to a part in the "Pig and Pepper" chapter where it said: There was certainly too much of it in the air. Even the Duchess sneezed occasionally. The only things in the kitchen that did not sneeze were the cook and a large cat, which was sitting on the hearth and grinning from ear to ear.

         "Well, here we are." The Cheshire appeared out of nowhere behind him. Gorgon could see him in the mirror showing his real face. "Me and you, immune to the sneezing pepper." He had a horrifying and ugly grin, which even Gorgon wished to avoid.

         "You didn't knock." Gorgon hated surprises.

         "I'm a cat, Gorgy." The Cheshire's grin widened. "We sneak, never ask for permission. Ready?"

         "The Queen didn't apologize?" He knew she wouldn't, but still wished she would.

         "You knew it was never going to happen," the Cheshire said. "That's part of why we're doing this."

         "I thought we were doing this to expose her to the world," Gorgon said, still preferring to talk to the mirror.

         "Well, that's part of it." The Cheshire sniffed for food in the kitchen. "But we're also showing her we're as strong as she is."

         "Why would we need that?"

         "The world is complicated, Gorgy." The Cheshire picked a fish's spine and sucked on it. "The Wonderland Wars are coming. The Queen and her followers will have the upper hand. And since the likes of me and you aren't really considered the good guys, we need to find our place in it."

         "How so?"

         "By proving how badass we are." He licked his paws. "I love that word, 'badass.' People really like it in this world."

         "Are you saying part of us doing this is for her to stop underestimating us so she would have us join her league?" Gorgon turned around, anger flushing his face. This wasn't part of his plan. Under no circumstance would he join the Queen's army.

         "Of course not," the Cheshire lied and threw the spine away. He clapped his paws clean and said, "I was joking. We're doing this to expose the Queen, of course."

         "I knew I shouldn't have trusted you," Gorgon grunted. "But I have to take my revenge."

         "We all have our dark ticks, Gorgy." The Cheshire patted him. "Don't be hard on yourself. You just killed a few kids, that's all. Kids die every day in the world, be it starving, be it underage soldiers, or dying from diseases. No one ever makes a fuss about it."

         "I don't feel good about it. I only did it for—"

         "I know, I know," the Cheshire said. "To expose the companies working for the Queen and the Duchess. We already said that."

         "I still need to know why you are helping me," Gorgon said. "We haven't been really close in Wonderland."

         "I'm after the Pillar and Alice. I'm sending them a message, and they will eventually catch on. A terrifying message. But what does it matter? You're on my team now. Look at you." The Cheshire spun Gorgon around to look back in the mirror. He pointed at his reflection with pride and enthusiasm. "Look at the glory of what you have become. From a nobody cook for the Duchess, hardly remembered by any child who read the books, to a lame scientist in this world, to one of the scariest villains on earth." The Cheshire was proud, and Gorgon felt hypnotized by the words. The Cheshire had a way of making everything sinister and bad sound so good and endearing. For a damaged man like Gorgon, it was just an admired trait. "From nobody to a proud Wonderland Monster," the Cheshire repeated. "Now, let's show the world your magnum opus. Let's make some humans suffer!" He rubbed his paws together. "Mass-poisoning London. How beautiful."

         Gorgon nodded, angry veins showing in his eyes.

         "We need to give it a word, though," the Cheshire said. "Something catchy. You know, how people like marketing and stuff."

         "Something catchy?"

         "Yeah, the same way they have catchy names for their products: Snicker Snackers and the like. I got it!" He flashed one of his claws. "We'll call it an 'Epidemic of Tarts.'" The Cheshire laughed.
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        GRADUATE COMMON ROOM, CHRIST CHURCH, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

          

         Fourteen minutes past midnight, the Pillar guides me through the empty, dimly lit corridors of Christ Church, Oxford University. He is supposedly going to show me into a room that has the ability to help me travel back to Victorian times. Given all the madness I have seen, I am still skeptical about the concept of going back in time. If it were possible and relatively easy, why wouldn't all Wonderland Monsters use it?

         "Are we there yet?" I whisper.

         "Patience, my dear Alice," he says, counting the doors left and right. "It's been a long time since I've been here. They always change things in the university." He uses his pocket watch as some kind of compass. I don't bother to ask. "A few years ago, they made a mess out of the university to shoot a Harry Potter movie." His voice shows he really disliked it. "But I'm not feeling like I am Dumbledore now. Thank you very much."

         "Until you find that door, I am still wondering why Professor Gorgon Ramstein, a.k.a. Muffin Man, is doing this," I say, neglecting any silly side jokes of his. "I mean, I know the government dismissed his research, killed his lawyer, and he feels responsible for exposing the food corruption of companies. Is that enough reason to massacre all those people?"

         "Of course not." The Pillar is still looking for the door leading to the time-travel room. "The Muffin Man, like all of us Wonderlanders, took a new identity in this new world. He became a professor. He even got married and had three kids. Margaret Kent ordered his kids killed."

         I stop in my place. The Pillar notices and turns to look at me. I can feel silent anger creep up in my veins.

         "Shocked?" He raises an eyebrow. "Well, do you want to know how his kids were killed?"

         "I think I have an idea." Although I am beginning to get used to shocking deaths, I don't want to say it.

         "Margaret seduced his kids to eat a great amount of expired Queen of Hearts Tarts," the Pillar says. "Enough to get them poisoned...slowly. When Gorgon drove his kids to the hospital, the nurses were ordered to conspire with Margaret and look away until the kids died."

         "The same way he wants to kill everyone in the country," I lament. "And you still think something more sinister happened to him in Wonderland?"

         "I am hoping so," the Pillar says. "Because if the Muffin Man is only fueled by his present-day anger, I don't know of any way we can stop him. To be honest, the man has been squashed like a cockroach in this life. And I don't know how to use this time machine to go back a few years. It's a Wonderland time machine. It only goes back to Wonderland. Let's hope we find a trigger point in his past and stop the story from the beginning." The Pillar turns the knob of the door next to him and pushes it open. "Welcome to the time-travel room."

         I read the sign on the door as I enter. "The Graduate Common Room?"

         "Formally known as Professor Einstein's Room." The Pillar follows me in and closes the door behind us.

         The room is modernly decorated with a notable fireplace and a huge desk with old English carvings. There are a few souvenirs here and there, looking as if transported from the Museum of the History of Science. A couple of couches colored red and black are set on one side. There is a table with magazines in front of a large window looking out into the garden. One thing stands out: a blackboard with mathematical writings on it.

         "Albert Einstein?" I ask.

         "He lectured in Oxford for a while, and was given this room in 1930." The Pillar takes off his suit's jacket, which he rarely does. "I suppose you know Einstein is in many ways the father of the concept of time."

         "I'm insane, but I went to school," I say, eyes on the blackboard. "So Einstein really knew how to time-travel?"

         "Of course, he did. Einstein was as mad as Lewis. While Lewis Carroll stuttered, Einstein was actually autistic, but few people know that. Einstein was a great fella—bad haircut, though." The Pillar pulls the blackboard to the middle of the room. He does it with care and respect. "This same room had been Lewis Carroll's room for five years when he studied here."

         "Wow." I like the connection. I didn't know about it. "That's about seventy years before Einstein came."

         "Seventy years and no one discovered Carroll's secrets but a madman—a.k.a. Professor Einstein himself." The Pillar rubs the blackboard clean. The chalk doesn't come off.

         "Secrets?"

         "Technically, Carroll discovered time travel." The Pillar looks at me. "But since he wasn't sure a Wonderland Monster would end up using it, he kept it a secret."

         "And Einstein discovered that secret seventy years later when he entered the room?"

         "Along with other things, like the Zebra Puzzle, but that's irrelevant now. Lewis Carroll wasn't just anyone, Alice. He was an artist, photographer, writer, priest, and mathematician. Have you ever met anyone like that?" the Pillar chirps. Suddenly, I remember Lewis telling me about Einstein the last time I climbed up the Tom Tower. I believe the Pillar isn't lying. "Einstein reinterpreted Carroll's work by staying in his room in Oxford many years later. Do you know his messy hair was an aftermath of repeatedly using the time machine in this room? It rather fried."

         "Why didn't Einstein tell the world about it, then?"

         "Are you kidding me? You know what those lunatic politicians and businessmen out there would do with such a device?" He stops and looks at the blackboard. "Besides, the time-travel machine has never been fully functioning."

         "Are you saying it doesn't work?"

         "I never tried, myself," the Pillar says. "I only read about it, and Carroll used to hint at it. It works for only fourteen minutes, and I believe it has certain limits."

         "Fourteen?" I grimace. "What's with this number popping up everywhere?"

         "It only popped up once on your wall in the cell. This is the second time," the Pillar says, and then shoots me a suspicious glance. I know, it shows up all the time. "Did it show up somewhere else?"

         I shrug. Lewis' vision was on the 14th of January, but he told me not to tell the Pillar about the vision.

         "Aha." His tongue plays with the insides of his cheeks. "Little Alice has been having visions." I try to act oblivious of what he says. "Are you sure Lewis didn't give you anything last time when you met him through the Tom Tower?"

         I hesitate, thinking he knows about the key to one of Wonderland's doors. I am glad I hid the key in the wall.

         "It's okay." The Pillar doesn't push it. "We'll talk about that later. Now, we need you to go back in time to meet the Muffin Man."

         "Which we will do how?" I crane my neck and squint.

         The Pillar says nothing and points at the blackboard with sticky chalk. "This is called Einstein's Blackboard, the one he used for lecturing when he was here. It's one of the world's most valuable artifacts. Historians will claim the original one is in the Museum of the History of Science and that this one here is a replica. Actually, it's vice versa, but they don't know it. Originally it was Carroll's blackboard, and it is used to time-travel."

         "And how is that possible?"

         "It's easy," he says. "You write the date, time, and name of the person you want to meet, and then use it as a doorway to the past."

         The blackboard is actually tall. Hypothetically, it looks like a door a mad girl like me could walk into. But unless the board's surface turns into rippling water or air, I don't see how.

         "So, I just walk into it?" I give up and assume fantastically.

         "Oh." The Pillar's lips twitch. "Of course not. Don't be silly."
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      The Pillar paces toward the red curtain by the window and looks for something behind it. "There it is," he murmurs and looks back at me with a smile that soon shifts to a serious straight line again. "Now, before I show you how, you need to know what you're getting yourself into."

         "I was waiting for you to say that."

         "This time-travel method lasts for only fourteen minutes." He pulls out his pocket watch and tucks it in my hands. "It's very close to my heart. Use it with care and bring it back to me—along with you, of course. It's an old watch, so there is no timer. You have to memorize the fourteen minutes."

         "What else should I know?"

         "There are two possibilities where you won't come back and probably die." He has that piercing look again.

         I pretend I am not afraid and hold a shrug.

         "The first one is if something happens to you in the past: you get killed, set back, or simply stay there more than fourteen minutes. I can't help you if any of that happens."

         "And the second?" I feel I can deal with the first one myself.

         "If you're not the Real Alice," he says. "Which I believe you are."

         "Believe or know?"

         "Believing is knowing," he says. "It's up to you if you believe in yourself or not. You still can walk away from this."

         "And stay for what?" I say. "The death of millions tomorrow?"

         "I thought you'd say you could never live without me." He musters a sad face.

         "I'd rather succeed, come back tomorrow, and find you gone," I tease.

         "I'm hurt." He puts a hand on his heart and blinks twice. "Which reminds me." He pulls out a small piece of paper. It looks like it was an A4 size and folded repeatedly to become that small. "I've got a present for you." He doesn't hand it to me but squeezes it in my front jeans pocket.

         The sincere look on his face worries me. "What is it?"

         "It says who Jack really is."

         The urge to pull the paper out and read it now tickles my finger. There is this burning sensation of anticipation in my chest.

         "I thought if something happens to you there, or you're about to die, you get to know what you desire the most," the Pillar says, walking toward the red curtain before the balcony. "Not that I am fond of Jack, not one little bit."

         "I think I should thank you," I say.

         He shakes his head, lips pursed. "No, you don't," he says and peeks behind the curtain to check on something. "Because the only way to walk into Einstein's Blackboard isn't going to be pleasant." He turns back to me.

         "I'm ready to know how." I straighten my back.

         "No, you aren't." He is sure of himself. "Think of how no one else all these years was able to figure Carroll's time-traveling secret. I mean, the blackboard was here, right in front of them. Carroll and Einstein's writings fill the university's archives. Still, no one ever found out about the secret."

         "Tell me how, Pillar," I say. I am both impatient and worried at the same time. "I'm not afraid."

         "You can only time-travel through the one thing you're scared of the most."

         I shriek immediately. There is no question about it. A lot of things scare me and intimidate me, but one is the one, and only that brings to my knees.

         "A mirror," the Pillar says, confirming my fears. "I have one behind the curtain. If I lay it opposite to the blackboard, you will be able to step inside through the—"

         "Looking Glass." It all starts to connect now. "Like Alice did in Lewis' book Through the Looking-Glass." I remember clearly how in one chapter she entered Wonderland through a mirror. Lewis wasn't over-imagining or fictionalizing. This was true, except the mirror had to be entered while set opposite to Einstein's Blackboard.

         "The book is called Through the Looking-Glass, and what Alice Found There," the Pillar lectures me again. "Now it's more of an Einstein's Blackboard Looking Glass." He tries to sound funny, but he isn't. He knows the gravity of my fears.

         "Is that why only the Real Alice can do it?"

         He nods.

         "But I am unimaginably afraid of mirrors," I say. "I will faint, like in the fitting room."

         "You can close your eyes, Alice, and I can guide you inside, hold your hand until you step inside," he offers. "The problem will be on your way back."

         "How am I supposed to come back?"

         "The same mirror and blackboard should be in Carroll's studio on the roof of the university, next to the Tom Tower."

         "But, there is no one to help there with closing my eyes."

         "I know," he says. "Maybe Carroll could help."

         "Why can't we just use the Tom Tower like last time?"

         "The Tom Tower is the Bridge of Realities," the Pillar says. "It's like dreaming or crossing realms. Whatever you change there isn't going to change the future."

         "But I gave Lewis the idea to write the Alice in Wonderland book last time."

         "You might have, but it's not necessarily the real reason. Who knows why he wrote the book, really?" The Pillar pulls his hand back from behind the curtain. "Like I said, we still can go back to the asylum and be happy, insane people. You don't have to do it."

         "If there is no one who can do it but me, then I have to do it." I rub the pocket in my jeans, right over the folded paper with Jack's identity. It's insane how safe it makes me feel.

         I walk to the blackboard and write the date of January 14th, 1862, the place of Lewis' study—because I don't know how to reach the Muffin Man if not through him. With my back to the blackboard, I close my eyes and ask the Pillar to bring the mirror and guide me through it.

         As he pulls it close, I feel the walls closing in on me, because how good am I at closing my eyes and making sure they won't disobey me by just opening up?
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        LEWIS CARROLL'S STUDIO, OXFORD UNIVERSITY, 1862

      

      

      

         The transition to the past isn't as complicated as I thought. Once I step into the mirror, I feel the creaking wooden floor underneath me. I am in Lewis Carroll's studio. The air smells of violets and a scent called Fleurs de Bulgarie. I don't know how I know it. I just do, although it's not sold in the modern world.

         I am afraid if I open my eyes, I'll find another mirror in front of me. Logically, it should be behind me, but I am too scared to run into the scary rabbit again. There is one thing I am sure of, though. I am back in my seven-year-old body like last time I met Lewis through the Tom Tower.

         "I need more costumes, Alice." Lewis' voice eases my worries. "I don't think I bought enough costumes from Drury Lane."

         I open my eyes slowly. There is no mirror in front of me. I let out a sigh of relief and check the pocket watch in my hand. It's fourteen minutes to seven in the evening. Time is definitely different than back there in Oxford, where it should be a little after midnight right now.

         I look at Lewis standing before a large pile of costumes. His rabbit is standing atop it, nibbling on a carrot and scratching its head. Both are staring at the costumes, hoping to solve some problem. The piled costumes are cut and sewn back again together in smaller sizes after being redesigned. I wonder why Lewis would do this to the precious outfits.

         "Why did you cut the costumes?" I ask, supposing I just fit in the scene as if I hadn't just reappeared out of nowhere. Who knows how this time travel really works.

         "I told you, Alice," Lewis says.

         "He told you, Alice," the rabbit repeats.

         "Each costume had been designed for an adult," Lewis explains. "Cutting them in half makes each costume available for two kids instead of one."

         "You want them to act in your plays?" I ask.

         "Not the plays." Lewis sighs, still staring at the pile. "In the beginning, I used the costumes for entertaining the poor and homeless children. But then I discovered they needed the costumes themselves as shelter from the cold."

         The more I know Lewis, the more I admire him.

         "Maybe we could cut the costumes in three parts," the rabbit suggests. "The children are all smaller in size than normal children their age already. I think it could work."

         "Why are the children smaller than their usual size?" I ask, wondering about the differences between past and future. Nowadays, children are slightly oversized.

         "Malnutrition, poor health, and the cold," Lewis answers. "These times are harsh, Alice. Look outside. The children are homeless and hungry. And this is only Oxford. Filth and poverty in London is much worse. It breaks my heart, Alice. I have to find a way to save them."

         The words ring in the back of my head. Save them, he said. So those are the ones he couldn't save? Can I change the past and help him save them?

         "We could build a shelter in the university's church, Lewis," the rabbit says. "Maybe give them some of my carrots." The rabbit shrugs and its ears fall to the sides. It realizes the luxury of living with Lewis and having enough carrots to eat. It lowers its eyes and cuts the carrot in two halves. It puts one aside for later and nibbles slower on the one in hand.

         "We need to find a way to get them food." Lewis looks as if he is responsible for their hardships. "And we need to educate them. Most of them don't know how to read."

         As much as I want to help with the issue of kids, I need to ask them to help Gorgon. "Lewis," I utter. "We have to save the Muffin Man."

         Lewis senses my unusual intensity and turns to me. "Who is the Muffin Man?"

         "The Muffin Man. The Muffin Man. Who lives in Drury Lane," the rabbit sings.

         "That Muffin Man." I point at the rabbit.

         "You mean the nursery rhyme?" Lewis asks.

         "No, I mean the Muffin Man," I insist. "Hmm...the cook. Yes, I mean the cook."

         "The cook?" Lewis exchanges puzzled looks with his rabbit.

         "The one who works for the Duchess." I didn't expect it to be this hard.

         "The Duchess has no cook," the rabbit says. "She is looking for one, but she hasn't found a cook yet."

         "I mean the Queen's cook." I remember that the Muffin Man used to work for the Queen, like the Pillar said. "The Queen of Hearts."

         The rabbit slides back into Lewis' pocket and says nothing. I can hear its teeth chatter inside.

         "You scared him." Lewis laughs. "The Queen of Hearts scares him. I think you mean Gorgon, the Queen's crops handler?"

         "Yes, that's him." God, I lost so much time talking already.

         "What about him?"

         "He is in danger," I say. "We have to help him."

         "What kind of danger?" Lewis stutters. This is the second time I've heard him stutter. I wonder if he was born that way.

         "I don't know, but we have to help him before something happens to him."

         "You're not m-making any s-sense." He seems embarrassed by the sudden stutter. He rubs his forehead. I think he has a migraine.

         "I know, but please, Lewis. Let me see the cook."

         "Ah," Lewis says. "Y-y-you are using Gorgon as an excuse to go back to W-w-wonderland." He seems to refer to a prior conversation I don't remember. "Like I said. I locked them and am not planning to open its doors anytime soon."

         "But we have to." I grip his arms. He doesn't understand. "You have to save him. Don't you remember the vision when you said you 'couldn't save them'? I think it has to do with the cook."

         "You had a vision of me?"

         "Please, Lewis. You're not one to leave someone in need behind. Trust me."

         "All right. All right," he says. "Let's see what's wrong with Wonderland again. Close your eyes. I will walk you to one of the doors to Wonderland." I nod and close my eyes. So the doors to Wonderland are really through the university like the Pillar suggested? "You can't open your eyes until I tell you."

         I nod again, although I am tempted to open them and know the door's location. Still, I can't. What if I mess something up? The Muffin Man is my priority.

         I sense Lewis take my hand, and we walk for a while. Almost a minute. We descend a few stairs, and then I hear the sound of the turn of a key. Does my key open a door to Wonderland? Is that why he gave it to me before?

         After we step through something—I am not sure it's a door—he asks me to open my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            55

          

        

      

    

    
      It's the same Wonderland I saw in my vision. Enchanting and with an endless variety of colors. Sizable fruits acting like huge trees. There is a huge arching rainbow in the distance and a few mushrooms nearby. Unfortunately, there is no time to explore it now.

         Lewis seems to look around cautiously, avoiding some kind of threat. I notice he has brought his sword along.

         "We need to act faster, Lewis," I say.

         "Don't be fooled by all the beauty, Alice," he says. "Wonderland isn't what it used to be."

         "It doesn't matter." I look at my watch. It's ten minutes to seven. "Please, we have to find Gorgon."

         "Wait." Lewis pulls his rabbit out of his pocket and orders it to run fast and ask if anyone knows where Gorgon is. The rabbit hesitates but then hops and disappears into the forest.

         "Can't we just go to his house?" I ask.

         "I don't know where Gorgon lives."

         The rabbit hops back with the news. "She is right, Lewis. The Queen of Hearts has Gorgon imprisoned," it says. "She is punishing him for stealing pepper and muffins from her kitchen."

         "Why would he do that?" I have to investigate.

         "He was eating with his children and they asked him to buy pepper for their food, and muffins for dessert," the rabbit says. "Gorgon lives in a poor neighborhood, so he went out, but no one agreed to give him pepper for free. He ended up borrowing a handful from the Queen's kitchen. The Queen was upset and sent the Reds to bring him to her. They say she is in a bad mood today, just like last year, and the year before."

         "The children in Wonderland are as poor as the children in London," Lewis tells me. "We have to stop the Queen from hurting him." Lewis holds my hand and starts running. "Gorgon is a good man. His wife died giving birth to his last child, and he takes care of them, working hard to raise them properly. I am sure the pepper issue was just a slip of faith on his behalf. The Queen's wrath is lethal."

         I pant as I run with Lewis. He seems to be taking a longer route, trying to avoid whatever scares him in the forest. I can't complain, as long as we're getting there.

         We arrive at a great castle, which I have no time to look at. We're standing behind hordes of Reds circling the Queen and Gorgon. Both are too far away. I can't see their faces in detail.

         "Go see what's going on," Lewis orders his rabbit.

         The rabbit hops again. We duck, afraid the Reds will see us. As we wait, I feel the need to ask, "Lewis, is there any chance we could use None Fu against the Reds?"

         "Not a chance, Alice," Lewis replies. "I haven’t developed the art of it yet."

         So Jack wasn't bluffing. There is such a thing as None Fu, the warrior’s art he told me about in the Vatican. But how does Jack know about it?

         A minute later, the rabbit comes back with fear bulging its eyes. "The Queen of Hearts is torturing Gorgon in front of all her acquaintances," the rabbit says.

         "Is she planning to chop off his head?" Lewis asks.

         "Worse," the rabbit says. "She intends to torture him for embarrassing her in front of the elite visitors she had invited over to taste her delicious tarts. She's stuffing his nose with tons of pepper now, until he won't be able to stop sneezing."

         "She is going to make him sneeze to death," I murmur. But in my mind, I can't see the harsh punishment that changed the Muffin Man from an ordinary father into a killer. All of this seems nonsensical and irrelevant.

         "She has her guards holding him by the arms and vowed he will not be freed until he sneezes so hard his eyes pop out." The rabbit finds it kind of funny but tries to hide it.

         "That Queen." Lewis sighs. "I don't want anything to do with her, but it wouldn't be right to leave him behind."

         "Are you sure that's it?" I ask while staring at my pocket watch. It's six minutes to seven.

         "Why are you asking, Alice?" Lewis says. "The man will have one of his eyes popped out from sneezing. Isn't that enough torture?"

         I don't answer, because as horrible as it sounds, it doesn't seem like enough reason to turn an ordinary man into a beast. Why would he go on killing innocent kids later? "I'm sorry. I expected worse," I say. "Let's save him, then."

         Gorgon's screams are audible now. They must have started to torture him.

         "All right." Lewis sighs. "I guess I will have to do this. You stay here, Alice." He turns to his rabbit. "You will distract the Reds. Make them chase you for a while, so I get through. I know how to fight the guards and free Gorgon. He should be able to run, right?"

         "I don't think he is hurt much," the rabbit says. "Except for his eyes, if he loses one."

         It's only a moment before Gorgon screams louder, and we hear something pop like a cork out of a bottle. My eyes widen, and the rabbit digs the ground to hide its head.

         There is no stopping the nonsense factor in Wonderland. I hear the Queen laugh loudly and happily as if she has been told a sincerely amusing joke.

         It gets even weirder when Gorgon's eye comes rolling before us and stops in front of me. The rabbit sticks its head out and stares at the eye, with ears flipped straight and goosebumps all over its arched back.

         I know it's gory and unfair, but I still can't think of it as reason enough to transform him into a child killer. I think I have become slightly indifferent toward all the blood spilling around me.

         "Help them!" someone screams from inside the circle I can't see past.

         "Who is saying this?" I ask.

         "It's Gorgon!" the rabbit says.

         "Why is he shouting, 'Help them'?" Lewis asks.

         "Help who?" I say.

         "Maybe he lost both his eyes and is calling for them." The rabbit pulls out a bag and tucks the lost eye in, looking away as it does it.

         "That's it." Lewis' anger peaks. He stands up and doesn't even wait for his rabbit to distract the Reds. He starts chopping the heads of the Reds army off.
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      I am astonished at how skilled and agile Lewis is. Did he learn to fight because of Wonderland? What happened here and made him lock them all away?

         My watch says I only have four minutes left.

         I pick up my fragile seven-year-old body and run through the Reds as Lewis fights alone.

         "Queen of Hearts," Lewis shouts. "I demand you free this man."

         "Help them, please!" shouts Gorgon.

         For the first time, I am able to see him. He is held by the Reds, unable to free himself. They have his hands and legs roped and tied to trees on four sides. The Queen, although I can't see the details of her face, is pouring pepper onto him. Gorgon sneezes, risking his other eye popping out. She loves torturing him. She doesn't look worried about Lewis fighting her guards behind her.

         "This will teach you to never steal my pepper again," she growls. "This will teach everyone in Wonderland to fear me forever." She laughs like an evil witch.

         I use my small figure and keep chugging through the red cloaks all around me. I have to reach Gorgon. Maybe it's not about what will happen to him now, but later. If I help him escape the Queen now, it should divert the course of events in the future and save him from turning into a killer.

         I stumble over something tiny and fall on my face. The watch says three minutes. Looking for what I stumbled upon, I find a few croquet balls scattered on the ground. No mallet, though. I pick up a bunch of croquet balls and carry them in my yellow dress. Before I can use them, two Reds hold me by the arms. I kick and moan in this child's body, but it's all in vain.

         "Help them, please!" Gorgon begins to cry out of an eyeless eye socket. I wonder how a big man like him isn't capable of freeing himself from the Queen.

         And who is he asking us to help? I don't get it!

         I kick the Reds in the faces, but it doesn't help much. Behind me, Lewis starts calling for me. "I told you to stay away, Alice!" He slashes at the fighting Reds with his sword, but he can't get near me or Gorgon. Lewis Carroll, in a priest's outfit, fighting the Reds in Wonderland, is a scene that will stay with me for a long time.

         "Please, Majesty," Gorgon says. "Let me go, or they will die."

         "I want them to die," the Queen growls. She has such a scary growl for such a short person. "Children have small heads. I can use them as croquet balls for my games." She sneers and pours more pepper on him.

         Finally, I realize what Gorgon means. Someone has to save his kids from something in his absence. I pull out a ball and hit one of the Reds in the back of his head. It works, but I need to free myself from the other one.

         "He wants us to save his children, Lewis!" I yell. "He probably left them back in his house when he went to get the pepper."

         "I don't know where he lives." Lewis sounds exhausted from fighting.

         I kick the other Red with the ball, but it doesn't hurt him enough to fall. So I try to kick him in the balls with my fragile legs. Oddly, this works fine. His red cloak falls to the ground, and whatever was inside it disappears.

         On my feet again, I run ahead as I throw balls at each one of them. If they have swords, I have balls—pun intended.

         From afar, I aim one ball at the short Queen's head. Bull's-eye. She gets dizzy, birds chirp around her, and then she falls slowly to one side like a chopped-off tree. I run at Gorgon and try to free him. The knots are too tight for my stupid small body. He has been tied from all fours to different trees in the garden.

         My pocket watch says two minutes left.

         "Where are your children?" I ask.

         "They are trapped in my house." He can't stop crying, trying to free himself, as we don't have a sword or a knife handy. "I live in a mushroom house, and have them locked inside."

         "What?" I hold my head with my hands. "Why lock up your children?"

         "There is a beast who eats children, roaming in Wonderland. They asked me for pepper. The little one asked me for muffins. I paid the Duchess for the muffins, but she ate them in front of me after she took my money. She said Galumphs like me shouldn't eat muffins, as it's considered a luxury to eat them in our times. I have always tried to fulfill my children's wishes after their mother died. I made a mistake and stole from the Queen's kitchen. She caught me. Save my children, please. They are locked in the house."

         "It's okay," I say, trying my teeth on the strong rope.

         "What?"

         "I mean, it's all right," I say, not quite believing myself. "If they're locked, we will get to them once Lewis kills the Reds and frees you."

         "It's not all right," Gorgon protests. "I left them three days ago. The food in the house isn't enough. They will die of starvation."

         "Three days ago?" My whole world tumbles around me when I hear this. I have to go and save them myself. Maybe take Lewis with me.

         "Tell me where you live, Gorgon," I demand. "Where is your mushroom?"

         And right before he utters it, the answer already rings a high note in my ears.

         "I live on Drury Lane!"
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      I run as the nursery rhyme rings in my head. The nursery rhyme was made after him. Because the Muffin Man, captured by the Queen, was never able to go back to Drury Lane and save his children. That's why Lewis told me, I couldn't save them, in my vision. I wonder if I will be able to save Gorgon's children.

         I tell the rabbit to show me the way to the Drury Lane of Wonderland.

         I have only one minute left.

         Lewis picks me up, having learned we need to save the children. He takes me by the hand toward another blackboard he hid in the forest for immediate escape when he couldn't fight the beast everyone feared by himself. Lewis has many Einstein Blackboards with mirrors hidden everywhere so he could easily escape Wonderland to his office in Oxford when needed.

         "Listen to me, Alice." He kneels and grabs me by the arms. "There is a mirror right in front of this blackboard. You will walk into it back to Oxford. I can't risk you being here longer. You have done well already. I fear the Reds will hunt us and hurt you. You mean so much to me, Alice. And you're still a child. I don't want you to die young by the Queen's guards," he says, not knowing that I can't stay much longer anyway. If I do, I will die without any of the guards even laying a hand on me. "I will save the children."

         "But he said they have been there for three days—"

         "Have faith, Alice." He shushes me. "I will save them. Hopefully, they're still alive."

         "I hope so," I say, staring at my pocket watch. I almost have no time left. I don't even know how I am going to go back through a mirror I fear. But Lewis is Gorgon's only hope to save his kids and save him from becoming the Muffin Man. Hell, Lewis is Britain's only hope against mass food poisoning.

         Lewis turns me around to face the mirror. He does it so fast I have no time to resist. When my eyes meet the glaring reflection of the mirror, I shriek, thinking I will see the scary rabbit right away. But I don't.

         Lewis kisses me on the forehead and runs away to save the children, his loyal rabbit following him. I wish him all the luck in the world, regretting that I have to go back now—that is, if I am not already late.

         As for the mirror, I get it now. I understand why I am not scared of it. I think it's because I am seven years old. Whatever made me fear mirrors happened later when I was older.

         I look at the pocket watch and realize I broke the fourteen-minute deadline. I begin to feel dizzy. Something urges me to dig my hand in my pocket to read the Pillar's note about who Jack is. If I am not going to make it, I think I deserve to know that, at least. I dig my hands into my pocket but come up empty-handed. There is no paper inside. How is this possible? I think it's because I am wearing a different dress in this world. If I die, I will never know who Jack is. I use the strength I have left to walk through the mirror before it's too late, hoping Lewis will save the Muffin Man's children.
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        PSYCHIATRY, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

         I am lying on my back again. This time, I am on a comfortable leather couch. The room's temperature is just about right. The smell of flowers fills the room, which is dimmed except for a faint yellow lamp next to me. I feel tired, but I feel cozy. I think I just woke up from sleeping.

         Where am I? Why am I not waking in Einstein's room at Oxford University?

         "You realize nothing of what you said makes any sense," a man tells me. I can't see his face, dimmed by a curtain of darkness. I can smell the tobacco from the pipe he is smoking. It has a certain flavor I can't put my hands on. "The Pillar, the Cheshire, the White Queen; you realize they are only characters in a book," he says as the chair he sits on creaks against the parquet floor.

         I am too tired to look deeper or stand up. It feels better lying on this couch. Does this place feel familiar? Have I been here before? Why don't I feel the need to resist the man's voice? His voice is soothing, and I like it.

         Where am I? Who am I?

         "I see you'd prefer silence," the man says. A tinge of pity is lurking in this voice. "Would you like to end this session now?"

         My hands are too lazy to move. Was I sedated? Am I being hypnotized? Why is this man saying the Pillar's existence doesn't make sense? Have I not returned to the right time?

         "We've reached a great point in your story," the man says. "Usually, patients need to let their imagination go wild." He drags from his pipe. What's that flavor he is smoking? "We encourage patients to let their imagination go wild because, however creative, it always goes too wild and hits against the walls of absurdity." He pauses, and I don't feel the need to speak. How can you speak when you're not sure whom you're speaking to? When you don't know who you are. "Absurdity is good for patients. It makes them start to realize they are hallucinating. Because, frankly, some stories can't be believed, even by the most delusional patients. Like the story you just told me about entering Wonderland through Einstein's room at Oxford University, then trying to save this Gorgon from the Queen of Hearts. A man who has his eyes pop out when he sneezes? You don't really believe this. Do you?"

         I feel like I have no mouth, and I want to scream. My arms are still numb. I have no idea where I am or who this man is.

         "I'd say we stop the session today," the man says and scribbles something on a paper. The scratching of his pencil is annoying to my ears. "I'll prescribe you a new drug called Lullaby. It will help you let your imagination go even wilder. I need you to stretch your mind as far as you can so you can see and realize how none of this is true. How none of it is but a production of your overactive imagination influenced by a book you read as a child." He pulls the paper out. "I will also tell Waltraud to stop any shock therapy for a while. See you next week?" He sounds like a gentle doctor smiling at me, but I still can't see his face in the dark. "Great." He stands up. I hear footsteps walk out of a nearby door.

         I crane my neck to take a look at my numb arms. They aren't numb. Nor is there anything seriously wrong with my arms, except that I am wearing a straitjacket that this time I can't free myself from.
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        ALICE'S CELL, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

          

         Waltraud and Ogier enter the room and help me to a chair. At first, I tell them I don't need a wheelchair because I can walk. But then I discover my legs are even number than my arms. I let them wheel me through the corridor underground. Patients are holding their cell bars without saying a word.

         Not even Waltraud or Ogier talk to me. They roll me into my cell, which terrifies me when I enter it. Nothing is really different, but a mirror is stacked on the wall right in front of me.

         I shield my eyes and shout, "What is this mirror doing here?"

         "Relax," Waltraud says in her German accent. "The mirror won't bite you."

         "You don't understand." I press my eyelids tighter. "Get it away from here."

         "You have to face your fears," Waltraud says. "Doctor's orders."

         "I can't," I plead. "Please take it away."

         "I can't too," she says. "Your doctor said you have to look in the mirror. Nothing bad will come out of it but the truth. And it's time to face the truth, Alice. You can't keep denying what happened to you. Face your fears, and you might be out of here sooner than you think."

         "Deny what happened to me?" I have no idea what she is talking about. Then a thought occurs to me and somewhat changes my mind.

         I am mad. Totally bonkers, hallucinating a whole world in my mind. Then I wake up on a couch and a doctor tells me I need to push my imagination to the limit in order to heal. I WANT TO HEAL. Maybe I should push it further and look in the mirror. What do I have to lose? Vomiting or fainting again when seeing the scary rabbit?

         I take a deep breath and open my eyes.

         Nothing happens—just like in Wonderland. Maybe I am finally cured of my phobia.

         The mirror in front of me has no rabbit in it. There are only a few dirt stains on its surface and a cobweb on the frame's upper left. But no white rabbit sneering at me.

         It doesn't mean I shouldn't panic. In fact, I might cry for hours. Days. Years.

         The girl in the mirror in front of me is tied in a straitjacket and sitting in a wheelchair, not because her legs are numb, but because she is paralyzed.

         "It happened after your accident," Waltraud says. She looks happy I am finally realizing my dilemma and facing my fears. "You're the only one who survived, but like this." She points her prod at my feet. "See, that's what the doctor meant. Facing your fears. You made up this silly story about a rabbit appearing in the mirror so you wouldn't confront the reality of your paralysis."

         My eyes scan the room for my Tiger Lily, but it's gone. I feel lonelier, pushed into a dark corner too tight for my size.

         "I'd like to be alone," I say, still holding the tears, but not sure for how long.

         "I can't object to that. You're a lucky girl. The doctor denied me the satisfaction of your shock therapy for the whole week." She turns to walk away, but then stops and looks at me in the mirror. "But, I am sure you will do something stupid and be my slave in the Mush Room again." She laughs and closes the door.

         Alone again. I can't stand any of this. Whether it's true or not, I close my eyes and pray to God to get me out of this, even it means to send me back to the insane world I have supposedly imagined. I don't mind being mad. I don't mind the madness in the world if only I get up walking again. If this is really my real and sane world, then I am in love with my insane one. Whether I am imagining it or not, I want to be the girl who saves lives. Please, I want to wake up from this.
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        PILLAR'S LIMOUSINE, SOMEWHERE ON THE ROAD BACK TO LONDON

      

      

      

         "You're all right, sweetie?" Fabiola's generous smile lands upon my face and blesses it with safety I have always needed: a rare moment to feel that someone truly cares for you.

         I don't reply to her, though. I realize I am in the back of the Pillar's limousine, stretched with my head resting on Fabiola's lap. The first thing I do is stare at my legs. They look all right. But it's not enough. I wiggle my toe. It's all right. But not enough. I bend my knee, and it works. I am not crippled. Then what was all of this? A bad dream? Or am I living in my imaginary world right now?

         If so, then so be it!

         I don't mind.

         "Where am I?" I straighten my back on the seat of the Pillar's limousine. The chauffeur is driving. Fabiola, the White Queen, sits so elegantly next to me, and the Pillar is in the front passenger's seat. I guess Fabiola made him sit there, against his wishes.

         "We're in—" the Pillar begins, his head turned back to face me.

         Fabiola shushes him immediately. "We're in the Pillar's limousine, driving to London. You seem to have entered the mirror back into our world, but a bit later than fourteen minutes." She hands me a glass of water. "Thank God almighty you weren't that late. A few seconds after the fourteen-minute range usually causes dizziness, but no great harm. At least, this is what Lewis' transcripts say about the Blackboard. You just came back unconscious and the Pillar thought you'd died. He sent for me to help. And I am glad I could."

         "Sent for you?" I gulp the water, still not quenching my thirst, neither for water or the questions piling up. "From the Vatican?"

         "It took me about four hours, including the drive and wait at the airport," she explains. "Gone are the days of Wonderland, when I was able to travel to some place by the blink of an eye."

         I remember entering Einstein's Blackboard a few minutes after midnight. What would the time be now? How long did it take me to wake up? I dig my hand into my pocket to find the watch. It seems I have lost it, along with the letter.

         "I took my watch back, if you don't mind." The Pillar shows it dangling from his hands. A weak smile is plastered on his face. He is really annoyed that we're occupying his backseat. As usual, he can't stand up to Fabiola, and I still wonder why.

         "It's three o'clock in the afternoon," Fabiola says. Her soothing voice has the power to bring such horrible news with ease. Otherwise, I would have panicked. It's only two hours to the Muffin Man's deadline.

         I can't panic. I can't complain. Whatever happens in this mad world, I love it. Because if I am truly crippled in an asylum in real life, I can't go back there, no matter what. I love it here. My arm itches, right where my tattoo is. Right where it says: I can't go back to yesterday because I was someone else then. I wonder if "yesterday" only means "reality."

         "I was unconscious for that long?" I ask.

         "What you did wasn't an easy task," Fabiola says. "I mean, none of us can go back in time through that mirror. Lewis' leftover papers say only 'the Girl' can."

         "Does that mean I am the Alice?"

         "I can't say," Fabiola says. "'The Girl' mentioned in his transcript could be anyone. We're only suggesting it should be Alice."

         "But I passed."

         "It wasn't easy. You were almost going to die. I had to use special potions I rarely use to bring you back," Fabiola says. "I'm truly sorry; I still can't confirm you're the Real Alice."

         Although I love Fabiola, I am rather mad at her. Why can't she just tell me I am the Alice? I need to hear it so much now because I am so afraid I will lose consciousness and go back to that scary "reality" of mine again.

         "Don't listen to her," the Pillar sneers. "Religious people are always hesitant and old-fashioned. They can hardly cope with anything that's new to their ancient beliefs. As if we're not supposed to evolve and create." Fabiola tries to shush him, but the Pillar doesn't care. Not when the subject comes to me being the Real Alice. "You are the one and only, Alice. You want me to prove it?"

         "Pillar!" Fabiola raises her voice elegantly, though.

         "Yes, please prove it." I lean forward.

         "If you're not the Real Alice, why did she save you?" The Pillar points at Fabiola, who lowers her eyes, escaping mine. "Why are we now sending you on a last new mission? Ask her!"

         I stare back at Fabiola, whom I can't believe could be lying. Ever. But why is she shying away from my eyes?

         "When Galileo discovered the earth's rotation, the likes of Fabiola killed him for opposing the 'man up in the sky,’" the Pillar says.

         "Stop it!" Fabiola's jaw tenses. "We could argue about who you are all afternoon," she says to me. "And let people die." She breathes briefly and closes her eyes as if meditating. When she opens them up again, serenity has caught her. Is it possible she can show a darker side sometimes? "We do have a new mission, Alice," she says. "It's less than two hours before the Muffin Man mass-poisons millions of people. You're the last hope for millions of people."

         "So, he didn't change his mind?" I am disappointed I couldn't change the course of events when I was back in Wonderland. I can't even begin to think what this means. Does it mean Lewis couldn't save Gorgon's kids? Oh my. I feel like I am going to vomit again.

         "No," the Pillar says. "We don't have time to tell you what happened since it didn't work anyway."

         "So, that's it?" I am not going to cry. I have seen too much already. I know that crying doesn't solve anything.

         "There is one last thing you can do," the Pillar insists as we enter London. "And it's not even an option."

         "I'll do it. Time is running out," I tell them both. "What is it?"

         "I feel ashamed that our final hope is what I am going to tell you." Fabiola exchanges a look with the Pillar and turns back to me. "The Cheshire called me in the Vatican a few hours ago."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            61

          

        

      

    

    
      "Called you?" I know it's rather insulting to call Fabiola, but it must be one of his sinister tricks.

         "Phone call, Skype, WhatsApp?" the Pillar says, but we dismiss him.

         "He came to me in the form a repenting woman in the confession room," Fabiola says. "I don't want to talk about it."

         "And he made her an offer she can't refuse," the Pillar mocks.

         "The Cheshire said he knows how to stop the Muffin Man," Fabiola says. "And before anyone comments, I know how humiliatingly ironic this is. The man who created an evil murderer to terrorize us is also telling us how to get rid of him."

         "He is mocking us. It's an analogy." The Pillar's seriousness returns.

         "For what?" I ask.

         "In the Muffin Man's mind, the food companies create food that gets us sick, so we end up going to the medicine companies asking them for a cure for the food. Both medicine and food companies are owned by the Black Chess corporation. They sell us the poison and then the cure for it. The same thing the Cheshire does now."

         "I don't want to confuse her with all the details about the Black Chess corporation now." Fabiola waves a hand at the Pillar. "The fact of the matter is the Cheshire demands he only tells you how to get rid of the Muffin Man." She is looking at me. "He will meet you in Mudfog Town—"

         "Mudfog, where everyone is dead now. It looks like a smaller version of England's Black Death in the 1600s," the Pillar comments.

         "Is that where we're going?" I ask.

         Fabiola nods. "You will have to shake hands with the devil to save the innocent. I know this is the noblest thing to do."

         "Noble, my tarts and farts," the Pillar mumbles, but I can hear him.

         "Are you ready to meet him?" Fabiola asks me.

         I nod.

         The chauffeur stops his car. I assume we've arrived in Mudfog.

         When I pull down the window, the town reeks of the dead. The sight of them sprawled on the ground is really no different from any zombie movie I have watched.

         "No one cleaned this town yet?" I can't believe this.

         "They said they did in the news." The Pillar winks, but then his face changes. He stops and looks at me from top to bottom. I don't know what he is looking for. "Did you read my paper about Jack yet?" he asks.

         "No. I didn't find it." I dig my hand in my pocket and don't find it again.

         "Strange, I searched for it in your pockets while you were sleeping and couldn't find too," he says. "Would you like to know who he is before you go to meet the Cheshire?"

         The idea of knowing has been paired with the word horrifying. When I woke in a physiatrist's office, I ended up with crippled legs. Whether it's the truth or not, I am afraid that knowing who Jack is will have the same effect on me. And I'd had that feeling for the last couple of days.

         "I think I'd like to see the Cheshire first." I pull the handle. "I might return to you briefly when I know what he is asking from me." Gazing outside, I see an overweight kid somersaulting and dancing atop a wall. His moves are impossible for his body figure and shape. I know it's the Cheshire. I step out.

         "Tell him the Pillar says 'meow'!" the Pillar chirps from inside before I shut the door behind me. "And if possible, can he tell us how to stuff a head inside a watermelon, because I think it's brilliant!"
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        MUDFOG TOWN, SEVENTY MILES FROM LONDON

      

      

      

          

         Amidst the corpses, I walk toward the overweight boy dancing upon a wall. His egg-shaped body reminds me of Humpty Dumpty in Through the Looking-Glass. When I get closer, I notice his head is cut off. He wears it on and off, and even kicks it like a football and runs after it. His overalls are spattered with blood. I am going to talk to another dead boy.

         But the silence in the town of Mudfog isn't quite silence. A corpse stands up and greets me here and there. "Welcome to my frabjous playground of madness," they say, possessed by one of the Cheshire's nine lives.

         "What a golden afternoon we have!" the boy greets me with open hands, pointing at the sinking sun in the distance.

         "It's almost four o'clock." I stop before him, craning my neck up, just like Alice did in the book when talking to the cat on the tree. "Get to the point."

         "Not before you see this." He walks on his hands on top of the wall while dribbling his head like a ball with his legs.

         "Good for you," I say. "You belong to a circus."

         "Why do you hate me so much, Alice?" He stands straight and jams his thumbs behind his overall straps.

         "If you don't talk, I will walk away," I say.

         The boy lets himself fall and pretends his neck is broken. His head rolls right under my feet. He props himself up without a neck. His head underneath me talks to me. "Did I tell you my name is Humpty Dumpty?"

         "A pleasure," I say with pursed lips. "I've had it. I am walking."

         "Could you please give me my head back, then?" His face snickers at me. "How do you expect me to talk to you without my head on my shoulders?"

         I kneel down, pull it up, and throw it in his hands. He catches it with ease and hinges it back on.

         "Talk," I demand. "Fast. No games."

         "Look at you," the boy says with both resentment and admiration. "You're not scared of me anymore."

         "That's not fast enough." I am terrified. Somehow, I've learned not to show it.

         "Oh, and you have learned good comebacks." He rubs his fatty chin.

         "The only comeback you will get is my fist in your ugly chin." I think my fear to awaken crippled again is what moves me now.

         "I am beginning to like you," he says. "Here is the deal. I will help you kill the Muffin Man and stop him from mass-poisoning everyone."

         I want to ask why he would do that, but I have a much more important question. "Killing him isn't going to solve it. He must have already poisoned food across the country. I need to know what kind of food and where to find it."

         "You believed that?" He pulls out a yo-yo and plays with it.

         "He was bluffing?"

         "Not exactly," the boy says. "At the moment, nothing has been poisoned yet. But he, and a few acquaintances, will start poisoning a lot of candies and junk food across the country."

         "I'm not quite following."

         "Poisoning the food as he promised wasn't going to work. At best a few people would die, and then a pattern of which foods are poisoned and which aren't will present itself. We had a greater plan. To shock you and do nothing, and then right when everyone on the news calls the Muffin Man's bluff, the poisoning starts without warning."

         "Because the food he poisons now will take about a week to get into the market, and then when it starts, there will be no going back." I am thinking their sinister plan out loud.

         "Touché! I'm a brilliant cat." He grins. "Although it all could have been stopped if the Queen and Parliament confessed their wrongdoing, which we knew they would never do."

         "This means I have to stop him now."

         "Right on, tough girl." He fists a hand, mocking some comic superhero. "If you kill the Muffin Man, all his acquaintances will stop immediately, and you will truly have saved Britain."

         "How can I kill him?" I try to be blunt and precise, like the Pillar.

         "That's the easy part." He pulls my umbrella from behind his back and opens it with a joker's smile on his face.

         "How did you get that?"

         "I had to snatch it from your cell when I visited you last time," he says. "I've always been curious about those gadgets Lewis Carroll invented. Fabiola knows a lot about those, but she wouldn't tell me." He meows like a sad cat waiting to be fed. "But that's all right. I always get what I want eventually. I'm a cat, after all."

         "So you know I'm not mad," I say. "You have my umbrella and know I used it to escape the tower at Ypres."

         "I don't know that," he says. "You know why? Because we're all mad here." He throws the umbrella my way.

         I catch it, and without hesitation, I aim it back at him. I pull the trigger and shoot him. I don't get chances like these often, and I should have killed him in the morgue.

         A bullet that looks like a sharp tooth slithers through his stomach and doesn't come out. I think I managed to finally kill the Cheshire Cat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            63

          

        

      

    

    
      "Ouch," he says. "That tickled." He grins that awful grin again. "That's why I met you in a dead boy's form because you can't kill what's already dead. Nice reflexes, though. The bullets inside this weapon are very scarce, so don't shoot me again, please."

         "What kind of bullets?"

         "Bandersnatch teeth, another Carrollian invention. You know what a Bandersnatch is, right?"

         "A monster lurking in the Wonderland forest, according to the books, like mentioned by Carroll in the poem."

         "You had three bullets inside. Now two." He furrows his brow. "No other bullet can kill the Muffin Man unless you're planning to get close to him and fist-fight a big man like him."

         "Where is he, so I can stop him?"

         "He is in Uxbridge in London, inside the Cadbury factory, stirring some hot chocolate and pouring pepper into it."

         "Wait a minute. Something isn't right." Uxbridge shouldn't be far from here. I just don't understand why the Cheshire wants me to kill the monster he created himself. "Why are you doing all of this? You're tricking me."

         "It's simple, really." He pulls out the Bandersnatch tooth and hurls it away. "I planned this mess from the beginning only to send you a message. By you, I mean the Pillar, Fabiola, and the whole world."

         "Which is?"

         "I showed you an example of a man crushed so hard by society he flipped back with anger against it." He is proud of it. "It's a textbook on how to create a terrorist or criminal. Crush him with society's cruelness, take his poor soul to a madman like me, and infest his brain with revengeful thoughts so powerful that he only sees humans as bridges to his cause. Then you've got yourself a first-class nuthead killing for reasons that make no sense."

         I stare at him speechlessly.

         "What?"

         "I just haven't seen anyone sicker than you," I admit. "What are you? What drives your hate for humanity so much?"

         "Humans, of course." He spreads his hands wide. "They made me what I am. The same way I made the Muffin Man. I am a reflex to human cruelty and madness; only you weren't prepared for such a powerful reflex like me. And guess what? I am just showing the Pillar and Fabiola how weak human souls are, how I can use most of them against them in the coming Wonderland War. You know how many mistreated men and women walk the streets every day that I could take advantage of?"

         "Somehow, I don't think this is enough reason to want me to kill the Muffin Man," I argue.

         "I want to see if you can do it." He steps forward, his dead eyes gleaming with life. "I'm still curious about you." He throws the yo-yo away. "Either you won’t be able to do it and go permanently insane, so I'll stop thinking about you, or you'll kill him and prove you're the one and only Alice that Lewis trusted so much."

         "Then what happens?"

         "If you are her?" he asks. "Oh, baby. That's a new ballgame on its own."

         I am not sure I want to risk being pushed to further madness. I'd risk waking up crippled in my cell again.

         "But I don't think you could shoot the Muffin Man," the Cheshire dares. "You're too weakened by what you've seen in Wonderland. Deep inside, you think he had been a good man mistreated by the grumpy Queen of Hearts, who killed his children."

         "We're not sure about that," I object. "Lewis went to save them. He might have—"

         "No, he didn't." He grins. "Doesn't it show already? If Lewis had saved Gorgon's kids, he wouldn't be still doing this now. What? You thought you could change the past? The Pillar used you as an experiment to see if the Einstein Blackboard works. Gorgon Ramstein's kids were found dead, their hands scraping at the locked door of their mushroom house, trying to reach for a handle that wasn't going to budge anyway."

         I am holding on to the umbrella as strongly as I can. If that really happened, I can't picture it in my mind. Is the Muffin Man supposed to pay for the cruelty of the world, or is he supposed to be killed to save those who, some of them, had been cruel to him?

         "I can't believe such a thing happened to the Muffin Man." My jaw aches when I speak. I'm fighting both vomit and tears. But like the Pillar said, I can't keep on whining about the insane world. I have to be stronger, although I don't know the recipe for that. "What happened to Lewis when he saw them?" I am angered I have to get my information from the Cheshire, but I can't imagine how Lewis reacted to this. I know how much he loves children.

         "Well, for one, he st-t-tuttered f-for a-a while." The Cheshire mocks Lewis's shortcomings with a meaty smile from his fatty lips. I barely keep myself from shooting him again. "But then, after he gathered himself, the mathematician priest had an epiphany of a lifetime."

         "What do you mean?"

         "Lewis Carroll finally knew what could save the poor children of Victorian times," the Cheshire says, mockery underlining every word. "He decided if children could not get clothes, friends, and goods in real life, he was going to give it to them lavishly in a book. A book full of oversized mushrooms, cakes that make you taller, marshmallows, tarts, and more. All free, but only in the figments of the imaginations of the poor children."

         "You mean..."

         "I mean the Muffin Man's story is actually the inception of the Alice Under Ground books. He actually believed that if Gorgon's kids had such a book, they might not have starved so quickly. A 'food for the soul' thing, if you know what I mean." He rolls his eyes, obviously envious of everything Lewis did.

         "My God."

         "Yes? How can I help you?" The Cheshire tilts his head and raises his eyebrows. "Just kidding. Come on, let's see if you can pull the trigger, so-called Alice." The Cheshire shows me his latest grin. He disappears, evacuating the boy's head and torso, so they fall to the ground.
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        CADBURY FACTORY, UXBRIDGE, LONDON

      

      

      

         The Pillar takes care of getting me into the factory. It isn't that hard, now that it's abandoned. Who wants to make chocolate for a world withering away half an hour from now?

         In the elevator to the factory's manufacturing floor, the Pillar pushes the stop button.

         "You can do it," he says.

         "I know I have to," I reply with my umbrella in my hand. "But I am afraid to hesitate, knowing what I know about what happened to the Muffin Man's children."

         "If we consider every Bin Laden-like terrorist's miserable childhood and make excuses for him, the world will end up perished in a few days," he says. "Everyone is responsible for themselves. You can't blame the world for what happened to you." He stops for a breath and asks me, "Now, do you want to know who Jack really is before you do this?"

         "I am not sure."

         "It's all up to you. I am only reminding you in case you don't come back alive," he says. "Who knows what might happen up there?"

         "I think I know who Jack is." I finally falter under the pressure. Why should I deny it? I woke up crippled in a world that seemed to be the real world, while all of this, although it feels real, simply can't be real, because it doesn't make any sense. "Jack is just a figment of my imagination."

         "Go on..."

         "I made him up to compensate for his absence after I killed him on the school bus for reasons I can't remember..."

         "And?"

         "He just pops up whenever I am in great danger because it feels better thinking he came to save me." I am crying already. "I made him up, so I don't feel guilty about him. Sometimes I think people see him, but I could have made that up as well."

         "Is that all?"

         I crane my head up at the Pillar. "I am ready to admit that, but I want him to stay near. Please, don't make him disappear," I say to the Pillar, throwing myself into his arms. It has been so long since I needed to let these words out.

         "I can't make him disappear, Alice." The Pillar doesn't put his arms around me. He just lets me do whatever I want, but doesn't show his sympathy.

         I pull back and ask what he means.

         "All you've said is wrong," the Pillar says.

         "Does that mean Jack is real?" I wipe my tears with the back of my hand.

         "Not really."

         "What is that supposed to mean?"

         "Are you ready for the truth?"

         I nod eagerly.

         "Jack isn't a figment of your imagination, Alice," the Pillar answers. "He is a figment of his own imagination."

         "What?" I can't even comprehend the sentence he just said. "A figment of his own imagination?"

         "When people die in this world, sometimes they aren't ready to cross over to the other side," he explains. "Usually, it's someone they have left behind that keeps them attached to the living world. It's not something that happens often. Maybe one in a million." I'm beginning to see where this is going. "There is no doubt you killed Adam—I mean Jack. He just wasn't ready to leave you alone in this world. He believes there is something you haven't learned yet, and he can't leave without helping you with it. Don't ask me what it is, because I don't know."

         "You mean he is a dead man walking in my life?"

         "He doesn't know that. If you ask him where he slept last night, he usually can't answer it, right?" the Pillar asks. "He is in a haze himself, driven by only one force in this temporary figment of existence."

         "One force?"

         "His love for you."

         My tears burst out again.

         "He will appear when your heart needs him the most. He will be seen by others, and he will be effective," he says. "If he kills someone, they will die. He is rather true when he is present. Think of him as a living soul borrowed from the other side."

         "This so confusing." I hiccup. "But it means he will always be there for me."

         "Like a guardian angel." The Pillar chews on the words. "I pretended I didn't see him because of the emotional pressure he will put on you. The world is in danger, Alice, and emotions make us weaker. You can't be like that. You have to learn the art of bluntness in order to face the enemy."

         I pull the umbrella up and wipe my tears. "You have it all wrong, Pillar," I tell him. "I don't know what you know about love, or what happened to you in the past that made you so blunt and without feelings, but love strengthens, not weakens. Why didn't you just tell me he was a figment of his own imagination long ago?"

         The Pillar stays silent. I sense there is more he isn't telling me.

         "If there is anything else I should know, please tell me now."

         "There isn't," he says. I believe he is lying. "Do me a favor and don't call for Jack with your heart when you confront the Muffin Man. I want you to know your powers and what you are capable of doing. Jack and I can't be there for you forever."

         "How can I do this?"

         "Just don't think about Jack up there when you meet up with the enemy," the Pillar says. "Be yourself. Everyone else is taken."

         "I will." I like the idea. I can't keep using Jack or the Pillar's help to get me out of every problem. "But still, you have no idea what it's like to be in love." I push the elevator button up, ready for a kill.

         The Pillar seems slightly insulted by my words. For the first time, I realize that this ruthless killer was definitely in love once. The kind of love that maybe left him the way he is now.
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        CADBURY FACTORY, CHOCOLATE STIRRING FLOOR

      

      

      

         I ask the Pillar to leave me alone with the Muffin Man.

         "If you say so," he mumbles as the elevator door closes. "I would have liked to see a chocolate factory just like in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory," he teases.

         The sound of working machines and drills surrounds me as I walk in between. The factory is huge; I am worried it will take me too long to find the Muffin Man.

         Surprisingly, it's easier than I thought. Gorgon Ramstein is humming his own nursery rhyme as he is working.

         "Muffin Man, Muffin Man. Do you know the Muffin Man, who lives on Drury Lane?"

         I take off my shoes so I can surprise him and he can't hear me coming, my umbrella held up high like a loaded gun.

         "Muffin Man, Muffin Man. Do you know the Muffin Man, who somehow lost his brain?"

         A few rows of stacked-up material later, I see him standing behind a huge, round machine. It looks like a bathtub, with chocolate stirring inside. It has huge mixing fans that are so long and sharp they could cut through a person. The Muffin Man has tons of pepper sacks next to him. He begins opening one to pour the pepper into the mix.

         "Muffin Man, Muffin Man. Do you know the Muffin Man, who's gone utterly insane?"

         "Stop!" I stand firm and point my umbrella at him. It's surprising how I got a window for a shot so easily. It occurs to me that I must have been taught to use this umbrella before—or was my clash with the Cheshire in Ypres just about enough? "Or I will shoot!" I say.

         "How did you know I was here?" He is utterly surprised, one of the sacks open in his hands.

         "That doesn't matter." I manage to control my voice. I have to be loud enough, so he knows I will shoot. "I need you to put that sack down, sir." I don't know how it works, but the Cheshire said if Gorgon is stopped, his acquaintances will stop.

         "How did you find me?" He is perplexed. "You should be out there with all the panicked people, trying to find the poisoned food or stay away from it."

         "Please, sir," I repeat. "Put down the sack of pepper."

         The sound of stirring machines demands I raise my voice even more.

         "The only one who knows I'm here is the Cheshire." His jaw tenses. "Did he tell you I was here? Why would he do that?"

         "Because he is the Cheshire. You shouldn't have trusted him." I'm trying to use this conflict. "I promise you won't be hurt if you stop, sir. We will consider you an ally who helped prevent millions from dying." I am lying. I talk as if I am the police or something. Anything to stop this from happening. "I promise I will tell you anything you want to know once you put the sack down." I readjust the position of my feet. Holding a gun up for a long time turns out to be a hell of a task.

         "I will not put the sack down," he says. "I don't care if you caught the Cheshire and made him confess. The world has to pay, or the Queen of England apologizes publicly."

         I want so badly to ask him if this means the Queen of England is the Queen of Hearts, but I won't. I have to strike with iron hands. The killer has to be stopped or killed.

         "Sir, for the last time." I can't quite breathe steadily. "Put the sack down, or I will shoot."

         "Shoot as you want," he says. "Bullets can't kill me."

         "I have Bandersnatch bullets, sir." Why do I keep saying "sir"?

         The Muffin Man suddenly panics. He realizes the power in my hands.

         "Then it's really the Cheshire? Did he sell me out?"

         "For the last time, sir." I grit my teeth. "I mean it. The last time. Put the sack down, or I will shoot."

         "You know what she has done to my children in Wonderland?" His sadness begins to surface. It's sincere, I can tell. "Can you imagine your children scraping the doors and windows for three days without food?" This isn't helping me. The image haunts me. "Do you know how many times I asked the Queen of Hearts to kill me and just send someone to open the door for them? I mean, they were just children." An image of Lewis crying I couldn't save them blocks my vision and my reason. I don't want to soften from the Muffin Man's words. I am not sure I can hold on any longer. "Then, in this new world, I told myself I would start all over again. I told myself the cruelty of Wonderland couldn't be in the human world. But once I warned the government of my scientific discoveries about the crimes committed by food companies, they killed my lawyer and killed my children. AGAIN!" he screams. His veins are about to spurt out of his neck.

         His screams are absorbed by the stirring machines of the factory. Another injustice was done to him. Every part of me translates his words to "Pain."

         A tear trickles down my cheek. I don't think I can take the shot. "I understand your hardships, sir." My voice is fragile. The voice of a liar. How in the world can I understand such cruelty? "Once you put the sack down, we can talk about it."

         "No, we won't." He cuts the sack open, some of it already pouring in. "You look like a good girl. You don't know much about the world. And you don't have the guts to—"

         I take a spontaneous step back. I don't know why. Then I close my eyes and shoot him. I can't let him play with my emotions.

         The shot echoes briefly before it's sucked in by the noisy machinery again. It's followed by Gorgon's mocking laugh. I open my eyes, and he is already pouring the pepper. His laugh of evil, as hollow as his voice, resonates and reminds me of my failure to stop him. The Pillar is right. Gorgon has been mistreated, but it doesn't give him the right to kill children and people. I'm beginning to adjust to some kind of moral compass I can follow. Saving lives always comes first.

         A hand pulls the umbrella from me and pushes me away.

         It's the Pillar. He has come back, and he will take the shot.

         Seeing him do it, I feel like burning from inside out. I am not a failure. If I am meant to save the world, then I will freakin' save it. I pace ahead, pull my umbrella back from the Pillar, and watch the astonishment in his eyes. I push him out of my way and aim at the Muffin Man, who has emptied one sack inside already and has pulled his falling hair back so I can see his empty eye socket. He sneers at me, knowing I can't shoot him.

         "Take the shot, Alice!" the Pillar shouts behind me.

         The Muffin Man reaches for another sack and opens it, staring blatantly at me. I have one last Bandersnatch tooth left.

         Afraid I will miss the shot, I run toward the Muffin Man, aiming at him. Closer is better.

         On my way, he has emptied another sack. Damn it. He is reaching for a third.

         I am running so fast I wonder if I'll end up flying. I circle around the huge stirring tub. Its sharp fans are glinting and scarily sharp. I am afraid I'll trip and fall inside.

         "You can't kill me!" he yells, inches away from me.

         I don't hesitate. I aim at his heart. It's the heart that kills, right?

         The Bandersnatch tooth hits him in the heart but sticks in his double-breasted jacket as if it's made out of steel. The one-eyed Muffin Man grins at me and pours the third sack.

         I go crazy, filled with such anger I think I am going to explode. Without thinking, I run toward him, pull one of the sacks, and hit him with it on his back. It seems impossible that I could hurt such a big guy.

         The look on the Muffin Man's face is priceless. He didn't expect it, bending over on the edge of the stirring tub, gripping at the edge with his hands. Still, it's not enough to hurt him.

         I hit him again.

         He bends closer with his head, staring right at the stirring fans. His tall body helps him to hold on. I prepare to hit him once more, but he steadies and pulls the sack from me. The look in his one eye says he is going to push me into the tub.

         The Pillar interferes and whips Gorgon with his hookah hose as if he were Indiana Jones. The hose is like a snake, tightening around his neck on its own. Gorgon chokes, and the Pillar pulls. But the Muffin Man is stronger. I run around and add my strength to the Pillars.

         "Don't pull," the Pillar complains. "Kick him into the stirring machine!"

         Provoked, Gorgon somehow twists his arms and manages to start choking the Pillar with his one huge hand. The two of them end up almost tangled together.

         “The Queen should’ve made you sneeze harder,” the Pillar slurps with a squeaky voice, his neck reddening under the pressure of Gorgon’s hand. “So your other eyes would have popped out too!” His face is about to explode like a pumped balloon. He still has his grip tightened on the hose.

         I turn back and keep kicking as the Pillar pulls, but it's all in vain. I kneel down to grab another sack but stop when I glimpse Gorgon's glinting kitchen knife.

         I pick it up. It's so heavy. And I keep staring at it.

         "Nice-looking knife, eh?" The Pillar can barely talk as Gorgon still chokes him. "Stab him!"

         I don't know how I feel about stabbing him. The gun is easier. You pull the trigger from afar, feeling almost no responsibility for the deceased's pain—no wonder most of the killing in the world happens that way. A knife seems too personal. Too close. There is no escaping the responsibility.

         "Better stab him, or just stab me!" the Pillar says. "Because if I can't hold any longer, he will surely chop me and serve me as a caterpillar soup."

         I raise my hands and stab the Muffin Man in the back. He arches and stares at me with utter disbelief. The look in his eyes scares me. I stab him again, his blood on my hands.

         Then again, and again.

         Doing this reminds me of Edith telling the girl I came back from Wonderland with a kitchen knife in my hand. What the heck happened to me in Wonderland?

         The Pillar takes advantage of Gorgon's brief weakness and pulls him closer to the edge. I catch on and kick the Muffin Man into it. He falls, bending over the edge of the stirring tub. The Pillar seizes the opportunity and kicks him a couple of times too.

         Finally, the Muffin Man falls. The slicing blades of the stirring machine finish him off.

         I shy away from the spattering blood all over the chocolate, a bit dazed. Killing someone, even if it's for the good of millions, shatters something inside you.

         "Huh." The Pillar mops his forehead. "That was some stubborn beast."

         "I could have just kicked him myself," I tell him.

         "I know, brave girl, although it took you, like, forever to stab him. I just couldn't resist a kick in the butt. It's such a relief. We should do this more often." He adjusts his tie.

         "Glad that you know I could have done this without you." I throw the knife away.

         "Are we fighting over credits now?" He pulls his hookah back. "You know no one will know you saved the world tomorrow, right?"

         "I know." I clap my hands clean of the pepper. "I'm an insane girl in an asylum. The world isn't supposed to know about me."

         "Think of yourself as Superman," the Pillar suggests. "All the world's greatest heroes stay anonymous."

         "You've got a point." I let my shoulders fall under the weight of exhaustion and follow the Pillar to the elevator. "I'm starving. Do I get to eat a nice meal, maybe?"

         "Full of delicious carbs, saturated fats, and unhealthy sweets?" He looks irritated.

         "Yes?" I tilt my head.

         "Marshmallows, greasy pizza, and lots of ketchup?"

         "Yes?"

         "Ice cream, fudge, marmalade, and lots of cream?"

         "Yes?"

         "But of course." He rolls his cane with all the mirth in the world. "As long as you promise to lick your finger and make a mess while you eat."

         "I promise I will make a mess, just like we did before at Westminster Palace."

         "That's my girl," he chirps. "I know a boy who's been dying to get you to eat with him at Fat Duck, the best restaurant known for mock turtle soup in the world." He pushes the elevator button.

         "Jack?" The smile on my face is so wide it hurts.

         He nods. "But first, I need you to go to court with me," he says. "It's just a small favor."

         "Court?" I am suspicious.

         "It'll be fun, I promise." He snickers as the elevator doors open.

         Inside, I glimpse the stirring tub for one last time. "Aren't we supposed to warn the health administration of the few sacks that fell in?"

         "You forgot about the man who fell in too." He presses the button to the ground floor. "But hell no. A few body fats and blood of a dead guy in a few chocolates won't hurt. We eat gross stuff all day, and no one complains."

         The elevator doors close. The Pillar tries to hold a sneeze.

         "Pardon me," he says. "Achoo!"

         I stare at him, terrified again.

         "Gotcha!" He points at me and smiles.

         "I wasn't afraid." I shake my shoulders.

         "Oh, you were." He nudges me as I stare at the elevator's numbers.

         "Not at all," I insist. "I was wondering if it was 'achoo' or 'atishoo.'"

         I bite my lips. He buries a smile.
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        THE ROYAL COURTS OF JUSTICE, LONDON

      

      

      

         I am sitting among the crowd, wearing a brand-new dress we bought with Margaret Kent's credit card. It's a fantabulous dress I chose with care in Harrods. And I am not planning on spattering it with blood. I will wear it on a date with Jack once the Pillar finishes his absurd joke in the court.

         He stands in front of the judges, wearing a lawyer's coat and speaking with impeccable seriousness. The crowd sitting next to me loves him for filing a case against the Queen of England.

         "Ladies and gentlemen of the jury," he says. I don't think this is the way you address the court in the British system. But that's the Pillar. And this is my insane world. I am beginning to love it. "I demand you look into the following case: The People versus the Queen of England."

         The judges are about to laugh at him, but they act accordingly.

         "We, the people of England, demand to know who pays for her nuts?" He raises his hands theatrically and talks with grace, like a nobleman. "We demand to know if she gets her nuts from the taxes we pay."

         People in the crowd nod and are about to clap.

         "Because I don't remember paying for the Queen's nuts." He winks at the crowd. "To be or nut to be, that is our sincere question. And we demand an answer."

         The judge waits until the crowd hisses into a fading quietness and then asks the Pillar to approach the bench.

         "I may only approach the bench with my assistant." The Pillar points at me. I blush in my soiree dress.

         "Why would you need her to approach the bench with you?" the judge asks.

         "I have a hearing problem, and she would be kind in reciting words I mishear," the Pillar says. "You know how words like 'tart' and 'fart' are almost the same."

         The judge looks like he is going to sentence the Pillar with a death penalty for insulting his court. But he and his assistant judges cope with him, knowing they will eventually jail him for week or so. To them, the Pillar is a big joke they'd laugh at with cigars and cognacs in their hand by the end of the week.

         I don't want to be in it, though. I want to have my first date with Jack.

         "From the way we are having this conversation, I believe you can hear me well," the judge says.

         "I can only hear when you're afar. The closer I get to you, I can't hear you," the Pillar says. "It's a new disease. Only discovered a few hours ago."

         "All right," the judge puffs, about to scream and pull his wig. "Maybe you two approach the bench."

         We do.

         "Are you aware of ridiculing the court with your atrocious case?" The judge leans closer with gritting teeth.

         "I stand by the people," the Pillar says. "People need to know about their taxes."

         "I don't care about you or your people," the judge says. "I will give you a chance to apologize to the court or I will let you proceed with the case and jail you for disrespecting the court by saying the word 'fart.'"

         "I said 'tart.'"

         "You said 'tart and fart,'" the judge insists.

         "I said 'tart and tart.'" The Pillar is pushing the limits. "It would be disrespectful of me to say 'fart' in court."

         "You said..." The judge's anger peaks, but he remembers to cool down. "Never mind." He breathes slower. "Have you made up your mind on whether to drop your nonsensical charges?"

         "No," the Pillar says. "I insist. And you know what? You will approve of them, and have the Queen of England come to this court and explain herself. And you will not jail me."

         "Is that so?" The judge smirks.

         The Pillar pulls a few photos out of his pocket and throws them on the bench. I can't see them, but the judge blushes with anger and helplessness.

         "This is a picture of your wife running away with an eighteen-year-old Nigerian." The Pillar sorts the photos for him. "This is your son killing a woman with his new car in a hit-and-run. A case has never been filed. And this is you in your tiger-striped underwear in—"

         "Stop," the judge hisses.

         "Sorry, I couldn't number the negatives." The Pillar flashes his fake smile. "I was in a hurry."

         "All right. All right." The judge tucks the photos under the desk, afraid anyone will see them. "You may do as you please. Go back and say whatever you want. I will accept the charges and file a case."

         "I love it when the authorities are cooperative," the Pillar says. "One more thing, though."

         "What now?" The man is about to have a heart attack.

         "We need you to help us book the Fat Duck restaurant tonight," the Pillar says. "Table for two, romantic dinner, extra-nice waiters, and pay it with your own credit card—I mean, my taxes."

         "Will be done." The man really wants the Pillar to disappear from the face of the earth.

         "And if it's not too much to ask, can we have Sir Elton John play the piano tonight?"
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        FAT DUCK RESTAURANT, LONDON

        THE BEST MOCK TURTLE SOUP IN THE WORLD

      

      

      

         Later that night, I am having the date of my life. Jack looks very handsome with his super dimples and extra care for me. The service is amazing, and the waiters are super nice to us. And to my surprise, Sir Elton John is playing the piano. He is singing a song called "Mona Lisas and Mad Hatters." A man with a peculiar hat on a table nearby raises a cup of tea and greets Sir Elton John for choosing the song, which turns out to be a real song, not a figment of my imagination. I can’t see the man’s features from here, but his table is filled with giggling young girls—I don’t want to even think about who this man is.

         We try the fabulous mock turtle soup and love it. Jack says it's going to be our "love soup." Every couple should have a love song, so why not be creative and have a love soup?

         Jack wears a nice black suit and looks really handsome in it. He isn't one to really eat with a fork and spoon. Neither am I. But we both play aristocrats for one night.

         "I have brought you a gift," Jack says.

         "I love gifts." I blush.

         "It's an unbirthday gift," he says.

         "Unbirthday gift? Like in..."

         "Like in the Alice in Wonderland books." He nods. "Everybody gets birthday gifts one day a year, but you can give an unbirthday gift any day. And I want to gift you every day, Alice."

         "What is it?" I am excited.

         Jack pulls out a small book and places it on the table. "The Nonsensical Art of None Fu," he says. "It's a rare copy. Presumably, the only one available in the world."

         It's not the kind of gift I was expecting, but I take it. I am sure I need to learn this None Fu for future missions.

         "I have made up my mind, Alice," he says. "I know what I want to be."

         "What?" I am excited to know.

         "An actor," he declares. "I feel I have it in me. Those moments in Drury Lane were eye-opening."

         "Speaking of then, how did you escape?" I feel the need to ask.

         Jack stops his fork midway to his mouth. First, I think he doesn't want to tell me. But then it's apparent he doesn't remember. The Pillar told me that he wouldn't have answers for certain things like that.

         "It's okay," I say and change the subject. He talks about his love for cards for a while. Although not that romantic, I do listen with care. All that I need is knowing he will be there for me for a long time. It's a good feeling and a good start.

         Then he brings something up.

         "I just feel so lost sometimes, Alice," he says. "When I am not with you, sometimes people don't notice me. It's like I am invisible or something. Sometimes I don't remember where I live. Sometimes I don't want to do anything at all. If it weren't for you, I don't know what I'd be living for."

         It aches me to death when he says, "living."

         "What else, Jack?" I hold his hands across the table. He has no idea how good this feels to me. I wonder if we're going to kiss tonight. "Is there something you feel you want to tell me, maybe?"

         The Pillar said Jack hasn't left for the other side because he needs to tell me something, that there is one last mission he can't leave without accomplishing.

         "There is this one thing I wanted to tell you about..." He hesitates.

         "I am listening, Jack. We shouldn't keep things from each other."

         "Well." He pulls his hand away, and this time, I feel lost. "It's nothing." He waves his hand and cleans his lips with the napkin. "I need to go to the bathroom." He stands up and leaves before he spills the reason for his stay. I don't push him. Whatever he needs to tell me before he leaves forever can wait, so he stays as long as he can with me.

         I watch him enter the bathroom.

         But I am still curious. What did he want to tell me? Is it fair that he isn't crossing to the other side for me? As much as I want him here, how long should he suffer from feeling lost and sometimes invisible?

         I wake up from my thoughts to the Pillar sitting next to me.

         "Look at all those people enjoying their food." He points at other customers. "If they only know how precious it is. If they only know that there are people who killed to get them that food."

         "Why are you here?" I wipe my mouth with the napkin. "Jack will be back any minute, and I don't want to upset him."

         "Hey, Rocket Man!" The Pillar waves at Sir Elton John playing the piano and hiding behind his sunglasses. Sir Elton John greets him back with his chin up. It's as if they have been friends since long ago.

         "Why are you here, Pillar?" I insist.

         "I just remembered a small detail I left out about Jack and thought you'd better know it."

         "Not now," I say. "I am emotionally confused, and Jack will be back any moment."

         "That's why you need to know."

         "Is it about what he wanted to tell me?"

         "I have no idea what Jack wants to tell you or why he refuses to die," the Pillar says. "I only know this: in spite of your utter need to have him around, something no one can blame you for since we all need love, it's not good for him as much as it's not good for you."

         "How so?"

         "Every moment Jack spends here, he is opposing the balance of the universe. People are destined to die, and others are destined to be born every day. We have no idea why, and frankly, I don't want to know," he says. "So, every day Jack spends with you, he is upsetting the guys on the other side."

         Should this explain Jack's confusion and unhappiness when he is alone? "Define 'upset.'"

         "The books and Fabiola say that in his case he is decreasing his chances of entering heaven," the Pillar says. "Each day for Jack here, he is living in sin, and could end up in hell—literally—for you."

         "You don't strike me as believing in God, Professor Pillar."

         "I don't," the Pillar says. "But Jack does."

         I look at him, puzzled.

         "Everyone has their own belief, Alice," the Pillar says. "You believe you're mad, you're mad. If you believe you can walk on the moon, trust me, one day you will. If you believe you're going to hell in favor of helping the one you love, you'll help the one you love... and you will go to hell."

         "I don't believe I can be the reason for Jack's hell."

         "The one thing that stands up to the insanity of the world is belief." The Pillar is lecturing, as always. "Scientists will say belief is hocus-pocus, but guess what? The insane world is hocus-pocus too. You only fight hocus with pocus."

         "But—" No words will express how I feel. I need Jack, but I can't be selfish and do this to him. I am confused and heartbroken without someone breaking my heart. I don't know what to do. "But what can I do?"

         "The only way for Jack to die, against his stubborn wish to stay and be your guardian angel, is if you tell him to his face."

         "Tell him that he is dead?"

         The Pillar nods and takes a sip of the mock turtle soup. "Delicious turtle," he remarks, enjoying the taste, although I know there are no turtles in this soup. "Very delicious for a creature that slow." He wipes his mouth with my napkin and then checks his watch. Finally, he whispers in my ears, "Let Jack go, Alice. Tell him he is dead and let him go. You killed him once. Killing him again shouldn't be a problem."

         The Pillar stands up and leaves. I don't see him do that, but I feel his weight lift off the bank I am sitting on. My eyes are fixed on the bathroom's entrance.

         Jack hasn't returned, so I occupy myself with checking his None Fu book. I notice it’s a used copy, borrowed from the Radcliffe Science Library, which is at Oxford University. I open the book and am startled by what I see on the first page. Someone wrote a dedication to me. It says:

         Alice,

         I found the book you were looking for.

         The handwriting is bad, and the ink is thin and fading. I don't fully comprehend this, but then I look at the stamp from the library. It indicates the book was borrowed about two years ago, sometime before I was admitted to the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum. I wonder if Jack knew this about the book he gave me.

         I turn the page, only to find more writing on the margins. This part is written in pencil.

         Something tells me I shouldn’t read it or, at least, wait a while.

         I raise my head, and I see Jack coming out of the bathroom. He looks like a shining star. The smile on his face could revive me if I were dead. The grace of his walk could save me if I am crippled. His name on my lips could be my prayer against the madness of the world. He just looks so suitable for me, as if we were star-crossed. I can’t believe I have been asked to let him go.

         Jack is approaching me as I sit looking at him with starry eyes filled with moisture. I have no idea what I will do. Will I tell him the truth and lose him, or selfishly lie to him and have him nearby?

         I can't let him go, and I can't let him stay. Either way, I am cursed.

         Afraid that he will read my thoughts through my dilated eyes, I lower my head and peek back into the book to read the note. It says:

         P.S. Don’t forget to water my Tiger Lily? Btw, I gave it a thought, and I agree we should take that bus trip you wanted to.

         Love, Adam.

          

      
        
        The End…

        Alice Wonder will return in Circus (Insanity 3)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
         Thank you again for purchasing and downloading this second insane book. I’m so happy to share this story with you, and I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it!

         I know there aren’t many travels and riddles in Book 2, as in Book 1. I needed to develop the characters more with this book. The next books will have tons of locations, riddles, and mad facts about Lewis Carroll and the world as the story unfolds. Don’t forget to check out the Pinterest page for you, though, where you can see for yourself all the places and riddles Alice and Pillar visited. You can access it HERE

      
        
         - Storykiller, Cameron Jace
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         Like I said, I don’t want to give away all historical and mad facts mentioned in the series, as I plan to use them as plot devices in future books. However, here are a few facts I was asked to mention by readers who received advance copies:

         1) Addresses and locations used in the series are all real, including the Fat Duck restaurant and its famous mock turtle soup. Even the Kattenstoet festival in the last book is real. Please check the Pinterest page.

         2) Fat Duck restaurant is owned by Heston Blumenthal, not Gordon Ramsey, who is famously known for the Hell’s Kitchen TV series – not our Gorgon Ramstein/Muffin Man/cook in the book.

         3) Einstein’s room in Oxford University is real, and it was Lewis Carroll’s studio two centuries ago. As for Einstein’s Blackboard, it can only be found in the Museum of the History of Science in Oxford. I have no idea if it can time-travel, but wouldn’t be cool if it does?

         4) Lewis' obsession with poor Victorian children, especially girls, is true. It shows in his photography, which will play a crucial role in future plots. They are maddeningly interesting, dark, and very mysterious if you take a look at them.

         5) According to my research, and some BBC documentaries, legal controversy about the double-bar chocolates is true. I am sure the food companies didn’t kill the Muffin Man’s family, though. But the debate is there, and not a figment of my imagination.

         6) The Iain West Forensic Suite, an extension to the Westminster Public Mortuary in London, is also real. It’s high tech and was developed by the government for intricate investigations.

         7) Lewis wrote the Queen of Hearts alluding to Queen Victoria. There is a lot of research that supports that fact. Alice in Wonderland isn’t just a children’s book filled with amusing mathematical facts, plays on words, and nonsensical arguments. It’s also a political satire concerning the Victorian era.

         8) Last but not least, the Queen of England’s case about her nuts did happen in real life. You can Google it and get the details. However, there isn’t the slightest intention to offend anyone with the possibility of her being the Queen of Hearts. (So far, we can’t really tell if she is. Further explanations will take place in book 3.) The way most of this series is written, I try to stay true to Lewis Carroll’s work in its context. If the Queen of Hearts was alluding to Queen Victoria, then in a modern fictional adaptation, it could be the Queen of England. (Which, again, we aren’t really sure about yet.)

      

      If you want to chat with me personally, I’m most active on Facebook. I love connecting with all of my readers because, without you, none of this would be possible.

      Visit me at:

      
        
        www.facebook.com/camjace

      

      

      Thank you, for everything.
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        www.CameronJace.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE SIX O’CLOCK CIRCUS, MUDFOG TOWN, LONDON

        SATURDAY, 11:41 P.M.

      

      

      

      The man with the rabbit stood in the middle of the circus while the children and their parents waited with anticipation. This was it! The Maddest Show on Earth, performed by the one and only magician who called himself the Hatter.

      The man wore a top hat. It was black, elegant, and rather funny. Several teaspoons and watches were neatly wrapped around the rims. He was tall. Almost seven feet. And he wore ridiculously tall boots with silver pins and stars. The hat made him look even taller.

      The children liked him. He was different, mysterious, and not as boring as their parents. Maddeningly funny, although he rarely spoke.

      But what the children absolutely loved about him were his goggles, which made him look like a huge bee. A crooked nose beaked out from underneath the goggles. Not an assuring sight for the parents at first. But the children still liked it. They knew it was meant to be silly, nonsensical, and absurd. Things the older folks rarely understood. Besides, it probably wasn’t the Hatter’s real nose.

      The Hatter had a double chin, so strong it squeezed an old shilling between its cheeks. Not once had he dropped it as if it were glued.

      He wore a tuxedo. It made him look a bit mature, compared to the absurdness of his face, hat, and goggles. But not really. It was a black tux, with spoons for buttons, sugar cup buttons for his sleeves, and teabags dangling from his upper pockets instead of roses or napkins.

      The children, who had been coming every week for almost two months, also liked his glittering gold pocket watch. They knew the time on that watch was always six o’clock.

      Always.

      That was why the Hatter claimed he never aged. Also, why he never grew hungry. More significantly, it was why he had his sugar cups and spoons always ready. He always had to have his six o’clock tea, which, in his case, was all day long.

      The Maddest Show on Earth always started at six o’clock.

      It also ended at six o’clock.

      Any time in between was, you guessed it, six o’clock.

      Usually, the parents would curse the watchmakers on their way out of the circus each night, whining about their malfunctioning watches while inside the circus.

      The children would snicker, winking at each other. They knew the Hatter could stop time. But no parent would have believed them.

      Right now, almost midnight in the outside world, six o’clock inside the circus, the show was about to begin.
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        THE SIX O’CLOCK CIRCUS, MUDFOG TOWN, LONDON

      

      

      

      
        
        SATURDAY, 11:51 P.M.

      

      

      

      Today, in a small, almost abandoned circus on the outskirts of London, the Hatter had promised the kids the Maddest Trick of All Time. It included a rabbit.

      But there was no rabbit to be seen. Not yet.

      The Hatter took off his hat, a few teacups plummeting to the sandy floor of the dimly lit circus. Without saying a word, he waved the hat in the air.

      Silence sucked off the breathing air. Everyone watched with anticipation.

      The Hatter slowly approached the circle’s rim, showing the hat to the audience. It was empty. He summoned a couple of kids to show them the hat, allowing them to confirm it was empty. Then he made them sit back next to their parents, who had paid nothing for this show. The Maddest Show on Earth was free.

      Then the Hatter pulled out something that worried the parents but made the children’s eyes widen with excitement. It was a bomb, full of colorful wires wrapped around a digital screen.

      The Hatter’s lips twitched. He seemed worried too. The bomb could blow up any minute. The parents squinted, grimaced, and tensed. The children, well, they were about to merrily clap their hands.

      Accidentally, the Hatter, posing like a magician, pushed a button on the wired bomb.

      It began ticking.

      A few parents shrieked, holding their children tighter.

      “It’s just a show, Mum!”

      “Be a man, Dad!”

      The timer ticked on a countdown from 666. Hours? Minutes? Seconds? No one knew.

      “Tick...” the Hatter finally said. He placed one hand behind his ears, waiting for the children’s response.

      “Tock!” The children raised their hands.

      “Tick!” The Hatter addressed the crowd on the other side of the circle.

      “Tock!” the children screamed. Their parents laughed uneasily.

      “That’s right,” the Hatter said and sipped from a cup of tea on a nearby table. “Now, what would you say if I told you that no one can stop this bomb?”

      The children clapped their hands over their mouths, their eyes almost going kaleidoscopic. The parents were utterly confused. Was this part of the nonsensical show?

      “No one but a girl named Mary Ann,” the Hatter explained.

      “Where is Mary Ann?” the children wailed or played along to a silly joke. The parents didn’t know.

      “Mary Ann’s gone mad. She can’t come and save you.” He pouted. “But don’t worry.” He waved his hand again. “The Hatter is here to save the day.”

      “Yay!” The children relaxed.

      “You know what I’m going to do with this ticking bomb?” he said.

      The children shook their heads.

      “I’m going to put it in my hat”—he did—“and wear my hat again.” He did that, too.

      “But the bomb will explode on your head!” a child offered, his friends laughing.

      “Not if I use my magic and turn it into something else.” The Hatter smiled.

      The children got the message and yelled, “A rabbit.”

      The Hatter nodded, took off his hat, and pulled out a white rabbit.

      The children in the circus clapped, most of them standing up and chuckling. The parents clapped along, still skeptical and worried.

      “So, the bomb will not explode?” a child asked.

      “Hmm...” The Hatter sighed but said nothing. He let the white, cute rabbit hop toward the crowd. “There are small slices of carrot underneath each of your chairs.” He pointed. “It would be nice if you fed it, right?”

      The children began competing on attracting the rabbit closer, having picked up the small pieces of carrot. The rabbit was really cute. A bit fat, though. It had bulging and pleading eyes that would have softened the greatest Wonderland Monster’s heart.

      Suddenly, amidst the circus’s cheering crowd, the rabbit hiccupped.

      “Easy on the rabbit,” a parent advised. “You’re feeding it too much.”

      But the children realized that this wasn’t the case.

      Each time the rabbit hiccupped, its ears glowed red. As protective as the parents were, they weren’t the first to realize what was going on. It was the children who noticed that each time the rabbit hiccupped, it also ticked.

      Slowly, and disappointedly, they raised their heads, looking at the Hatter, who sat sipping tea in the middle of the ring. “I guess the magic trick didn’t work.” He shrugged. “Try this.” He sipped again. “Tick?” He placed a hand behind his ear.

      “Tock?” the children said reluctantly, unsure of what kind of game this had turned into.

      “Boom!” the Hatter cheered, plowed the teacup against one of the poles that held the circus erect, and waved both hands sideways.

      That was when everyone began running like crazy.

      All but the Hatter. He stood up and clapped frantically at his own prank. He watched the crowd scream their way out of the circus while a white rabbit with a ticking bomb inside followed, heading to spread terror all over London.

      The Hatter pulled out his phone and dialed a number. He dialed 666, then flipped the phone upside down, so it dialed 999 by itself. Some magic phone.

      “Hello,” he said, adjusting his hat. “There is a rabbit loose on the streets of London.”

      “A rabbit?” the emergency operator at the end of the line said. She almost hung up.

      “A rabbit with a bomb in it,” the Hatter said. “Don’t feed it carrots, or it will hiccup. And, oh, I almost forgot. Only one girl can stop the bomb. Her name is Mary Ann.”
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        PSYCHIATRY, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      
        
        SUNDAY, 6:00 A.M.

      

      

      

      The mysterious psychiatrist, hiding behind a curtain of darkness, still tries to persuade me of confessing my madness. I lie helpless on the couch, not caring to stand up. How can I when I am crippled all over again?

      This situation has begun occurring too often now. About once every three days. I wake up, and I am in this darkened room, crippled and listening to the boring lessons from that nutcase in his rocking chair beside me. Sometimes I doubt he is a real psychiatrist—if any of this is even real. Why won’t he show his face?

      But I have to play along. At least until this episode of hallucination—or whatever is really going on—passes.

      It usually takes about ten minutes or so. Then I am back in my cell. Sleep for a while, then wake up as if nothing ever happened. I am starting to get used to it, only today’s episode started a bit too early. Who examines their patients at six in the morning?

      “I see you have a lot of bruises,” the psychiatrist says. “Get into a fight recently?”

      “I’ve been practicing.”

      “Practicing how to stomp against the walls of your cell?”

      “No.” I sigh. “It’s called None Fu.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “None Fu. An abbreviation for Nothing Fu. Like Kung Fu, you know?”

      “Kung means ‘achievement’ or ‘work,’” he notes. “Are you saying you’re practicing an art that is about ‘nothing’?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.” I sigh again, wishing the Pillar would send for me. I am hungry for another mad adventure, longing to save somebody’s life. It’s the only way I can stay relatively sane.

      “Try me.”

      “It’s an art that assumes that all kinds of real training are just bonkers,” I say. “Karate, wrestling, and martial arts don’t really need laws. Laws only imprison a person’s mind and deprive him of the gift of being free. What you need is ‘True Will.’” I read about it in Jack’s book.

      “Just that?”

      “Just that.” I nod, aware of the absurdity of my words. “All you need is to ‘believe’ something is possible to get it done, although believing itself isn’t an easy matter.”

      “So you say you can fight, defend yourself, by mere belief, without having to take a scientific approach or having trained properly?” His voice is flat. I can’t tell if he is mocking me or considering it.

      “Yes.”

      “Apparently you didn’t learn much.” Now he sounds like he’s mocking me. “I mean, all those bruises on your body. Did you really hit the walls with your bare hands and feet, like Waltraud informed me?”

      “Yes,” I say. “It’s part of the training. I should be repeating it until mastery.” My whole body aches. I have been practicing all week in my cell. Jumping, running against the wall, and walking on my hands. I was following all the nonsensical instructions from the book.

      “Mastery?” He smokes that pipe again. I can smell the weirdly familiar tobacco.

      “Don’t make fun of me,” I say. “You’re my doctor. You’re supposed to help me.”

      “I am helping you,” he insists, “by pushing your imagination so hard that your mind can’t accept the madness you’re imagining anymore. When we reach that tipping point, you’ll find yourself remembering, and accepting, your reality.”

      “Which is?” I shrug.

      “That you’re a troubled girl who killed her friends by driving a school bus into a horrible accident, and that now you’re crippled, locked in an asylum because your mind refuses to admit the truth.” He blurts the sentence in one breath. “It’s a very simple truth, actually. Once you’re able to confront it, you’ll recover.”

      I have nothing to say. It scares me to even think about it. Is that all there is to my life? Am I just a mad Alice, thrown down into an imaginary rabbit hole, and now all I need is to confess it was all a dream, just like in Lewis Carroll’s book?

      “Alice?” He sounds as if trying to gently wake me up from a nightmare.

      “Yes, I’m listening,” I reply. “You said you’re pushing my imagination to the limits until I won’t be able to imagine anymore. Right? And that only then will I be forced to retreat back to reality. Is that how you treat all your patients? Because I don’t think I’ve ever heard about this.”

      “It’s a scientific process.” His rocking chair creaks against the floor. “We call it the Rabbit Hole.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “No. It’s a scientific technique,” he says. “The Rabbit Hole is a metaphor for the road you have to fall onto to push your imagination to the max, which will eventually result in igniting a certain suppressed memory or emotion. A memory so real and strong, the patient can’t deny it. Thus the patient comes back to the real world and is cured of their madness. Of course, it was coined after Lewis Carroll’s book.”

      I wonder why Lewis Carroll’s name comes up in this conversation. Why would a physician coin a scientific method after a man who wrote a children’s book? “Trust me, doctor,” I say, “I would love it if your method works.” I don’t know if I am lying. In all honesty, I am beginning to like my own world. The Pillar, the Cheshire, Tom Truckle, the Queen, Fabiola, and Jack. All the madness and nonsense and uncertainty seem to have had a magical impact on me.

      “I certainly hope so,” he says. “How about I call Waltraud to roll you back to your cell? We’ve had enough for today.”

      “One more thing, doctor,” I say. “There is something I’d like to ask you before I go.”

      “Please do.”

      “How come physicians are referencing Lewis Carroll in terms like the Rabbit Hole? I mean, isn’t Lewis Carroll just a Victorian writer who wrote a children’s book?”

      “Interesting question. Well, Lewis Carroll had an uncanny interest in mental illness.”

      “He did?”

      “Of course. It’s documented,” he says. “Also, Lewis himself suffered from terrible migraines, which presumably caused his stuttering. Sometimes the migraines left him unconscious for hours, probably dreaming his stories.”

      “What?” I knew Lewis stuttered. I saw it myself. But I didn’t realize he had such horrible migraines.

      “He took so many drugs for the migraines, but they wouldn’t go away,” the doctor elaborates. “He tried to cure himself with the most horrible torture instruments.”

      “What are you saying, exactly?” I am angered.

      “Maybe Lewis Carroll was just as insane,” he says, “as you are.”
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        THE SIX O’CLOCK CIRCUS, MUDFOG TOWN, LONDON

      

      

      

      
        
        SUNDAY, 8:05 A.M.

      

      

      

      An hour later, the Pillar’s chauffeur drops me off at the so-called crime scene.

      It’s seven-thirty in the morning on a foggy Sunday. After my psychiatry session, I fainted at the sight of my crippled self in the mirror. When I awoke, I wasn’t crippled anymore. Waltraud informed me I would be transported to “outside counseling” again. This time, my ruthless warden had looked highly suspicious of the matter, but she couldn’t intervene.

      The chauffeur picked me up from the asylum’s entrance. All through the drive, in the ambulance he still drove from my last adventure, from Oxford to the outskirts of London, he said nothing useful, just that the Pillar had called for me.

      A new Wonderland Monster seemed to have arrived.

      The rest of the ride, I watched the chauffeur drive recklessly and comb his thin whiskers while listening to both his ambulance’s siren and the “White Rabbit” song by Jefferson Airplane from the radio. Eventually, I looked away and continued bandaging the wounds on my arms. When will I ever learn this None Fu thing?

      Now, I am standing in front of an old circus with a single red, white, and black tent. The circus, if you could call it that, is surrounded by gravel and sand on all sides. No houses or buildings are in sight. The police are everywhere, looking into some crime. I really don’t know what I am doing here.

      “Take this.” The chauffeur pulls out a fake card and hands it over.

      “Amy Watson?” I read, furrowing my brow. “Director’s assistant at the White Rabbit Animal Rights Movement in London?”

      “Pin it to your jacket,” the chauffeur demands without explaining. “You’ll need it to get past the police.”

      “What should I actually look for once I get past them?”

      “Your boss, Professor Cornelius Petmaster, of course.” The chauffeur rubs his whiskers. “The one and only.” He winks.

      Standing in my place, I watch him drive away recklessly, like a spoiled rich kid with his daddy’s new ambulance.

      Now I have the police’s full attention.

      “Alice—I mean, Amy Watson.” I point at my card and approach them confidently, waving my magic umbrella in the other hand. “White Rabbit Animal Rights Movement.” I have no idea what I am saying.

      “You’re looking for Professor Petmaster, I presume.” A young, chubby officer sighs, hands on her belt.

      I nod.

      “Why are those guys even on the crime scene?” She points at me and scowls at another officer. “This is a crime scene. What is an animal rights organization doing here?”

      “Crime scene?” a tall, overly thin officer says. His flirting eyes are all over me already. He is cute, but lanky, like a flipping broom. Strangely, I fidget. Am I favoring a stranger’s random interest in me in the absence of Jack? “You can’t call it a crime scene without a body. Besides, a rabbit is on the loose. I know most people care for the bomb. Still, some care for the rabbit. Come in, Ms. Amy.” He flashes his teeth at me. That fake grin I notice most boys use to impress girls. I don’t have time for this. I shouldn’t have any interest in boys. I don’t know what the heck is going on.

      Averting my eyes, I spot the Pillar a few strides away from the circus’ tent. He is pretending he is a music maestro to a few kids who seem to have been in the circus when whatever crime took place. He is singing, “London Bridge is falling down. Falling down.” The children reply, enthusiastically, “Down down down!”

      “A very handsome young fellow.” A ninety-year-old grandmother winks at me, hands clapped together, pointing at the Pillar.

      “I’m sure he is,” I mumble. Young fellow? I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Everyone seems to like the Pillar wherever I go. If they only knew what a fruitcake he is.

      I approach him and the children.

      “Watson!” The Pillar welcomes me with his usual theatrical gestures as if it’s the happiest day of his life.

      “Professor Petmaster.” I nod, hands behind my back, playing my part. Calling me “Watson” reminds me of Sherlock Holmes. I don’t know if it’s intentional on the Pillar’s behalf, although we do have some similarities in the way we solve cases, and the Pillar does smoke a lot, like Sherlock. “What do we have here?” I ask, hoping I’ll finally understand the situation.

      “A white rabbit on the loose.” He excuses himself from the kids and their parents. “You know how much my heart aches for a stray animal,” he says, his voice loud enough, so everyone hears. “Poor white rabbit, thrown out in the cruel world of humanity.” He pulls me toward the circus, as I spread my fake smiles at the police, parents, and the kids.

      “Sorry you caught me singing that awful song,” he whispers as we walk in.

      “Sorry? Why?”

      “Who in the world sings ‘London Bridge is falling down’ for young kids?” he says. “Such a depressing song.”

      I try to overlook the interesting fact as we finally enter the circus.

      The circus inside is a dirt hole. Cheap as it gets. I glimpse a sign announcing that entrance is for free. I am not surprised. The circus is a bit too dim inside. The ring in the middle is filled with white sand, but empty otherwise. Actually, the whole place is abandoned. A huge flyer dangling from above says, “The Maddest Show on Earth.” This does seem like a Wonderland Monster’s crime scene so far.

      “So, what happened in here?” I ask the Pillar, now that we’re alone and we can drop the act.

      “A man calling himself the Hatter has been performing here for the last month, for free,” the Pillar says, walking slowly with his cane and inspecting the place. Dressed the way he is, I realize the Pillar would easily fit in here, mistaken for one of the circus’ performers. An insane ringmaster, maybe. “Last night, the so-called Hatter performed a magic trick where he managed to magically make a white rabbit swallow a time bomb.”

      “Oh ,” I remember last week’s killer stuffing heads in watermelons. I wonder what’s with all that stuffing. “And?”

      “He showed it to the children. The children panicked and ran away, and so did the white rabbit, now loose on the streets of London, hopping happily, waiting to explode.” The Pillar seems interested in the sand on the floor inside the ring.

      “What’s with all the cruelty Wonderland Monsters have toward animals?”

      “Almost everyone in Carroll’s book is an animal, Alice,” the Pillar remarks. “I’m one if you haven’t noticed.”

      Of course, he’s not an animal. Or is he?

      “So that’s why there is no corpse. We’re supposed to chase a loose rabbit with a bomb this time?” I change the subject. What, and who, the Pillar is isn’t something I want to delve into now. I am just happy to be out here, using my legs and away from the asylum.

      “Could be.”

      “Some kind of wicked Wonderland Monster terrorist attack?”

      “I assume so.” The Pillar is still fascinated by the ring.

      “Why do you seem to have doubts about all of this?” I say. “A bomb inside a rabbit is meant to brutally explode somewhere in London. I can’t see it any other way.”

      “If I’m a terrorist with a bomb, I’d let it just explode wherever I want it to explode.” The Pillar squints, still staring at the ring in the middle. “Why let a rabbit loose? Whoever this Wonderland Monster is, he has a mysterious plan I can’t put my finger on.”
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        SUNDAY, 8:24 A.M.

      

      

      

      When I think about it, the Pillar’s assumption makes sense. A rabbit with a bomb, let alone how unethical it is, might be meant to stir panic all over the city for some reason or another. I try to figure out what’s going on, but I know very little about the situation. “Are you saying this is meant for me and you again, a message from a Wonderland Monster?”

      “It’s hard to tell. The Wonderland Monsters work in nonsensical ways.” The Pillar stops before the ring, not willing to step inside for some reason. What’s so important about the sand inside?

      “At least we know he is the Mad Hatter this time.”

      “That’s who he claims to be.” The Pillar kneels down, thoroughly inspecting the empty ring. “Still, something isn’t quite right here.”

      “The sand?”

      The Pillar nods and stands up again. “But I’m not sure yet.” He looks at me as if he is seeing me for the first time. “What’s up with all your bruises? Had a fight with Waltraud?"

      “Nah, it’s None Fu.” I swallow the word. “I was training.”

      “Does it say to try to kill yourself and stick a carrot in your behind in the book?”

      “Of course not! There are certain moves, similar to karate, that are supposed to work, but I end up falling on my hips or hitting the wall.” I try to sound casual, but I am utterly embarrassed. Even to the Pillar, this None Fu thing seems off the rocker. “I’ll have to keep doing this until it works."

      “You know, only insane people do the same thing over and over again, expecting the same results, over and over again, right?”

      “What’s so wrong with insane people?” A half-smile surfaces on my lips.

      “Nothing.” The Pillar smiles. “They can do whatever they want... and that is the fun of it.”

      Suddenly, a noise interrupts us.

      Someone is snoring in the tiers behind me. I turn around and see a man in his fifties, sitting with his neck resting on his shoulder. He is wearing a long brown duster and is sleeping on the bank in the highest row in the back. I turn back and shoot the Pillar an inquisitive look.

      “Nothing to worry about. That’s Chief Inspector Dormouse,” the Pillar says. “Sherlock Dormouse.” He raises one eyebrow and shields his mouth with one gloved hand.

      “You’re kidding, right?” I follow the Pillar as he climbs up toward the sleeping inspector.

      “I’m not kidding, Alice.” The Pillar rolls his eyes. “You sound overly American; you know that?” He steps right over Inspector Dormouse, who is still snoring rhythmically, his chest rising and falling, and his lips clapping. “So you can tell he’s very enthusiastic about the case,” the Pillar remarks.

      “Dormouse?” I say. “Is he a Wonderlander? The Dormouse?”

      “Haven’t seen him before.” The Pillar shakes his shoulders. “His first name is Sherlock. The man is certainly a mystery. The officers outside say he’s been chief inspector for ten years. Never solved a case, yet he gets to keep his job—I love Britain. A talented sleeper, I must admit.”

      “Curiouser and curiouser,” I mumble. “I mean, a police officer asleep at the crime scene?”

      “There are politicians asleep at their desks, doctors at the operating table, and irresponsible parents drunk at the wheel,” the Pillar says, amusing himself. “I’d say this man isn’t that guilty. There is no real crime scene here, after all. We’re just looking for a missing rabbit.” The Pillar knocks his cane hard against the floor. “Let’s see if the inspector can be of any help.”

      Inspector Dormouse flips awake, rubbing his beady eyes.
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        SUNDAY, 8:40 A.M.

      

      

      

      “So, you two are from the animal rights movement?” Inspector Dormouse rubs his eyes. He seems like a decent man to me. Hardly a Wonderland Monster. “My daughter has a hamster, a turtle, and a lizard. She loves animals.” He chuckles, rubbing his thick neck. “I hate it when they follow me to the bathroom, but I can’t break my daughter’s heart.”

      Pretending we’re from the animal rights movement now makes sense to me. Otherwise, we would not have been allowed into the crime scene. As animal enthusiasts, it makes sense to look after the rabbit. Someone should care for the animal, not just humans. Ironically enough, it’s the insane who care.

      “Amy Watson, my assistant, loves rabbits a lot,” the Pillar says—partially making fun of me.

      I wonder if we’ll be solving crimes with the police from now on. Not a bad idea. We could use some help, as long as they don’t know who we really are.

      “Amy Watson has been in a rabbit hole once,” the Pillar whispers to Inspector Dormouse, then smiles broadly at me.

      Unexpectedly, Inspector Dormouse doesn’t respond to that. He falls asleep while standing up. His lips ripple like a reluctant wave when he snores.

      “Inspector?” I tilt my head, trying to be nice.

      “Huh.” His eyes flip open again. He rubs them and yawns. “Apologies. How rude of me. Haven’t slept much lately,” he says. “Have been working twenty-four-seven since they invented the DOI.”

      “DOI?” the Pillar says.

      “Department of Insanity,” Inspector Dormouse says.

      “Department of Insanity?” I exchange looks with the Pillar.

      “Aye.” Inspector Dormouse pulls out a bottle of eye drops and uses it on his eyes. “A few years ago, the police noticed a lot of crimes with an unusual insanity factor. Crimes which no one had ever heard of before; like this one, a bunny sent out with a bomb.” He chuckles again. His hands shake, and he drops the liquid on his cheek. “The world has gone insane.”

      “I’m glad you noticed.” The Pillar squints, but I know what he is thinking. If the police have noticed the absurdity of crimes recently, then it probably has to do with the Wonderland Monsters being set loose.

      “So have you found any leads to the rabbit’s whereabouts?" the inspector asks.

      “I think we have,” the Pillar says, pointing his cane at the sand in the circle, now that he has a much better view from up here. “The Hatter’s first clue.”

      I focus immediately on the ring, trying to figure out the message. Inspector Dormouse yawns, utterly perplexed.

      Then I see the clue.

      Someone used a stick or something and wrote a message in the sand. The letters are enormous—the Pillar couldn’t read them standing too close at the foot of the tiers. Now, we both see it clearly. It’s a one-word message:

      “Piccadilly?” I say.

      “Is this intentional?” Inspector Dormouse scratches his head.

      “It is.” The Pillar’s face looks serious. “This isn’t just about a lost rabbit with a bomb. I assume we’ll be introduced to a series of clues once we get past this one.”

      “But there is no clue,” Inspector Dormouse counters. “It’s just a word. Someone’s name, probably.”

      “You think it’s the Hatter’s real name?” I cut in, facing the Pillar.

      “No,” the Pillar says. “The word ‘Piccadilly’ is written inside a circle. Not the ring, but the one carved with the stick around the word.”

      I tiptoe and look down to grasp the whole picture. “I see it. A code? Part word and part drawing?”

      The Pillar nods.

      “Piccadilly Circle?” I interpret. “Is that somewhere we need to go?” Then I get it. “This is where we should look for the rabbit if we want to stop it.”

      “Yes,” the Pillar says. Inspector Dormouse looks at us like two loons from outer space—which we might be. “But it’s not Piccadilly Circle. There is no place called Piccadilly Circle. It’s Piccadilly Circus, the famous road junction in London.”

      “How do you know it’s ‘Circus,’ not ‘Circle’?” I say.

      “Circus is Latin for circle,” the Pillar explains. “The so-called Hatter wants to play a game.”

      “Are you saying the bomb, I mean the rabbit, is in Piccadilly Circus in London?” Inspector Dormouse has awakened again.

      “Looks like it,” the Pillar says.

      “Then we have to go there,” I insist. “How much time do we have before the bomb goes off?”

      “666 minutes.” Inspector Dormouse finally knows something. “That’s what the children said the digital timer showed on the bomb.”

      “That’s eleven hours and six minutes.” The Pillar looks at his pocket watch. “The rabbit was set loose at 12:00 p.m. yesterday, so the bomb should explode at 11:06 a.m. today. It’s 8:46 a.m. now. We’ve only got very little time before the bomb goes off!”
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        8:49 A.M.

      

      

      

      Inspector Dormouse allows us to ride along in the back seat with the police force to Piccadilly Circus. The police force, or rather the Department of Insanity, is frantic, dispatching, and calling other institutions.

      A bomb about to explode in about an hour and a half.

      The police make sure the press doesn’t know about it. They call 999 and confirm no one is allowed to pass the news of a loose rabbit with a bomb. No need to turn Piccadilly Circus and London into a real circus. At least not now.

      “But how can he know the rabbit is in Piccadilly Circus?” I ask in the back seat. “I mean, it’s a rabbit, not something you control with a remote.”

      Although I am expecting insight from Inspector Dormouse, I don’t get any. He is already comatose, snoring in the passenger seat. The officer driving smiles feebly at me in the mirror.

      “I have no idea,” the Pillar replies. “This Hatter wants to play a game. Right now, it’s his rules, until we figure out what’s on his mind.” He pokes Inspector Dormouse with his cane from the back. He still doesn’t wake up. “Dedicated sleeper,” the Pillar comments, almost admiringly. “Is he always like that?” he asks the driving officer.

      “Most of the time.” The officer is embarrassed too. “But he is a bloody good inspector.”

      The Pillar rolls his eyes. “Tell me”—he turns to me—“what happened with Jack?”

      “That’s none of your business.” I don’t know why I’m defensive about it. Maybe because I don’t want to remember.

      However, the Pillar shoots me another admiring look, as if he likes the way I fired back at him.

      “So, are we there yet?” Inspector Dormouse snaps awake.

      “Soon enough, sir,” the officer replies.

      “Do you dream when you sleep, or do you just pass out?” The Pillar is curious.

      “Was I asleep?” The inspector scratches his head and yawns.

      I smile. The inspector seems to possess the rare capability to shock the Pillar.

      “Did I tell you the Hatter told the children about that one girl that could stop the bomb?” Inspector Dormouse says.

      “One girl?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “Is her name Alice?” The Pillar doesn’t waste time.

      “No.” Inspector Dormouse’s beady eyes promise he’ll fall asleep again. But before he passes out, he answers us. “Mary Ann, the children said.”

      “Mary Ann?” I look at the Pillar.

      “Who is Mary Ann?” we both utter in one breath.
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        PICCADILLY CIRCUS, LONDON, 9:06 A.M.

      

      

      

      Piccadilly Circus isn’t a real circus. It’s some sort of a traffic junction, more of a public space at London’s West End. It’s a busy meeting place. Sometimes, a tourist attraction for those who love noisy and overcrowded places.

      “It’s been said that a person who stays long enough at Piccadilly Circus will eventually bump into everyone they know.” The Pillar sighs as the vehicle stops. The police officer wakes up the inspector, telling him we’ve arrived. He also tells the inspector to wipe away the words written with a marker on his forehead:

      Inspector Sherlock Dormouse

      Was miraculously awake from 9:02-9:04.

      May he sleep in peace.

      “Who did that!” the inspector barks, staring in the rearview mirror.

      “It was him.” The Pillar points at the officer when it was him who did it a second ago. “But we’re in a hurry. Let’s get out.” He takes my hand, and I follow him outside while the inspector punishes the innocent officer in the car.

      “Now we’re free to begin our investigation alone,” the Pillar says. “Tell me if you see anything out of the ordinary in the circus.”

      Piccadilly Circus is full of video displays and neon signs mounted on every building on the northern side. Even this early, it throngs with all kinds of people.

      In a hurry, I glimpse a few notable buildings, including the London Pavilion, Criterion Restaurant, and Criterion Theatre. How are we supposed to find a rabbit in this humongous place?

      “I don’t know what I am looking for,” I say.

      “You’re right. Come with me,” the Pillar demands. “There is no way we’re going to find clues in all this mess.”

      “Don’t you think Mary Ann is the clue, not Piccadilly Circus?” I ask.

      “I don’t know who Mary Ann is,” he says. “Until we do, this crowded place is all we’ve got.”

      I follow the Pillar, glimpsing the time on my watch. It’s already 9:07 a.m.

      As we snake our way through the crowd and cars, I see a tube station, part of the London Underground system. I wonder if the rabbit ventured down there. I hope not.

      “We have to get a better look from the top.” The Pillar enters a building and runs up the stairs.

      Climbing up, we’re trying not to infect others with our panic. So far, no one knows about the bomb that is about to explode in London.

      The view from the top is even more confusing. It’s like a Caucus Race down there. People walking in every direction. I can’t seem to locate most of the police officers.

      “This doesn’t look good.” The Pillar sighs. “It doesn’t look like there are clues for us here. And I wouldn’t expect to see the rabbit if it’s hopping down there.”

      I concentrate, trying to find the next clue, but it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. I wonder if the Pillar is right about this. Are we really supposed to find the rabbit here? And why hasn’t this Hatter contacted us if he wants to play games?

      9:09 a.m.

      “What’s that?” I point at a notable statue in the middle of the circus. It’s of a winged, nude man, pointing a bow and string down at the tourists. “Is that Eros?”

      “Eros to the Greek, Cupid to the Roman,” the Pillar says, still looking lost. “It’s one of London’s most famous landmarks. But you must know that.”

      “I know a little about it,” I say, although I hardly remember being here before. “Tell me more about it.”

      “We don’t have time, Alice,” the Pillar scoffs.

      “But what if it’s the clue?” I argue. “As far as I see, it’s the most eye-catching landmark in this crowded place. It certainly stands out.”

      “You’ve got a point.” The Pillar stares with interest. “The statue is one of London’s icons.” He starts reciting facts in case they may lead us somewhere. “It was the first in the world to be cast in aluminum. It’s set on a bronze fountain, designed by Alfred Gilbert. It’s the symbol of love, but everyone knows that.”

      “That doesn’t sound like something the Hatter wants us to inspect.” I rub my chin, disappointed.

      An imaginary bomb is ticking in the back of my head. The sight of a blown-out rabbit drives me crazy. Who would do such a thing?

      “Wait,” the Pillar says. “The statue is erected upon a fountain, which is called Shaftesbury Memorial Fountain. It commemorates the philanthropic works of Lord Shaftesbury, a famous Victorian politician.”

      “Victorian?” I say. “You mean he lived in Lewis Carroll’s time?”

      “True.” The Pillar’s eyes glitter. “Lord Shaftesbury was also very interested in children, like Lewis. He was one of the first people who argued with Parliament that children shouldn’t be working so many hours like they did back then.”

      “And?” I am excited we might be closing in on the next clue.

      “And nothing.” The Pillar pouts again. “All similarities stop here. I told you, this statue can’t be the clue.” He glances at his pocket watch. “It’s 9:10. That’s so Jub Jub.”

      “Why send us to such a crowded place?” I look down at the circus, wishing I could see a man with a huge hat and teacups. I remember seeing such a man in the Fat Duck restaurant, where Sir Elton John was playing. “Could the Cheshire be involved in this again?”

      “Nah,” the Pillar says. “This is... I don’t know... different.”

      “How are we supposed to find more clues here?” I mumble. “This all seems too out there.” Then it strikes me. I hope I’m not too late. “Unless...!”

      “Unless what?” He looks defeated, angry he can’t solve the puzzle.

      “Unless the Hatter has no intention of letting us stop the bomb,” I say. “What if he is like the Muffin Man? Maybe we’re here to witness something.”

      The Pillar cuts me off. “Are you saying we’ve been led here to die in the bombing?”
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        QUEEN’S GARDEN, BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON,

      

      

      

      
        
        9:08 A.M.

      

      

      

      “Off with its head!” The Queen of England moaned at her flamingo, the one that was choking in the grip of her chubby hands.

      This was the third time she’d ordered a flamingo’s head chopped off today, and she was starting to lose her patience.

      The Queen was fond of using her flamingos instead of mallets in her favorite game, croquet. She’d flip the flamingo upside down and swing it against the ball with a flat grin on her face.

      But in this new world, nothing worked the Queen’s way—the Wonderland way.

      “What seems to be upsetting you, My Queen?” Margaret Kent, the Duchess, asked, hands politely behind her back while admiring her queen kicking balls.

      “These flamingos are of no use to me.” The Queen huffed. “Whenever I swing and am about to hit the ball, the stupid bird flips its head up to avoid the hit. This is nonsense!” She stamped her feet, which made her whole body boing since she was noticeably short.

      Margaret Kent took a moment before saying anything. In truth, this wasn’t nonsense. Being able to hit a ball with a flamingo’s head, like in Wonderland, that was nonsense. But how could she persuade someone used to nonsense that what actually made sense was only nonsense to them? Margaret Kent winced at the last thought. It was mind-boggling.

      “The flamingos in this world are just animals,” Margaret explained. “They will instinctually pull their head back when it’s about to hit the ball. It’s the normal thing to do.”

      “Is it normal to disobey the Queen in this world?” The Queen pouted like a spoiled six-year-old.

      “Of course not, My Queen,” Margaret said. “It’s just that we’re not in Wonderland anymore.”

      “You make it sound like we’re aliens who’ve landed on earth.”

      Margaret didn’t comment, but it was a plausible metaphor. Wonderlanders suffered in this world. The real world’s nonsense was certainly different from Wonderland’s nonsense. Not all nonsense was actually nonsense. “Would you like me to order you real mallets instead, My Queen?”

      “What’s the fun in that?” the Queen said, holding her poor and scared flamingo upside down. “I want you to find a way to convince the flamingo to not flip its head so I can hit the ball with its head.”

      “Hmm...” Margaret sighed. “I don’t know how to do that, My Queen.”

      “Find a way!” The Queen stamped her feet again. “Bribe it!”

      “How?” Margaret was sincere about it. How do you bribe a flamingo? Give it money? What would it do with it? No sane flamingo would agree to its own death, even in an insane world.

      “Then bring all the toilet paper you can find; wrap it around its neck so it can’t flip its head,” the Queen shouted.

      “Okay?” Margaret squinted hesitantly.

      “Or even better, I have another idea.”

      “Which is?”

      “Off with its head!” She waved the flamingo at her guard to take care of the bird.

      But the Queen’s guards, wearing their bearskin caps and scarlet tunics with the dark blue collars, failed to execute the bird. Whenever they were about to chop its head, the sneaky flamingo pulled it back again, and the guard only sliced thin air.

      “What’s wrong with this flamingo?” the Queen said. “It doesn’t want to hit the ball with its head, and it doesn’t want to die.”

      “It’s—” Margaret bowed, wanting to comfort her.

      “Shhh.” The Queen raised a forefinger in the air. “I’m thinking, Margaret. Don’t interrupt my genius thinking.”

      “But of course, My Queen.” In truth, Margaret worried whenever the Queen started thinking.

      “I finally know what’s wrong with this flamingo.” The Queen snapped her fingers.

      “Enlighten me, please, My Queen.”

      “It needs a psychiatrist,” the Queen whispered, eyes bulging with the revelation.

      “A psychiatrist?”

      “Yes. Yes.” The Queen shook her head, snickering along. “The flamingo is insane. It needs therapy—like every disobeying citizen. Then it will just follow my orders the way I want. Guards!” She turned and clapped the fatty hands. “Send this flamingo to the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum!”

      The Queen’s guards did. Immediately.

      They took the poor bird, wrapped it in a straitjacket—the Queen had a lot of those scattered all over the palace, but no one really knew why—and then caged the flamingo in the back of an ambulance.

      “I hope you’re satisfied now.” Margaret watched the guards leave the croquet field.

      “I’m a queen, Margaret. I’m never satisfied. But I feel better.” She inhaled the foggy air with closed eyes.

      “Can I talk to you about the Event now?” Margaret said as she had wanted to bring it up all day.

      “Ah.” The Queen waved a hand in the air. “That event! I bet it’s going to be marvelous. Have you invited everyone on my list?”

      “Yes.” Margaret nodded obediently.

      “Each and every one of them?”

      “From all lands in the world, all ethnicities and tribes,” Margaret said. “The crème de la crème of the world’s most important people are hours away from arriving.”

      The Queen smirked, looking at her reflection in the mirror. At first, she was shocked by her image, then she pretended it was the most beautiful in the world. “It’s time for the greatest event in the twentieth century to take place.”

      “It’s the twenty-first century, My Queen,” Margaret corrected her.

      “Who said that?” the Queen said in anger.

      Margaret didn’t know how to answer that. How could she reason that a fact was, in fact, a fact?

      “Doesn’t matter.” The Queen relaxed again. “Once the Event takes place, and I convince the world with my plan, I can pretty much do what I want with the world, even if I want to change history and time itself—and, of course, every damn flamingo will obey me without question.”
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        TOP OF A BUILDING, PICCADILLY CIRCUS, LONDON,

      

      

      

      
        
        9:21 A.M.

      

      

      

      “But it can’t be that easy,” I say, contradicting my previous assumption about us being led here to die. Blame it on my insanity, I guess. “I’m confused about this bomb. I really don’t know how to stop it.”

      “I think you were right.” The Pillar snaps his fingers. “Not about being led here to die, but about the statue being the clue.”

      “How so? Tell me. We have so little time.”

      “There is something peculiar about the Eros statue,” he says. “I remember someone telling me that if it were to release its arrow, its shaft would bury itself in Shaftesbury Avenue down there.”

      “The statue is pointing at a specific destination?” I squeak. “That must be it. The arrow, within this crowd, is a peculiar landmark. It could be like an X marks the spot. Maybe it leads to the rabbit’s whereabouts.”

      I am already running for the stairs. The Pillar follows me down.

      We reach the street below. It’s already 9:23 a.m., and I dash through the crowd, toward the statue, tolerating all kinds of vulgar insults for my behavior.

      The Pillar stands next to me, our backs to the statue. We follow the arrow’s target and can see it’s exactly pointing at something.

      A homeless man...

      The man is standing fixed in place as if someone led him to this precise spot. He looks overly dirty, with tattered clothes. The wandering crowds keep away from him. This must be it. The man stands alone, right in the arrow’s target. He is even staring at the statue.

      The Pillar and I approach the man, not knowing what to say. He doesn’t care to lower his eyes at us. He’s fixated on the statue, fidgeting his feet, as if to make sure he’s standing in the right spot.

      “Do you know where the rabbit is?” I blurt out, as insane as it sounds.

      The man lowers his eyes. His gaze is weird. I suddenly realize he looks frightened.

      “Answer me, please.” I take a step forward. He says nothing.

      “Did the Hatter send you?” the Pillar demands.

      The word “Hatter” seems to resonate with the man. Something glitters in his eyes, but he still doesn’t talk. He is scared of something.

      The Pillar pulls the man by his collar, about to force him to talk. The man resists. His feet cemented in place. Then I see it. Underneath the man’s tattered clothes, he is wired with dynamite, and it’s probably controlled from afar.

      “Look.” I point at the dynamite. The Pillar looks around for whoever is doing this. “Stay put,” I tell the homeless man. “We’ll get help.”

      I am about to look for Inspector Dormouse when the Pillar squeezes my hand. “I don’t think this is the way to solve it. Let’s see what this awful-smelling man has to say.”

      I raise my head and realize that the homeless man has been trying to talk, only he was too scared to raise his voice. The Pillar nears him, trying to listen to the man’s shivering lips. The man begins whispering, still stuttering with fear.

      “Louder.” The Pillar can’t make the words out. “You!” he shouts at a few teenagers, listening to their iPods and singing along. The teenagers ignore him, still swinging to the music. The Pillar takes a step forward, pulls their iPods from them, and throws them away. “Walk!” he says and turns back to the homeless man. The teenagers run away. I haven’t seen this serious side of the Pillar before.

      The homeless man raises his voice now, intimidated by the Pillar. “Why did the Mock Turtle call its teacher Tortoise?” the homeless man manages to say.

      “What?” I grimace.

      “Why did the Mock Turtle call its teacher Tortoise?” the man repeats, his eyes sincerely pleading for an answer.

      “Is this a joke?” I say.

      “He’s talking about the Alice in Wonderland book,” the Pillar says. “It’s a play on words that we’re supposed to solve. It was mentioned in the book.”

      “What kind of sick game is this?” I lament, then scratch my memory to solve the puzzle. I am supposed to have the Alice in Wonderland book memorized in the back of my head, but panic disrupts my thinking.

      I look at the Pillar for the solution, and I hate myself for not solving it myself. I want to save this homeless man from exploding any minute now.

      “Just give me a minute.” The Pillar raises a finger. “I know the solution to this.”

      “There’s no time,” the homeless man stutters. “The Hatter told me a girl named Mary Ann might know the answer.”

      The Pillar and I exchange worried looks. Who the heck is Mary Ann?

      “Forget about this Mary Ann,” the Pillar tells the man. “We’re going to get it solved and save your sorry life.”

      “Please...” the man says, but then he can’t say more.

      We’re too late. Something splashes against the man’s chest. At first, I don’t understand what it is. But when the Pillar holds the man tight and helps him fall to the ground, I realize what it is.

      The homeless man was shot, probably with a silencer.
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        9:36 A.M.

      

      

      

      Panicked, I kneel down next to the Pillar, who grits his teeth, pulling his hands away from the corpse. He stands up and stares at the wandering crowd. He flashes fake smiles and persuades them the man has a fainting condition, and that everything is going to be all right once they give him his medicine. The Pillar is worried about the people panicking.

      Surprisingly, no one even cares about the homeless guy sprawled in red on the ground.

      I refuse to believe the man is dead that soon. There must be a way to save him. I pull my phone out to call an ambulance.

      “Stop this,” the Pillar says. “I told you, these Wonderland Wars are beyond police and ambulances’ help. We don’t want them to interfere.”

      “We were riding along with Inspector Dormouse a few minutes ago. I thought we might work hand in hand to save people’s lives now.”

      “That was just a trick so we could enter the scene of the crime,” the Pillar says. “Why do you even care about a homeless man you don’t know?”

      “What did you just say?” I snap back. “What’s wrong with you? One minute you want us to save lives, and then you don’t care if a man dies.”

      “There are bigger stakes at hand.” The Pillar looks frustrated, his eyes looking around for whoever executed that shot. “This sentimental heart of yours will blow everything.”

      The emergency number picks up, and a woman asks me how she can help. I begin telling her a man has been shot at Piccadilly Circus and that we need an ambulance.

      “This isn’t making any sense,” the Pillar says to himself next to me. “Why shoot a man when he is wired with dynamite?”

      The Pillar’s questioning alerts me after I hang up with the woman, who promised me an ambulance would arrive in a few minutes.

      “You’re right,” I say. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      The Pillar turns and faces me, his eyes looking over my shoulder, wide open. “Unless this is a joke.” He points at someone behind me.

      I turn around. The homeless man is on his feet, staring at us.
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        RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Dr. Tom Truckle was gorging on his favorite mock turtle soup when the phone rang.

      “Director of the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum.” He leaned back in his chair, trying to sound as authoritative as possible.

      “The Queen of England sent us a patient,” Waltraud said. She sounded terrified.

      “The Queen of who?” He dropped his spoon.

      “England! Your queen, Doctor,” Waltraud said. “My queen, too.”

      “A patient?” He wasn’t quite comprehending the conversation. “Send him in immediately!”

      “But of course.”

      “Waltraud! Wait!” Tom stood up. “Send the patient to the VIP ward with the best room possible.”

      “I thought so.”

      “And Waltraud, is it a male or a female?”

      Waltraud waited for a while. “It’s hard to tell, Doctor.”

      “What nonsense is that, Waltraud?”

      “I would ask the patient, but I don’t think this patient talks.”

      “It’s mute?”

      “Mute is someone who once talked—or is supposed to talk.”

      “You’re really not making any sense, Waltraud.” Tom sighed, fed up with his employee’s stupidity. “What is the patient’s problem?”

      “It refuses to get its head chopped off,” Waltraud said. “The Queen demands the patient to obey her.”

      Dr. Tom pushed the button on his desk to check on the surveillance cameras. He spotted Waltraud standing in the hall next to a flamingo in a cage.

      Previously, he’d always thought it was only the Pillar and Alice who wanted to make fun of him. Now the Queen of England, too?

      He swallowed a handful of his pills, without water, and said, “A royal flamingo.” He hissed to himself. “Waltraud. Tell the Queen I will take care of the situation myself.”

      “I will.” Waltraud waved at the camera. “And she left you an invitation, too, Doctor.”

      “Invitation? From the Queen herself. What’s it about?”

      “It says an invitation to ‘The Event’ on the envelope.”

      “Bring it to me immediately.”
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        9:39 A.M.

      

      

      

      The blood on the man’s chest is nothing but red paint. Was this meant to spook us? I honestly have no idea. All I know is that there is a bomb I need to stop.

      “The first time it’s only paint, the Hatter told me,” the homeless man explains, looking shocked. “The second time, the TNT will explode.”

      “Then why did you fall back?” I say.

      “I was just shocked by the impact of the paintball on my chest,” he says.

      I look up, trying to locate where the shot came from. I am thinking from the roofs, but I am not sure.

      “What do you want from us?” I raise my hands and shout upward. Instead of asking what’s wrong, people walk away from me. “Show your face, ugly Wonderlander!”

      The Pillar raises an eyebrow, as people stare warily at me. “She’s got a Certificate of Insanity,” he remarks playfully to the crowd. “She has the right to do that.” He swirls his finger around his ear.

      “Do you have a problem with that?” I snarl at the passing crowd. I have no idea what’s gotten into me, but I am getting sick of all these secret Wonderland games.

      “Screaming always feels good.” The Pillar acts as if he is my counselor or something. “Breathe in. Breathe out.”

      “Get your hands off me,” I snap. Screaming does feel good. Not just because I’ve wanted to scream at anyone for a while, but because it helps me remember the solution to the riddle. “I know the answer to your question now.” I turn back to the homeless man. “In the book, the Mock Turtle says, ‘We called our teacher tortoise because he taught us.’ Tortoise sounds like taught us. A play on words, like the Pillar said.” The Pillar’s smile is ten miles wide. “It’s in the ninth chapter, called ‘The Mock Turtle’s Story.’”

      “Right answer,” the homeless man says. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it,” I say, proud of myself. “How come you didn’t remember it?” I ask the Pillar.

      “Maybe I did.” I can’t tell whether he is joking or not. “Maybe I’m not fond of homeless people. I think they should get a job.” He cocks his head.

      “Unbelievable.” I shake my head at the Pillar’s cruelty. I am definitely not fond of him today.

      “So we saved a homeless man from being killed in a silly game,” the Pillar says. “How are we going to catch the rabbit?”

      Before I contemplate the question, the homeless man answers it: “By answering the second question.”

      It takes me a moment to realize what I am looking at. The homeless man simply pulls the dynamite off, sneering at me and the Pillar. It’s not dynamite. It’s a hoax. The homeless man grins, showing his silver tooth and a few other absent ones.
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        9:43 A.M.

      

      

      

      “I guess you have a job after all.” The Pillar grits his teeth. “A brilliant actor.”

      “Oh, but thank you. I can’t believe you two took the bait that easily.” The homeless man grins.

      “Why would you do that?” I ask him.

      “The Hatter pays well,” he says. “Which reminds me, he wants you to answer the second question now.”

      “And why should we answer that?” I say.

      “Because of this.” He wraps a bracelet around my wrist. I shriek when I look at it. It's made of steel, and I can’t pull it off. It’s has a small, blinking red light. “It’s another small bomb.” The man smirks. “It won’t kill you, but it will blow off that cute little arm of yours. Do you happen to know where you got this tattoo, by the way?” He points at the one on my arm. I can’t go back to yesterday, because I was a different person then.

      Angry, I raise my hand to punch the man, but the Pillar stops me. “Don’t punch him,” the Pillar says through gritted teeth. “The Hatter is playing his cards well.”

      “Why wouldn’t I hit him?” I snap. “I have a Certificate of Insanity.”

      “If you hit him, you won’t know how to rid yourself of the bracelet.”

      “How do we know it’s really a bomb?” I touch it, wanting to pull it away.

      “We don’t,” the Pillar says. Then he shoots me a sincere look. “But I can’t risk that.”

      “Aw.” The creepy man sneers. “I’ve always loved sentimental moments. Papa and his little girl, the best.”

      “He’s not my papa,” I blurt at the man and shy my eyes away from the Pillar.

      The Pillar’s face knots. He seems to have changed his mind about hitting the man. “And I don’t care if she lives or dies.”

      I am rather shocked now. I don’t know why. Am I expecting him to stand up for me after saying he couldn’t risk my death? I suppose he just couldn’t, because of whatever reason he has been helping from the beginning. Who are you, Pillar? Sometimes I don’t know which side he is on. “Seriously, I’ve hated homeless people all my life. If you don’t tell us how to free her from the bracelet, I will eat you for dinner. Wait. That’s not quite impressive. I will kill you, cremate you, and then smoke you and get high on your grave.”

      The way the Pillar says it forces the man to wince slightly. “Like I said, answer the question.” He does his best not to sound intimidated. “‘Who is really described as mad in the Alice in Wonderland book?’”

      “The Mad Hatter, of course!” I reply.

      “Wrong answer.” The man grins again. My bracelet vibrates and blinks faster.

      How could that be the wrong answer? What have I done?
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        9:49 A.M.

      

      

      

      “It’s not the Hatter,” the Pillar says.

      “But—” I try to say something. I am sure it’s the Hatter that is called “mad” in the book. Everyone knows he is called the Mad Hatter.

      “No,” the Pillar says. “The Hatter was never called ‘mad’ in Lewis Carroll’s book. Not once. It’s a universal misconception.”

      “Really?” I retort in disbelief. “Then who was called mad in the book?”

      “The March Hare,” the Pillar tells me, but he is staring directly at the homeless man. “You have no idea how an original text can be twisted through the years, only because someone misheard or misremembered the original story.”

      “He’s right,” the homeless man says.

      “March Hares were known to be called mad in Victorian times,” the Pillar elaborates. “Probably because they went bonkers in the mating seasons.”

      While I am shocked by this new fact, I watch the homeless man push a button on some device in his hand. My bracelet stops blinking, and I can pull it off.

      Instantly, the Pillar pulls the man by his collar again.

      “You don’t want to kill me yet.” The man waves his hands. “Not before the last questions, do you?” He smiles and shows that silver tooth. “Or, you will never find the rabbit and stop the bomb.”

      The Pillar and I are perplexed at this sick wacko. I wonder why people like him aren’t institutionalized in the asylum.

      The man frees himself from the Pillar. “Are you ready for the last question?”

      “The suspense is killing me.” The Pillar rolls his eyes.

      “Like I said before, the Hatter says only one girl can catch the rabbit,” the homeless man says.

      “Mary Ann,” I interrupt. “Who is Mary Ann?”

      The man turns around and runs away. When I am about to chase him, the Pillar grips my hand again. “Let him go, Alice. I know who Mary Ann is now. I should have put it together from the beginning.” He sighs then scans his surroundings as if he is looking for someone.

      “What is going on? Who is Mary Ann?” I ask him. “And how is she supposed to lead us to the rabbit’s whereabouts?”

      “You seriously don’t know?” He looks straight into my eyes as if I should. “I mean, I didn’t get it at first, but I’m surprised you didn’t, too. I thought you knew Lewis Carroll’s book by heart.”

      “There is a Mary Ann in the book?” I say as the memory hits me. It’s just a trivial sentence in the White Rabbit chapter, a detail everyone usually overlooks. “I get it now.” I feel like I am in a haze. “When the White Rabbit first meets Alice in the book, he mistakes her for someone. The rabbit says, ‘Why, Mary Ann, what are you doing out here?’

      “Mary Ann is me?” I sound as if I’m asking, but deep inside, I know it’s a fact. I can’t tell why I am sure about it. “This whole game was to tell me it’s me? Why?”

      I am utterly, madly, deeply confused.

      “Doesn’t matter why now,” the Pillar says. “What matters is how you’re supposed to have the secrets in you to find the rabbit.”

      “I am tired of these games.” The imaginary haze around me is purple. I feel like I am going to drop to the ground at any moment. “What is the point of all that?”

      The Pillar holds me before I collapse. “I have no idea. You need to be stronger than this, Alice. It’s already 9:52 a.m. A little more than an hour is left. Look inside you, Alice. This is weird, but the solution is buried inside your memory somehow.”

      A moment of silence imprisons both of us before I speak again. A moment that feels like forever. I realize that there is a big chance I am a nobody. Maybe I was just adopted, left on the doorstep of some church when I was a kid. Maybe I was raised in the jungle among apes and elephants. Maybe I am an alien, and I just don’t know it. I am saying this because I truly don’t know who I am. This Alice everyone is infatuated with can’t be me. I just don’t feel it anymore.

      My blurry eyes dart toward the tattoo on my arm. What did the homeless man mean when he asked me about it?

      “So?” the Pillar says.

      “So what?”

      “I have no clue to the next step,” he says. “You need to help me catch the rabbit.”

      I have no idea what he is talking about. Not since I left the asylum have I searched within me and found answers. Not for who I am, not for what happened in the bus accident, and certainly not now.

      I try to think of my Tiger Lily, of Jack, and of any kind of strength I have inside me. What motivates people to wake themselves up from a haze, I wonder. What motivates people to stay sane in all this insanity, I don’t know.

      But, surprisingly, a memory hits me like a lightning bolt.

      “I think I know the next step,” I say reluctantly.

      “Excellent!” The Pillar cheers. “What is it?”

      “It depends on how fast we can go back to Oxford.”

      “Oxford?”

      “Yes, the house where I was supposedly born and raised.”
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        RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Dr. Tom Truckle stared at the envelope for a while.

      An invitation from the Queen of England.

      Really?

      He pulled out the card from the gold-tinted envelope and read with intent. The Queen was inviting him to what she called the Event.

      That’s creative, he thought.

      The message was brief, demanding a formal tuxedo dress, arrival on time, and the utmost secrecy.

      Tom Truckle smiled broadly. The most important event he had ever been invited to was his divorce—even his daughter never invited him to her birthday.

      But why him? What did the Queen of England want with him? Did she know who he really was?

      Of course not, his mind shushed him.

      Then why invite a mere director of an asylum?

      He stared at the invitation again, wondering if he should really attend the Event. He scrolled down for his name on the invitation, only to be shocked it wasn’t for him.

      The doctor gritted his teeth in anger, wondering what this event could be about. The name at the bottom of the invitation provoked him like nothing else. He wondered why the Queen would invite that person and how they even knew each other.

      Something was wrong here. Very wrong.
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        UPSTAIRS, ALICE WONDER’S HOUSE, 7 FOLLY BRIDGE, OXFORD, 10:56 A.M.

      

      

      

      Like a mad thief, I am climbing up the water pipe leading to my room in the house I supposedly lived in in the past. The Pillar waits by the corner of the streets to make sure no one sees me. Two-thirds of my climb up, I ask myself who I really am, and what in the world is happening all around me. When I almost slip and fall, I forget all about it and realize that sometimes in life all we can do is keep climbing, even when it doesn’t make any sense anymore.

      I guess it’s some sort of survival mechanism for those who have no clue what the snicker snack is going on with their lives.

      At the top of the pipe, I look down at the Pillar, making sure this is my room I am about to enter. He nods and pulls out binoculars. He begins to track my sisters’ movements downstairs while I find the window to my room half open. I have very little time to get this done. About ten minutes.

      There is a pot of tiger lilies by the windowsill of my room. It reminds me of Jack. But I can’t afford to remember what happened to him at the Fat Duck restaurant right now. I avoid the lilies and try not to make a sound while I get inside.

      The reason why I am here is the clue left by the Hatter. If I am supposed to be Mary Ann, according to the White Rabbit chapter in Alice in Wonderland, then I should also be here fetching gloves and a fan.

      In the book, Mary Ann is supposed to be the housemaid, and the White Rabbit says the following to Alice after mistaking her for Mary Ann: “Run home this moment, and fetch me a pair of gloves and a fan! Quick, now!”

      It might seem far-fetched—insane, to say the least. But I have no other choice but to hang on to the thin thread of a clue in hopes of stopping the bomb.

      I am back home—if it was ever mine.

      I am pulling out the drawers and looking under the beds for a pair of gloves and a fan while the Pillar makes sure I won’t get caught by my obnoxious sisters downstairs.

      Now I only have nine minutes to get this done.

      The room means nothing to me. Nothing. I don’t remember being here before. I don’t remember sleeping in this bed or playing inside these four walls. I don’t remember a mother tucking me into bed at night, nor do I remember playing with my sisters.

      The room is strangely covered in yellow wallpaper, which also means nothing to me—what child has yellow wallpaper in her room? It reminds me of the asylum. The Pillar told me once that Alice’s dress was yellow in the original copy of the book, a gesture of madness.

      As I rummage for the gloves and the fan, I wonder if I could sink deeper into my memories. How deep should I dig to get there? Will I ever remember what happened to me when I was seven years old, claiming I fell in a rabbit hole? Why don’t I have even one single memory of my younger self?

      Eight minutes to go.

      I shake the useless thoughts away and think about saving lives by stopping the bomb.

      It takes me a few seconds to find what I am looking for. It’s too simple to be true.

      There is an exquisite fan tucked in the bottom of my lower drawer near the bed. It’s a bit old, although intact and unused. When I open it, I see pictures of tiger lilies, pink umbrellas, and golden keys, like the one Lewis gave me. This is definitely the fan I am looking for. It definitely belongs to me. But how is it supposed to help me stop the bomb?

      I rummage further through the huge drawer. Far in the back, I find a pair of white gloves. They are small, maybe belonging to a ten- or eleven-year-old. One of the gloves is a bit heavy. There is something inside. I delve into it, and I find a small cell phone.

      I push the ON button and look through the contact list. It’s the first thing that comes to mind. But there are no contacts. So what’s the point of it being in there?

      Did I miss something? Finding the gloves in the drawer, and the phone inside is enough evidence that I am following the clues the way the Hatter planned.

      Then I hear a beep. It’s a message. No, it’s a picture. I tap my feet impatiently, waiting for it to load while I try to keep an alert ear in case one of my sisters decides to enter the room all of a sudden.

      While the picture loads, the phone shows a rabbit late for an important date, running around a green garden.

      I have only six minutes to go.

      The picture finally loads.

      When I see it, I clap my hand over my mouth, suppressing a shriek. My stomach churns. I can’t believe what I am looking at.
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        DOWNSTAIRS, ALICE WONDER’S HOUSE, 7 FOLLY BRIDGE, OXFORD, 10:56 A.M.

      

      

      

      Down in the open kitchen, Edith Wonder was chopping carrots to make a salad. She almost cut herself when her phone rang. But Edith didn’t worry. As long as she wore her plastic gloves, it was unlikely she would get hurt. She had always used those gloves when chopping. They helped protect her from cutting herself. Or, at least, they lessened the wounds.

      Edith pulled her gloves off and picked up her phone. She read the message. Her face began to twitch. Having seen a lot of crazy things in her life, surprising her wasn’t easy anymore. But this message was different. Calling it scary was an understatement. It meant that someone knew one of her family’s biggest secrets.

      Edith put the phone down and watched Lorina breathe on her recently manicured fingernails while watching TV. A reality show about teenagers aspiring to become professional models.

      Looking over Lorina’s shoulder, Edith sighed. She was staring at an invisible memory. A seven-year-old Alice Wonder was standing by the door with a glinting knife in her hand, blood trickling from her dress.

      A recurring and haunting memory.

      Usually, Edith couldn’t see Alice’s face clearly in this memory. She always wondered why. Maybe because she wanted to suppress that horrible event and leave it behind.

      The easiest way to deal with maddening events had always been neglect as if nothing ever happened.

      Edith snapped herself out of it, still remembering how Alice had tried to fool her last time when she sent that girl from the Drury Lane Theatre to search her room for clues about the bus accident. Did that girl find anything important? It was unlikely. Lorina and Edith had cleaned the room of major clues years ago. They had only left Alice’s clothes and toys, at the request of their too sentimental mother.

      Alice was looking for clues of her past in the wrong direction anyway. But it still bothered Edith—it wasn’t exactly the accident that gave away the truth; it was an older memory suppressed under the burden of shock therapy and medications in Alice’s mind.

      What if Alice found out the truth? Lorina’s mind was churning.

      Alice Wonder was meant to stay in the asylum, busy with her shock therapies, drugs, and sessions. She wasn’t supposed to have enough strength—or time—for detective work. How did she even get out of the asylum? Someone must have been helping her. But who?

      And now, there was this message Edith had just received.

      “Lorina?” Edith said.

      “Hmm?” Lorina was still watching the show while waving a small fan at her fingernails instead of breathing on them.

      “I just received a strange message.”

      “Delete it,” Lorina said nonchalantly. “Unless they’re messages from cute boys—I delete messages all the time. Mum’s on top of the list.”

      “This is different,” Edith said. “You need to pay attention.”

      “I am.” Lorina pointed at the TV. “Did this girl really think she could become a model? In a barn, maybe.”

      “The message says”—Edith shrugged—“‘I know about the Event.’”

      Lorina stopped whatever she was doing. Turned around without the slightest hint of worry. Lorina had always been the opposite of her sister. “Just that?” Lorina cocked her head.

      “What do you mean, ‘just that’?” Edith began chopping carrots again, trying to silence her inner sirens of anxiety. “Very few people know about the circus.”

      “It says ‘the Event’ but not the other word, right?”

      “Are we supposed to wait for the other word? Why would someone send me such a message?”

      “Hmm... Do you recognize the sender’s number?”

      “Anonymous.” Edith chopped faster. “Can’t call back. It’s weird.”

      “It could be a prank.” Lorina shook her shoulders.

      “It seems un”—chop—“like”—chop chop—“ly.” Chop chop chop.

      Edith accidentally cut herself. She wasn’t wearing the gloves this time. She dropped the knife but didn’t care to wash her hand. The pain could wait.

      “Cut yourself, sis?” Lorina smiled.

      Edith neglected her younger sister’s sinister curiosity and began rinsing the bleeding finger under the faucet. When she turned around to look for a handkerchief, she found none. But there was something hung on the wall. Something she could use. A dress. One she had long forgotten about. It was of a small size, and it looked old. Dried blood stains still stuck to it. Edith didn’t want to see that dress. It had always been Lorina’s morbid idea to keep it. Edith sighed and used it to dry her hands, then turned and faced Lorina again. “I think someone knows,” she told her again.

      “Knows what exactly?” Lorina said impatiently.

      “Someone knows what really happened to Alice.” Edith shrugged.
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      The picture is a live video of a young girl, wearing an Alice-like dress. The girl is sitting among her friends in what seems like a kindergarten. She is holding a white rabbit in her arms. Other kids surrounding her are playing and patting the cute rabbit.

      When the rabbit hiccups, it glows slightly red. However, the children seem to think it’s cute. They’re infatuated with the rabbit in the absence of teachers.

      I grit my teeth at the Hatter’s cruelty. How can he do this to the children? It’s only five minutes to the explosion. My heart sinks into my stomach. I feel this unexplainable haze in my mind, pressuring me again. Should I have taken my medication before leaving the asylum today?

      It’s only a moment before my phone beeps again. A written message this time. The sender’s name: The Hatter.

      The kids will explode in about five minutes from now. I can reset the bomb, give you another 24 hours to find it if you do as I say.

      Without even thinking or consulting the Pillar, I message him back. My hands are trembling as I do. The picture of the kids about to be blown up by a rabbit already haunts me.

      Stupidly, my phone slips from my anxious fingers. It drops to the floor and scatters in pieces. Looking at it, I feel my jaw hurting from the tension in my body. I have screwed up.

      What have I done?

      The clock on the wall says it’s 11:02 a.m.
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      “No one knows what we’ve done, Edith.” Lorina picked up a mirror and checked her carefully drawn eyebrows, still sitting on the couch. “Boy, I hate my eyebrows. I mean, I love my eyebrows, but not enough not to hate them. Ugh.”

      “How can you be sure that no one knows?” Edith pressed against her wound.

      “It’s a mad world, sis.” Lorina plucked a stray hair away. A smile captured her lips as if she’d conquered Rome. “Even if someone knows, who’d believe them?”

      “I don’t know.” Edith sighed, frustrated with her sister’s carelessness. “But...”

      “But what?” Lorina was done with her eyebrows. “Listen, sis. You need to get yourself together. Actually, you need to go out on a date, but we’ll talk about that later. Right now, we don’t care if anyone knows. Besides, even if someone does, it’s not like we’re alone in this. A lot of people have got our backs. Do you think this mirror is a bit foggy?” She wiped the mirror with the tips of her fingers.

      Edith said nothing. She only stared at her younger sister. Outsiders usually considered Lorina the airhead, boyfriend-hungry sister, who’d trip wearing her heels at a party. Little did they know that Lorina was the cruelest creature in the world, even compared to Edith.

      “So, I shouldn’t worry?” Edith said.

      “Damn this mirror.” Lorina plowed it against the wall. She looked like a maniac for a second, but then returned to her Barbie-like look again. She stood up, rubbed her middle finger gently on her lower lip, and approached Edith. “Sis, you can count on me.” She rested her elbows on the kitchen table, facing Edith. “What we have done in the past stays in the past. We’ve done our part. Others will do theirs. Soon it will all be just fine.” She pulled Edith’s hand up and smoothly wiped the blood away. “Is that the knife?”

      Edith nodded silently.

      “Well, aren’t you sentimental, keeping such evidence at hand.” Lorina rolled her eyes. “Shouldn’t you have destroyed it about twelve years ago?”

      “It’s a good knife,” Edith argued. She had no idea why she had kept this knife so long, sharpening it every few months. “You still keep the dress.”

      “Ah.” Lorina looked at it. “The housemaid dress. But fair enough. Each of us is keeping a piece of the memory. Blood on the dress. Blood on the knife.” She snickered. “Which reminds me.” Lorina clicked her fingers. “Did you get rid of the girl’s body from last week? The girl from Drury Lane?”

      “I did.” Edith snickered, influenced by her sister’s morbidity. Sometimes, Lorina’s ease of doing horrible things was the best way to bond the sisters together.

      “Chopped her to pieces?” Lorina raised an eyebrow.

      Edith nodded, eyes wide open.

      “Good, sis.” Lorina patted her. “Sorry, I couldn’t help with the chopping. I had just manicured my fingernails.”

      “It’s okay.” Edith rammed her knife through the carrot again. “I love chopping.”

      Both girls laughed and forgot about the message.

      It was a short-lived moment of happiness, though.

      Lorina’s face changed all of a sudden. “Did you hear that?” She cocked her head upward. “I think Mother dropped something upstairs.”

      “Mother isn’t in the house, Lorina.” Edith’s face dimmed again.

      Both girls stared at the ceiling until they heard something moving upstairs. They lowered their heads and glared at each other. “A stranger is in the house!”
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      I pick up the pieces of the phone and put them together again, cursing my clumsiness and irresponsibility. Thank God the phone wasn’t smashed. I just need to put the battery back in and clip it together. As I press the ON button again, my heart is racing. I could be responsible for children dying in some kindergarten somewhere. It seems so random, but even though I know none of these children, I have to save them.

      The phone is on, and I message back:

      I will do whatever you want, just restart the bomb!

      I click send and stare at the clock on the wall. It’s almost 11:03 a.m. Did I miss the time? The wait is killing me.

      My personal phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out. It’s the Pillar again. Why would he be calling me while he is watching my sisters downstairs?

      The other phone beeps again. It’s an MP3 file. I click it open.

      Playing the file, I realize I am listening to a conversation between my sisters. Strangely enough, I don’t recognize their voices immediately. Only when they start talking about me. What is this? I hear them talking about an “event.” A secret event no one’s supposed to know about? But that’s not the harsh part. I hear them talking about “what happened to me.”

      What does that mean?

      I feel the haze closing in on me again. My mind is spinning. Then the phone beeps one more time. A message from the Hatter:

      I will reset the bomb once you pick up the next clue. It’s a housemaid’s dress, hung in the kitchen downstairs. Good luck with confronting your sisters!

      On the other hand, the Pillar keeps buzzing my personal phone. Too many things happen at once. The clock on the wall says it’s 11:04 a.m. A surging sting rushes through my body. Hate. Anger. Insanity.

      I tuck the gloves and fan in the back pockets of my jeans. I have a feeling I will need them later.

      I open the door and dash down the stairs. Since the Hatter can see and record everything around me, I assume he is nearby. But I can’t waste time looking for him. I don’t even know what he looks like exactly. I do this to save the children—and to confront my sisters.
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      At the foot of the stairs, I see Lorina and Edith staring back at me. They’re appalled at seeing me. I’m appalled to see them appalled to see me. One happy, appalled family.

      Without hesitation, Edith waves a glinting knife in my direction. It’s as if she has seen a ghost. The look in her eyes suggests she wouldn’t hesitate to kill me. How is this possible? Isn’t she my sister?

      Still stiffened by the heaviness of the moment, I turn and look at Lorina. Maybe my Barbie girl sister will be kinder to me. But she isn’t. She looks upon me with pursed lips, as if I am unworthy.

      Previously I knew my sister rather mocked my insanity and blamed me for killing my classmates. I have been thinking about it for many a night in my cell: what have I done to them that made them hate me this much?

      “Look what the cat dragged in.” Lorina almost sings the words, as if she is Waltraud making fun of me in the asylum.

      “I think we should get rid of her.” Edith’s face is a bubble of hatred and evil.

      “Kill her, you mean?” Lorina asks.

      “Chop her like carrots and then kill her.” Edith snickers.

      I can’t believe my ears. I must be insane—if I had a shilling for every time the thought crossed my mind. This can’t be how the world operates. My sisters can’t be so cruel. It must be me who’s gone Willy Wonka.

      “What have you done to me?” The words escape my mouth ever so slowly. “I heard you talk about me. What is this event you’re talking about?”

      Then I see the dress hung on the wall behind them. I shouldn’t be wasting my time asking about me now. I shouldn’t be this selfish. My priority should be to get the dress and stop the bomb. But I can’t help it.

      “You heard us talk. About the Event? How?” Edith grimaces, and her chubby cheeks bubble out. I watch her face redden. Her anger leaves me paralyzed in my place. It’s so imminent I forget I need an answer to my question.

      “How are you not in the asylum?” Edith says as she hurries toward me with the knife, about to stab me.

      It takes me a moment to realize that my sister is about to kill me. But it also helps that I don’t really remember her. We don’t have anything in common. No childhood memories. No secrets shared. Not even fights. In the back of my mind, she doesn’t mean anything to me.

      I duck, letting Edith swing her knife and slice the thin air above me. Then I kick her sideways in the knees. Nonsensical jujitsu style. My fingers tighten together, and my hand is straight as a rod.

      Edith trips and falls on her face. Her head bangs against the foot of the stairs. She is aching. Cursing me. There is a moment when I want to lend her a hand and apologize, but I don’t do it. She tried to stab me. She tried to freakin’ stab me.

      I close my eyes for a fraction of a second and breathe in. This is the first time my None Fu skills have actually worked. I read in the book that I should be yelling “yeehaa” or something while fighting. They call it an “anchor call.” A word so strong to you that it gives you strength. The only word that strong to me is “Jack.” But I can’t even begin thinking about him, or I’ll start crying. I figure I can do without that word.

      With my eyes still closed, I see the book’s pages flap before me. Page 82. Line 12. It reads: “A true None Fu Warrior never takes success for granted. If you bring your opponent to the floor, don’t expect them not to come back to life. Finish what you started. Long live None Fu!”

      Following the book’s instructions, opening my eyes, I kneel down and hit Edith with the back of my elbow, making sure her curses turn to moans then a hissing snore.

      I’m Alice’s cruel and nonsensical world of madness.

      I step on Edith’s hand, pull the knife and grip it, then turn to face my other sister. The dizziness strikes again. I don’t know why. It’s as if my mind is ready to daydream or envision something, but it’s still too weak to do it. I should have really taken my medication this morning.

      I am Alice’s sense of blurring realities!

      I have to admit it. I feel insane. And I love it.

      Lorina stands casually by the table, sucking on a strawberry. My Barbie sister pretends she is cooler than cool. A sinister smile on her heart-shaped lips gives away her real intentions. “None Fu, eh?” she says. “Where did you learn that?”

      “You know about None Fu?” I grimace, waving my knife, eyes on the dress behind her. I don’t know why, but looking at the dress intensifies my dizziness. I look away, for now.

      Lorina lifts her chin and chews on the strawberry. “Know about it?” She stretches her arms and knuckles her slim fingers. “I have a black belt in None Fu, little doll.” She suddenly runs across the hall like an acrobat in a circus. She runs backward then somersaults, landing on the couch. She arches her body in some martial arts position, stretching out her hands and calling the fight. “Let’s play.”

      My eyes are so wide open they hurt. I can’t believe this is happening.

      Knowing the Hatter must be watching me somehow, I dart into the open kitchen and pick up the housemaid’s dress. I wrap it around my waist then check the watch. It’s exactly 11:06 a.m. I’ve done it.

      My phone beeps instantly. Another message: Well done. Starting from 12:00 p.m., I will give you 24 more hours to catch the rabbit. That’s if your sister doesn’t kill you first.

      I look around for some sort of camera or something. How does the Hatter see all of this?

      But I have no time.

      Lorina is already in my face. She kick-boxes me so hard my back hits the refrigerator. My head buzzes like a tuning fork. I feel like I want to just faint away from all this madness, sliding against the refrigerator door, down to the floor, deep into an ocean of numbness.

      “Lorina one, Alice none!” My None Fu sister sets the score.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Stop!

      Freeze this scene. I need to catch my breath while I am sprawled on the kitchen floor.

      In a sane world, I’d just let go and call it a day. Seriously, everything so far has been on the tutti frutti side of the world. Why I am fighting my sister right now isn’t exactly clear to me. Neither do I know what they meant by “what happened to me.” A sane girl would just go away, date a nerdy boy, live in a cute little house, get pregnant, and raise kids later in life.

      But a sane girl wouldn’t be locked in an asylum. A sane girl wouldn’t have a companion called Carter Pillar.

      I’m not sane.

      Even if I am, I don’t think I am—paradox this!

      It’s hard to explain.

      I’m Alice on the dark side of insanity.

      And while the conformity of being stranded in an asylum might be a better option, even that isn’t working out for me. How many more times can I tolerate shock therapy? How many times can I tolerate waking up to find myself crippled?

      Whatever this is I am facing, I have no other choice. My insanity is my sanity. I am both, but I am one. If any of this makes sense.

      Okay now, roll on again. Unfreeze that scene.

      Lorina sneers at me while I am picking myself up. I have no idea how she is such a good None Fu fighter. Where did she learn it?

      I arch my body, stretching my hands and legs into another position I have been training for in my cell. It looks silly, like in a badly dubbed seventies Asian movie. But it should work out. I stare Lorina in the eyes.

      Ding. Round two!

      “Do you even know what this position is called?” Lorina makes fun of my average None Fu skills.

      “Zashchishchaiushchikhsya!” I reply. It’s one of the hardest positions—and words—in the book. The term was coined by Lewis Carroll himself when he visited Russia. It turns out Lewis left England but once. Only to go to Russia. He wrote a whole book about his journey and how he fell in love with this particular word, which meant “to be defended” in Russian.

      “Can you say Zashchishchaiushchikhsya ten times in a row?” Lorina snickers then raises the back of her hand to hit me.

      She moves too fast. I lose balance, feeling my cheek go numb from the power of her swing. I plow against the fruit basket on the kitchen table this time. A banana gets stuck in my open mouth, and strawberries shower me as I fall again. White cream trickling on my cheeks. I am a happy cake.

      “Lorina two, Alice none!” Lorina rubs something off her dress. It’s ridiculous how much she is enjoying this.

      “Look.” I stand up again. “I don’t need this. I came here to get something. I think I should leave now.”

      I’m Alice’s cowardly conscience and subconscious, trying to save the world.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” she exclaims. “Before I put you back in the asylum, where you belong.”

      “I’m your sister, Lorina,” I say. “Why would you want to do this to me? Please.”

      “You shouldn’t have left the asylum.” She lashes out her other hand at me.

      This time, I’ve had it.

      I don’t duck but face her instead. I crisscross my hand with hers as if they are swords, and then pull the pan from the table and swoosh it across her pretty face.

      “If you don’t shut up, I will omelet your pretty Barbie face.” I don’t even know where these words come from.

      Lorina glares in disbelief. I have the feeling she needs to check her face in the mirror, but I don’t wait that long before I swoosh her face with the pan in the other direction.

      “The hell with None Fu,” I shout. “Let’s do this the stay-at-home mum's style.” Then I kick her in the knees.

      Lorina slumps to the floor, as I feel the anger surface in me. I swing the pan one last time, but my hands freeze midway.

      It’s not the terrified look on Lorina’s face that stops me. It’s the fact that she is my sister. Whatever I do to play bad or evil, I seem to soften to the thought of family. The idea of someone being there for me. That I am not alone in this world. I don’t want to lose my family, even if I hardly feel for them. Even if they want to get rid of me.

      “You’re lucky I’m still hoping we can work this out as two sisters.” I pant when I say the words. My right hand argues that I should just hit her face and get done with it. I hate my right hand and oppose it.

      “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.” Lorina nods. “We’re sisters. We should work this out. I actually like you more than Edith.”

      Lorina’s lie is so sweet I want to believe her. My hunger for belonging to a family urges me to put the pan aside, and I lend her a hand. “I’m glad you think that, too,” I say, as she takes it. “Whatever you and Edith have done to me before, don’t hesitate to tell me. I promise I will hold no grudges. Let’s start all over again. All I want is to know the truth. To know who I am.”

      Lorina nods, getting to her feet. “I’m so sorry.” She begins to trickle tears.

      “Don’t be.” I am about to cry as well, realizing I have no memories of crying on someone’s shoulder. “I really need this.” I find myself opening my arms wide, longing for Lorina’s hug.

      But then Lorina’s eyes gleam with someone’s reflection behind me. I look closer, and I glimpse a silhouette of what looks like Edith about to stab me with her knife again. When I raise my head to Lorina’s eyes, I understand how naive I am. She grins at me as Edith stabs me.

      I was a fool again.
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      Dr. Truckle stood looking at the miserable flamingo inside the cage, and he had no idea what its condition was in scientific terms.

      What was the diagnosis of an independent mind? Was it madness to be different, to want to live, and disobey?

      “You’re in a lot of trouble. You know that, right?” Dr. Truckle said to the flamingo.

      The flamingo said nothing and hardly acknowledged the doctor’s presence, its long neck swirling over its body.

      “What’s wrong with getting your head bumped into a ball?” Dr. Truckle asked him. “Wouldn’t you do that in the name of Britain?”

      The flamingo’s head dipped lower. It looked ashamed to the doctor.

      “Should I assume you’re an immigrant?” Dr. Truckle rubbed his chin. “Do you even have papers?”

      Surprisingly, the flamingo shook its head.

      “So, you understand me?” Dr. Truckle approached the cage. “Look, we’re both in the mud here, fella,” he whispered. “You don’t let the Queen bang your small, beautiful head into a ball, I get fired. But if you do, I keep my job. You see, in both cases, no one really cares about you.”

      The flamingo padded away from the doctor, who suddenly realized the absurdity of the situation—let alone talking to an animal. “So, what am I going to do now?”

      Tom stared at the invitation in his hand and wondered what was going on. A thought occurred to him: what if he managed to use the invitation to sneak into the Event?

      He was really curious about it.

      He flipped the invitation, only to realize a list of the rest of the guests had been written on the back.

      Now Tom was really going to lose it.

      What?

      The names on the list were as shocking as the name on the front. Tom was truly losing it, oblivious to what was going on. He glanced at the flamingo again. “Do you know what this Event is about?”

      The flamingo nodded.
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      Edith doesn’t stab me. She screams. She sounds as if she’s choking all of a sudden, while Lorina looks appalled again.

      I turn around. It’s the Pillar, choking Edith with his hookah.

      “Such a fantabulous family you have, Alice,” he says, pulling the hose tighter around Edith. He doesn’t wait for my reaction, as he pulls Edith’s knife and hurls it over my shoulder toward Lorina. “No more games, Barbie doll, or I choke your sis to death.”

      I turn and see Lorina has ducked the knife. She straightens up again. “You?” She frowns.

      At first, I think she is talking to me. Then I think there is a third party in the room—my mother, maybe? But then I realize it’s the Pillar Lorina is talking to.

      “You know each other?” I ask, not knowing what to make of it.

      But then the Hatter’s phone buzzes in my pocket. Another message: Tick tock. Tick tock. Is it already twelve o’clock? Wait for me to send you the next clue.

      I wait for the rest of the message, but nothing comes.

      “Let’s go, Alice.” The Pillar drops the unconscious Edith, holding his phone up. “I’ll try to call Inspector Dormouse to arrest your sisters.”

      “You didn’t answer me,” I say. “How do you know my sisters?”

      But none of them answer me. I see the Pillar staring right into Lorina’s eyes. It’s that piercing look he is capable of. Lorina stares back in silence. Somewhere between those two lies another, greater secret I don’t know of.

      “I saw them visiting you week after week,” the Pillar replies.

      I am not convinced. But Lorina doesn’t object or comment. She looks scared of the Pillar.

      “Let’s get out of this circus.” The Pillar picks up my umbrella from the floor.

      Dazed, I comply and walk out with him. If I don’t, Lorina might try to kill me again—whatever the reason is. I will deal with my sisters later.

      “Alice!” Lorina says from behind. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” Her voice is concerned, but not about me. Something else bothers her. “That man you’re walking with is using you. Stay away from him.”

      “Coming from my sister, who just tried to kill me?” I say, fighting the tears and not looking back.

      Lorina doesn’t comment. And I can’t wait to walk out of the house where I was supposedly raised. All I know is that nothing has really changed since the last time I was outside my cell. The world is still mad. Nothing makes sense. And the only thing that keeps me going again is wanting to stop this bomb at all costs.
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        GEORGE AND DANVER ICE CREAM CAFE, 94 ST. ALDATES, OXFORD, NEAR ALICE’S SHOP AND OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      Half an hour later, the Pillar arrives at our table with a tray of food and tea. We’re sitting at George and Danver Ice Cream Cafe on the same street that leads to Oxford University, a short walk from the famous Alice’s Shop. The sun in the sky is feebly battling through the foggy day. I wish it would make it through, as I am unable to take the dimness of this mind-boggling and emotional day anymore.

      “Best carrot ice cream cake in Oxfordshire,” the Pillar says, pushing the tray my way. “And also the best tea in England.” He sits in his chair and winks at me. I watch him sip with ecstasy from his cup. “Almost as good as the Hatter’s tea in Wonderland.” He knows that the mention of the Hatter gets on my nerves.

      I fiddle with the fork, trying to persuade myself I have an appetite for the deliciously orange cake on the tray. The truth is I haven’t felt like eating or drinking anything since I met my sisters today. They tried to kill me? Seriously? Why was it so important to them I return to the asylum?

      The Pillar slides the Hatter’s phone back to me. Earlier, I asked him to try and trace the Hatter’s number.

      “I couldn’t locate him,” the Pillar explains. “The number is untraceable. Well, not quite untraceable, because it seems like it belongs to a chain of secret phone numbers.”

      “Secret numbers?”

      “The kind only given to people who work closely with the Queen of England in Buckingham Palace.”

      “So, the Queen is playing these games with us?”

      “Whoever is playing games is playing with you,” he says. “But to answer your question: not a chance.” He cuts a huge part of his cake, looking at it the way a five-year-old would. “The Queen doesn’t know how to play these kinds of games. Her greatest hobby is to chop off heads. Play croquet, cards, and chess—and win—when she is bored.” He swallows the cake, staining his lips with syrup. I watch him closing his eyes and moaning to the brilliance of its taste. When he opens his eyes, he says, “And don’t ask me about who the Queen of England really is. We’ve got a bomb to stop first.”

      “I won’t. But doesn’t this mean the Hatter is working for the Queen?” I feel tempted to taste the cake but still can’t bring myself to. My mouth is bitter from the taste of my bloody little meeting with my family.

      “Not sure, Alice. I’m still working on it. As long as I don’t understand the Hatter’s motives, there is very little help I can offer.”

      “Which isn’t like you.” I eye him closely. Should I bring up the subject of why everyone keeps warning me of him? Or have I become so attached to my little adventures in the world outside the asylum that I won’t even risk the fact that the Pillar isn’t totally on my side? “I mean, how do you really know my sister?”

      “I told you. I saw them visiting you.”

      “Then why did she warn me of you?” I lean forward. Daring him.

      “Everyone’s been warning you of me, including Fabiola.” The Pillar licks the cake’s syrup from his fingers. “And she’s supposed to be the word of God or something.”

      In truth, I can’t argue with that. If anyone’s the closest to sanity, it’s Fabiola. But she hasn’t been as helpful as the Pillar so far. Lewis also warned me not to give the golden key to anyone, and the Pillar seems interested in it. It’s all confusing and messed up. From another angle, the Pillar saved my life before Edith killed me. He’s done that several times before. I decide I’ll drop this subject for now.

      “So tell me about the Hatter.” I need to focus on my job and catch the rabbit.

      The Pillar stops in the middle of gorging on the rest of the cake. “This might not be the Hatter, Alice,” he says. “I told you that. The Hatter is such a grand, larger-than-life character. I don’t understand why he would play a game with a rabbit and a bomb.”

      “So, we actually don’t know who we’re dealing with?”

      The Pillar swallows the rest of his cake, moaning again, unable to answer me. A few children in the area giggle at his behavior. “We don’t.” He wipes his lips with a napkin and then pretends to eat it. The children laugh harder, holding on to their parents’ hands. “But we’re dealing with a crazed maniac, mad enough to kill children with a bomb inside a rabbit. That’s wack à la wack on my menu of insanity. We can’t anger or provoke him. We need to follow his clues and see why he is giving them to you until we find his weak spot.”

      I let out a sigh, lost in my haze of thoughts.

      “Look, Alice. What happened at your house today wasn’t your fault.”

      “Are we talking about my sisters trying to kill me, or me hesitating to kill Lorina?” I am so not happy with myself for being fooled by her.

      “Well, Lorina’s act was superb. I’m still shocked at how you believed her.” He chuckles.

      “She is my sister ,” I stress each syllable, wishing he would understand. “My family. I ran into her arms for the first glimpse of bonding and peace. Don’t you have a family, Pillar?”

      My question is rhetorical in nature, but it seems to strike a chord in the Pillar. His face freezes. His eyes stare into a distant memory. I wish I knew how to hypnotize him so I could know all about him.

      “I do.” He nods. And just before he looks like he’ll open up to me, he sticks his fork into my cake and stuffs it into his mouth, silencing his conscience. “You will get better with these emotional hazards once you get your training.”

      “Training?”

      “They say every day in your life is nothing but training for a bigger cause. Like today. You learned Life’s Horrible Truth Number 55.”

      “Which is?” I grimace.

      “Thou shalt not trust anyone,” he says. “It’s a harsh truth, unbelievable, but with all the madness surrounding us, it’s crucial. You shouldn’t have fallen for your sister’s play.” He smiles as if I should accept this as a fully fleshed reply.

      We stare at each other. It’s a long moment. I don’t grasp the meaning of it. All I am grasping moment after moment is that I am getting lonelier among the crowd. Was that why Alice met so many animals in her book? Because she couldn’t trust grownups? Because she was lonely?

      “How long before the Hatter sends you the next clue?” The Pillar breaks the tension, finishing my cake, and drinking my tea.

      “About ten minutes,” I say. “He said the countdown will start ticking again at twelve o’clock. Ends twenty-four hours later.”

      “Huh. I’m really curious about what he has in mind for you.” He tongues his cheeks. “On the outside, this all seems like a time-ticking hunt to stop a bomb. But with all those clues he gave you, there’s so much more about this case.”

      I stare at the housemaid dress, the gloves, and the fan I collected, contemplating the Pillar’s words. “It’s almost as if I’m in a computer game collecting items for some great reveal.”

      “That’s quite right.” He says it as if it didn’t cross his mind. “The next clue should confirm your theory.”

      The Hatter’s phone beeps on the table. The Pillar and I share an uncomfortable moment. Then I pick it up and read the message:

      I relocated the rabbit with the bomb behind the Snail Mound in Wonderland. You’ll find it there.
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      The Pillar snatches the phone and reads it. He looks perplexed.

      “Are you saying you don’t know where this Snail Mound is?” I say.

      “I don’t,” the Pillar says. He isn’t comfortable with the fact either. “But you’re missing the fact that whatever that Snail Mound is, it’s supposed to be in Wonderland. How are you supposed to get to Wonderland?”

      “Through the Tom Tower, maybe?” I suggest. “The Einstein Blackboard, traveling back in time?”

      “Those aren’t doorways to Wonderland,” the Pillar explains. “Those are only temporary glimpses into it. You can’t use them to stay prolonged periods in Wonderland. To find something specific, you need to learn how to really go to Wonderland. Which, in the meantime, is impossible.”

      “You never told me about that. Why is it impossible?”

      “The only way to go to Wonderland is to find six keys, leading to six doors, leading to Wonderland.” The Pillar pouts as if he didn’t want to bring this up now. All I can think about is that the key Lewis gave me is one of those keys. “Six Impossible Keys. Lewis used to call them Six Impossible Things. But it’s way too soon to talk about that. This message doesn’t make sense. It’s another game without many clues.”

      “Okay,” I say. “I will message him and ask him to clarify.” I begin typing my message to him.

      Once I begin, the phone beeps:

      No need to reply to my messages. I was just sipping my tea.

      The message sends shivers to my spine. I raise my head and look up at the surrounding buildings. How is it possible the Hatter sees me?

      I stand up and keep looking at the roofs of the buildings. I am looking for a man with a top hat and goggles, like the children described. But I can’t see such a man.

      I feel like a rocket about to launch, spitting out fire. “What do you want from me?” I scream at the sky, spreading my hands sideways.

      “What’s wrong, Alice?” the Pillar says.

      The walking pedestrians avoid my path, thinking I am insane.

      “Show yourself if you dare!” I raise my voice higher, crane my neck higher.

      “Beware of what you wish for,” the Pillar says sarcastically. “I requested he show himself while I was in Phuket, Thailand. The next day a tsunami hit us.”

      I dismiss the Pillar’s annoyance. “How the heck am I supposed to get to Wonderland?” As I scream, I can feel a slight trembling in my body. It seems to me I am not only mad at this Hatter, but I am still shocked by my previous incident with my sisters.

      “You know how to get to Wonderland?” a kid who was watching the Pillar earlier asks me.

      “She’s insane, kiddo.” The Pillar pats him. “Here, pull my finger.”

      The kid does.

      The Pillar farts.

      The kid runs away.

      All of this happens in the back of my scene while I am panting in anger and frustration.

      A phone beeps again. This time it’s my personal phone. I pick it up. It’s the Hatter’s anonymous number. There is no need for him to use his phone again. We’re playing with open cards now. He is trying to drive me crazy, and I am trying to see how deep into the rabbit hole I can go.

      I read the message:

      Find the March Hare. He knows how to get there. And yeah, Wonderland is real—if you’re insane enough to get there.
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        QUEEN’S CHAMBER, BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      The Queen of England was grooming herself for the Event when Margaret Kent entered the room.

      “All the invitations are sent, My Queen,” Margaret said. “We’re awaiting confirmation.”

      “Frabjous,” the Queen said. “Did you invite the Chinese?”

      “Yes.”

      “The Japanese?”

      “Yes.”

      “The Portuguese?”

      “Of course.”

      “The Lebanese?”

      “Them too.”

      “The Germanese?”

      “You mean the Germans, Majesty?” Margaret asked.

      “Yes, those.” The Queen flipped a finger arrogantly in the air. “How about the Americanese?”

      “The Americans, Majesty,” Margaret corrected her politely. “Yes. I invited them, too.”

      “I hate the Americans.” The Queen huffed again. “But what the hell. It’s all business. We need them.”

      “We do,” Margaret agreed.

      “So, everyone is about to arrive and see my...” The Queen’s eyes widened, and then she snickered again. “Wait!” Her face suddenly knotted. “I hope you made sure we’re not going to run into obstacles and surprises, like the Muffin Man last week.”

      “I have taken special care of all that.” Margaret was sure of herself this time. The Event was the most important thing on her mind. “I wanted to tell you about something, though.”

      “Make it brief—and I hope it’s not about the obnoxious citizens of England asking me to lower taxes.”

      “Well, it’s not that, but...” Margaret didn’t know how to break the news to her. “There seems to be an unusual incident happening in the last few hours.” She shrugged. “A bomb.”

      “A bomb?” The Queen’s eyes bulged. “In the palace?”

      “No, My Queen. It’s outside the palace.”

      “So what? Put it off.” She combed her hair.

      “We can’t. It’s... inside...”

      “The palace?” She stopped combing.

      “No.” Margaret managed to stay calm.

      “Great.” The Queen combed her hair again. “Then put it out.”

      “We can’t. It’s inside a rabbit.”

      “So what? Shoot the rabbit.” She began putting on her makeup.

      “The rabbit is loose on the streets of London, My Queen.”

      The Queen rammed everything to the floor and turned to face Margaret with furious anger in her eyes. But it was only for a moment. Her nonchalant attitude returned in a second. “That’s hilarious!” She started clapping her hands. “Who thought of this?

      “A man in a circus who was dressed like the Mad Hatter.” Margaret was totally surprised by the Queen’s reaction, but she wouldn’t dare show it.

      “Nonsense.” The Queen waved her hand. “It can’t be him. I know that for a fact. But wait.” She laced her hands behind her back and began walking left and right—thinking, probably. Margaret always hated it when the Queen began thinking. It never resulted in good deeds. “I have an idea.”

      “I’m all ears, My Queen.”

      “Find this madman who stuffed a bomb in a rabbit and send him an invitation to the Event.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” the Queen said. “I could use this kind of madness.”
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        DEPARTMENT OF INSANITY, 7.5 HA HA ROAD, LONDON

      

      

      

      
        
        TIME REMAINING: 23 HOURS, 49 MINUTES

      

      

      

      Waiting for Inspector Dormouse inside the Department of Insanity’s office, I can’t help but ask the Pillar about the street name where the department is located: “Ha Ha Road?”

      “Would have sounded better if it were Bonkers Road, Fruitcake Alley, or Lala Avenue.” The Pillar keeps gesturing at police officers while we talk. He seems to enjoy being among them too much—not bad for a serial killer. “But I checked it on Google Maps. It’s a legitimate street name. Maybe that’s why they built the Department of Insanity here.”

      “The sign says Crimes of Insanity, but everyone prefers to call it Department of Insanity.”

      “Well, you can’t really call it Crimes of Insanity. If a person is mad, it can’t be a crime. Thus the diversion, but I like it. Here he comes.” He cheers at Inspector Dormouse, arriving with his beady eyes.

      “Sorry, had to take an afternoon nap,” the inspector says and sits across from us.

      “It’s not afternoon yet—” I swallow the sentence when the Pillar kicks my foot under the table.

      “We need your help, Inspector,” the Pillar says. “Remember my request on the phone?”

      “I do.” Inspector Dormouse’s belly ripples to his sigh. “You’re looking to meet the so-called March Hare.”

      “Yes. We have evidence that he is connected to several cases of animal crimes,” the Pillar says. “We’d like to interrogate him.”

      “But the March Hare has been locked up for years,” Dormouse says. “He is a very dangerous man.”

      “We have evidence he organized a crew of animal offenders before he was locked up.” The Pillar does all the talking. I can barely grasp how the March Hare is talked about so openly. “It would be a big favor if you helped us meet him. He might lead us to how to stop the rabbit from exploding.”

      “But no rabbit is going to explode anymore,” Inspector Dormouse says. “Can’t you see? We’re past the deadline of 666 minutes. It was all a hoax by a crazy magician in a cheap circus.”

      “Again, we have evidence the deadline has been extended for another twenty-four hours,” the Pillar says.

      “What evidence?” Inspector Dormouse suddenly seems alert. “Can I see it?”

      “It’s classified,” the Pillar says.

      “I’m the police. Nothing is classified to me,” Inspector Dormouse says.

      “You’re the Department of Insanity on 7.5 Ha Ha Street,” the Pillar remarks in a slightly mocking manner. “I’m sorry, but you’re not really the police.”

      “You’re right.” Inspector Dormouse waves his fatty hand in the air. “I hate my job. We haven’t solved one case since we were hired a few years ago. How am I supposed to catch a madman and convict him of a crime? A bomb inside a rabbit. Huh.”

      “I suppose you could help us, then,” I offer. “We promise you’ll get the credit if we catch the rabbit.”

      The Pillar cranes his head with admiration toward me. “She always keeps her promises,” he tells Inspector Dormouse, as he flashes a thumb at me. “I assure you, she’s not mad like all those criminals you chase. Not in the slightest. She doesn’t even own a Certificate of Insanity.”

      “You look like a fine young woman,” Inspector Dormouse says. “My daughter would look up to you. She likes animals and likes saving them.” He takes a moment to think it over. His head falls onto his chest as he thinks. He is about to sleep again. “So.” Inspector Dormouse comes back from sleep. “What were we saying?”

      “The March Hare,” I say. “We’d like to meet him.” We have to meet him, and soon.

      “Ah, that.”

      “Why is he called the March Hare, by the way?” I ask.

      “Because he is as mad as a March Hare.” Inspector Dormouse chuckles.

      “Mad as a March Hare?” I am really confused about this. I thought the saying was “mad as a Hatter,” although I know now that the Hatter was never described as “mad” in the book.

      “It’s an old saying, young girl,” Inspector Dormouse says. “In my days we used to say things like ‘you’re mad as a March Hare’ or ‘mad as a bag of snakes.’”

      “Or ‘mad as a box of frogs,’” the Pillar offers.

      “See, Professor Petmaster knows.” Inspector Dormouse yawns.

      “Mad as a casket in the basket.” The Pillar can’t help it.

      “Mad as the holes in socks.” Inspector Dormouse stands up and high-fives him.

      “Mad as a parrot with a carrot!” the Pillar says.

      Officers around turn their heads at the two loons I am talking to.

      “Mad as the man in the van.” Inspector Dormouse looks wide awake now. No coffee needed.

      “Can anyone tell me why he is called the March Hare?” I almost yell in frustration. Seriously, why are all these people not locked away in an asylum?

      “Hmm...” Inspector Dormouse adjusts his loose tie and sits back. “Well, young lady, it’s because he is usually nervous, unable to relax, always feeling anxious, and everything around him is a conspiracy.”

      “Did you know that?” I turn and look at the Pillar.

      “I heard about him.” He cocks his head.

      “So, does he have a real name?” I ask the inspector.

      “Certainly,” he says. “His name is Professor Jittery March.”

      “He is a professor?”

      “An exceptional Scottish scientist, indeed,” Inspector Dormouse says. “A theorist, architect, and landscapist.”

      “Wow, all that,” I say. “I bet he is nicknamed March Hare for all his talents.”

      “Not at all,” Inspector Dormouse says. “Professor Jittery March is now locked in a high-tech asylum. He is the maddest of the mad.”

      “Asylum?” I look at the Pillar.

      “Top-level high-tech asylum, if I have to repeat myself,” Inspector Dormouse says.

      “Why?”

      Inspector Dormouse takes a long breath and then says, “A few people are allocated to such secure asylums. They say he has gone mad looking for doors to Wonderland.”
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        INSPECTOR DORMOUSE’S CAR, SOMEWHERE IN LONDON

      

      

      

      
        
        TIME REMAINING: 22 HOURS, 11 MINUTES

      

      

      

      We’re waiting outside the inspector’s car, preparing to drive to meet Professor Jittery March. Now unusually alert, Inspector Dormouse is making a lot of phone calls, inside his car, trying to arrange a meeting. I don’t know what’s going on, or where the professor is locked up. Neither does the Pillar.

      “How come you don’t know about Professor Jittery?” I ask him.

      “I do know about him,” the Pillar whispers, so the inspector won’t hear us. “It’s just we don’t usually cross paths. Back in Wonderland, he was the Hatter’s best friend. He owned a house where the craziest tea parties took place. I also don’t know what his role is in the upcoming Wonderland Wars.”

      “You mean he isn’t a Wonderland Monster?”

      “Jittery?” The Pillar laughs. “I may not have known him well, but I’m sure he isn’t one. At least he wasn’t the last time I saw him.”

      “Which was when?”

      “A few years ago, in a famous convention where he was showing his genius architectural works,” the Pillar says. “Jittery designed most of the world’s greatest gardens, some public, some private.”

      “He did?” I wonder why a talented man like him is locked away.

      “You wouldn’t believe the beauty of those gardens,” the Pillar says. “He was part of a worldwide crew that designed the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, for instance. A masterpiece. He was a major landscape consultant in the designing of the Château de Versailles gardens, and the Master of Nets Garden in Suzhou, China. Such a brilliant landscaper.”

      “I don’t know about most of these gardens.”

      “Just google them. You’ll love what you see,” the Pillar says. “Jittery is also a scientist. He contributed a lot in studying the Big Bang Theory at CERN in Switzerland. A highly respectable organization in their field.”

      “Then why is he locked away in some high-tech asylum?”

      “This is like asking why you’re locked away in the asylum—or the Muffin Man,” the Pillar says. “At some point in the future, it will be scientifically proven that the real asylum is out there, not behind bars in underground facilities. But that’s another story for another time. All I know is that Jittery was one of the few who weren’t locked away by Lewis. He is like Fabiola. Lewis Carroll released them into the real world where they could have a better life. Fabiola used to say she liked Jittery if I remember correctly. But I am sure she can’t help now.” The Pillar stops and gazes in Inspector Dormouse’s direction. “What really concerns me is this so-called high-tech asylum. I’ve never heard of it.”

      “I agree,” I say. “I mean, why isn’t he just confined to the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum?”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” The Pillar taps his cane once on the floor, eyes twitching at the inspector, making his phone calls.

      “Do you think we should try calling Dr. Tom Truckle?” I offer. “Maybe he can help?”

      “I did.” The Pillar purses his lips. “He hung up once I mentioned Jittery. Tom’s head is buried in illegal practices, bribes, and extortion. He barely tolerates me, so I don’t expose him.”

      “That’s reassuring.” I sigh.

      “Bear in mind that there is a lot we don’t know about this world we’re living in, dear Alice,” the Pillar says. “There is so much secret politics, moneymaking, and monkey business concerning asylums and insanity. Most of the people in asylums aren’t as mad as you think. I said that before, but hey, it doesn’t hurt to be boring once in a while.”

      “Are you talking about me?” I joke.

      “Nah, you’re bananas,” he says. “I was talking about me. Contrary to common belief, I am the sanest man in the world.”

      Inspector Dormouse summons us to the back of his car. We enter and close the door behind us, ready to listen.

      “Look, it’s not easy.” He cranes his neck and talks to us. He has a sleeping mask wrapped around his forehead, the way people wear their sunglasses when they don’t need them. I guess he is planning to take another nap soon. The five o’clock tea nap, maybe? “To get you to meet Professor Jittery, I will risk my career. I don’t know a man who’d risk such a thing at my age.” He tries to play coy while he is the sweetest of men. “You promised I’d get the credit of catching the rabbit if you do. I need to make sure you will stick to your promise. My daughter will be proud of me. She has never been proud of me until this point.”

      “I swear in the name of the Jabberwock and—”

      I cut through the Pillar’s sarcasm, and say, “Trust me, Inspector Sherlock. I have no use for the credit. It’s the life of a rabbit that’s at stake here.” Have I just called him by his first name to gain his trust? I think the Pillar’s tactics are growing on me.

      “Aye, young lady, I believe you. Like I said, you remind me of my daughter.”

      “So how are we going to meet the famous Jittery?” the Pillar asks.

      “You won’t, Mister Petmaster,” Inspector Dormouse says. “But you, Amy Watson, will.”

      “But why—”

      I cut through the Pillar’s disdain again. “I have a good feeling about this. You’re Sherlock, and I am Watson, your assistant,” I tell Inspector Dormouse.

      Way to go, Alice. No wonder you’re supposedly majoring in Psychology at Oxford University—where you have not attended one class so far.

      Inspector Dormouse chuckles. The car shakes.

      “So tell me why Professor Petmaster can’t meet the March Hare,” I say.

      “Like I said, I’m taking a big risk here,” the inspector says. “Jittery is a danger to society. A few men and women are secretly kept where he is. I made a few phone calls and arranged for a meeting. Since I’m one of few men in the police force allowed to meet with dangerous madmen, they agreed. Hesitantly. They only agreed when I told him his niece wishes to see him.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes,” Inspector Dormouse says. “I told them his niece is my only way to lure him into confessing anything about his madness.”

      “They believed you?” The Pillar raises a skeptical eyebrow.

      “Welcome to the real world,” Inspector Dormouse says. “No one cares about anything. Each worker in the system only cares to lift the responsibility off his shoulders. Give them a good reason and promise it’s all your fault when something goes wrong, and you’re good to go.”

      “Makes sense to me,” I say. “So why aren’t we driving to meet Professor Jittery yet?”

      “Because I will have to blindfold your eyes and stuff your ears with earplugs,” Inspector Dormouse says. “I’m sorry, but no one gets to know the location of the secret asylum. The Hole.”
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        FLIGHT 321, BEIJING AIRPORT, CHINA

      

      

      

      The man inside the private airplane, ready to take off, was one of the closest to the president of China. An important man indeed, who had served his country for many years.

      He leaned back in his seat and stared at the invitation in his hand.

      He wasn’t quite a fan of the Queen of England, but he had heard about the Event a while ago. It was without question something he would love to be a part of. He and the likes of the Queen had a lot in common.

      He was curious.

      The Chinese man ordered his pilot to change direction and fly to London immediately. It was about time the world knew about the likes of him and the Queen.
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        SECRET ASYLUM, THE HOLE. SOMEWHERE IN LONDON

      

      

      

      
        
        TIME REMAINING: 20 HOURS, 34 MINUTES

      

      

      

      “What’s a cute girl like you doing in the Hole?” a male voice says.

      My eyes are still wrapped with some bandana that prevents me from seeing. I can only rely on my ears and sense of smell to know where I am. But it was hard to tell in the inspector’s car. London is noisy, crowded, and I don’t know it well. I only began relying on my senses when I stepped inside what seemed like an elevator.

      Now, I can feel my heart rise in my chest as we’re chugging down. I can hear the drone of a high-tech machine.

      And I don’t answer whoever is escorting me down the Hole.

      “We sometimes have visitors to Professor Jittery.” He sounds young. In his twenties, maybe. A nurse of some sort. “But rarely a beautiful girl like you.”

      I am getting more and more uncomfortable. Having been hit on twice today is a bit confusing—I remember the lanky officer at the circus this morning. Is that what happens to all girls my age when they’re going through their days? Should I giggle and dance, happy that boys don’t realize I am insane? Happy that they think I am beautiful and cute? Or is this the kind of normal obstacle that a girl with a mission has to face all day long? It’s as if girls aren’t expected to handle big stuff or something.

      “Can I pull off my blindfold?” I ask.

      “Of course, we’re almost there,” the boy in the elevator says. “Here. Let me do it for you—”

      His hands touch my face. I slap them as hard as I can. It’s spontaneous. It’s instinctual. It’s what I learned in None Fu.

      “Ouch!” the boy says. “What was that for?”

      I pull off my blindfold, feeling the thump of the elevator stopping under my feet. Slowly, my eyes go from blurry to translucent then to normal vision. The boy’s face forms in front of me while the elevator doors open.

      When I fully regain my vision, I see the boy’s hand wounded. I did that? I must be learning to fight faster, although I didn’t need to hurt him.

      “Sorry. I’m not used to someone touching me, or even getting close. You’re cute yourself,” I say, not in an attractive way. “Shall we go?” I point at the door.

      “You also have beautiful eyes,” the boy, who turns out to be in his twenties, with short hair and a muscular figure, says.

      “I know.” I shrug, playing aloof. “But stay away. Some days I wake up crippled and insane.” I don’t have time for flirting. Incidents like these make me remember Jack. And I don’t want to remember Jack right now. It hurts too much.

      The boy laughs. “Beautiful and smart.” He ushers me through a corridor of white walls and white tiles. We stop before a white door, and it takes a while before I see him insert a magnetic card into a white slot in the door. The card is as white as everything else.

      How do they expect a patient to heal in here? All this white is driving me crazy.

      “Take this.” The boy hands me what looks like a very small remote control with a single red button on it. “If anything bad happens, if you want to leave, press the button. I will come to you.”

      I take it. “Don’t you have surveillance cameras inside so you’d know if something happens?”

      “No,” the boy says. “Inspector Dormouse asked for your privacy. Unless...”

      “He is right,” I say. “I better have no one watch me interrogate him.”

      “Great. Would you like to go out somewhere after this?”

      Wow. Where did that come from?

      “I killed my last boyfriend.” I am not lying.

      “So cute.” The boy doesn’t give up. “I don’t mind if you kill me.”

      “Listen.” I sigh. “You look like a nice guy. Seriously, you don’t want to know me. I talk to a flower that spits on me. I have a fear of mirrors because of a large rabbit inside them. And again, some days I wake up crippled.”

      “Wow.” He is admiring me more. “You’re insane.”

      “There, you said it.”

      “I love insane girls.”

      I sigh. I don’t know how to shake him off. “No, you don’t. Like, for instance, you know Fabiola, the renowned nun in the Vatican?”

      “Of course. Lovely lady.”

      “I watched her kill people inside the Vatican,” I say. Strangely, this seems to offend the boy a little. “With a Vorpal Sword. She fights like Jackie Chan and slits throats like a samurai."

      “You’re funny.” The boy takes a step back. His mouth is twitching now. “A little bit weird, though.”

      “Haven’t I told you from the start?” I smirk, feeling like I am possessed by the Pillar. “Now, would you like to kiss me?”

      The boy frowns. Totally put off by me.

      “Nice.” I am happy. “Is there anything else I need to know before I enter to meet Professor March?”

      "Not at all. In fact, I’m totally convinced you’re his niece now."
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      Professor Jittery sits at the steel table in the room. It’s bolted to the floor. The first thing I see when I step inside is that his hands are handcuffed to a chain connected to the table.

      I step in slowly and look at him. He looks like a human version of a March Hare, if you unleash your imagination. Long grey hair dangling on both sides instead of rabbit ears. A grey beard, untrimmed, like he is about to write the next Lord of the Rings. His face is scruffy, and his cheeks are a little bubbly.

      I don’t know if I am unconsciously comparing his image to the book, or if I’m actually starting to remember things. What really clinches it for me are his big eyes. Bulgy. Curious. Big. They’re almost popping out with all the madness in the world.

      He is wearing a white straitjacket, but with hands that are untied.

      “Do I know you?” he says, hands palm down on the table.

      “My name is Alice.”

      His eyes look like they’re about to get watery. A certain sparkle invades them. “I once knew a girl named Alice.”

      “But it’s not me?” I hesitate, still standing, questioning if I am ever going to know if I am the Real Alice.

      Professor Jittery watches me for a moment as if he can’t tell. “Well, I was cursed not to recognize her face ever again, but no.” He shakes his head. “You’re not her. My Alice would have taken me in her arms and kissed my ears.” He lowers his head, looking at his chains. He seems sad. “I think she is dead, but I am not sure.”

      I find it strange he is opening up to me so fast. Maybe it’s because he’s been locked away here for so long. There is no point in holding anything back. “Sorry to hear that.” Sorry to hear I am dead. Or sorry to hear she is dead, and that I am not Alice. Or sorry for anything that doesn’t make sense anymore. “Someone sent me to meet you,” I begin.

      “Who?”

      “A man who claims to be the Hatter.”

      His left eye twitches. “I don't who that is.”

      “Whether you do or don’t, I really need your help.” I want to ask him why he is locked away, but I am not sure how much time I am allowed with him. My priority is to find the rabbit.

      “I can’t help anyone.” He shrugs. “Because I can’t help myself.”

      “That’s not what the Hatter—I mean whoever led me here—thinks.”

      His eyes widen. But he says nothing.

      "He stuffed a bomb inside a rabbit and let it loose in the city.” I talk slowly so he understands every word. “To find it, he has been sending me clues with a deadline. His last clue was to come and see you.”

      “Why me?”

      “He said you know where to find a place called the Snail Mound. I should find the rabbit there.”

      “Do you realize how confused you are?” he says. “One time, you say the rabbit is all over the city, and the other time you say it’s in this Snail Mound.”

      “I know it doesn’t make sense, but I can’t risk not following the clues and waking up tomorrow with children exploded because of that bomb.”

      “Children?”

      “He sent me a video of children playing with the rabbit.”

      “This man really messes with your mind,” he remarks. Coming from a man locked in an underground asylum, I feel like I have to admit my insanity immediately.

      “Look, I’m trying to save the kids, so either you know where the Snail Mound is, or you don’t.” I sigh. “I guess the Pillar was right. There is something wrong about this whole thing.”

      “Ah, Professor Carter Pillar,” he says. “That’s what it is all about. Please don’t trust that man, young girl. He must be using you for something.”

      “So, you know him?”

      “Of course I do. He knows me, too. That was a long time ago,” he says. “He killed a lot of people.”

      “Tell me more about him.” I approach the table. Sit down across from him. “Why did he kill those people? Why are they saying the Alice Underground book drove him insane? Whose side is he on?”

      “Let’s put it this way, the Pillar is on no one’s side but his own.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you should turn around and leave this place. Make sure you never talk to him again. And forget about anything he’s told you,” Professor Jittery says firmly. “The Wonderland Wars, if you’ve heard of them, aren’t a game. You’d be lost and lose your mind over them.”

      “I am already—” I want to tell him that I am insane but realize we’re off topic here. I need to focus on priorities again. “Okay. I will leave. Just tell me how to get to Wonderland. Isn’t the Snail Mound a door to Wonderland?"

      Professor Jittery laughs broadly. “I wish it was that easy.”

      “So you do know where Snail Mound is. What do you mean you wish it was easy?”

      “No one knows where it is now,” he says. “I, of all people, can assure you that. Because I have been searching for it for so long. But for starters, you need to find Six Impossible—”

      “Keys,” I interrupt. “I know that. Then why did this man who calls himself the Hatter tell me he hid the rabbit in Snail Mound in Wonderland?”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “He was specific about it,” I say. “Come on, why don’t you tell me how I can get to Snail Mound?”

      Suddenly, Professor Jittery’s eyes dart toward the wall behind me. They’re bulging with curiosity again. Wait. That’s not curiosity. That is utter nervousness. Fear. He starts to stare up at the ceiling. Fidgeting in his place. “I can’t tell you,” he whispers. “They’re listening.”

      “Who is?”

      “Lower your voice,” he insists, his eyes still fixed up. “Come closer.”

      I lean across the table.

      “Whatever you say, and sometimes whatever you think, they know about it.” He shudders.

      “No one can hear us,” I say. “I asked them to stop the surveillance cameras. I assure you, no one is listening.”

      He chews on his lip and winces. The chains rattling. “You’re not listening to me.” He sighs. “Come closer.”

      “I can’t come closer,” I say. I am on the edge of the table. Reluctantly, I stretch my palms across. I want to gain his trust.

      “They don’t need cameras to see what’s in your head,” he whispers. My hands grip the remote tighter. I might need to press the button anytime soon. “They don’t need a recorder. They’re already inside your head. In mine, too.”

      “You mean they planted something in your head?” I play along. Conspiracy girl sitting across from a lunatic scientist from Wonderland.

      He nods, pupils wider.

      “Really?” I am part curious, part acting curious.

      “They always do, but most people don’t know it,” he continues. “Everyone is under surveillance all the time. They know what they’re doing. It’s how they control the world.”

      “Who are they?”

      “You know who they are.” He grunts, frustrated by my utter ignorance.

      “Of course.” I keep playing along. “I just forgot their name.”

      “They call themselves Black Chess,” Professor Jittery announces. His eyes shoot to the ceiling; he’s worried they heard him. I realize he is not staring at the ceiling—he is trying to look inside his own head. “They’re the ones who walk on the black tiles of the Chessboard of Life.”

      This isn’t the first time I’ve heard this. The Pillar told this to me, and so did Fabiola, but I have no idea what that means.

      “So Black Chess...” I begin.

      “Lower your voice,” he says.

      “So, Black Chess planted something in your head to read your mind?”

      He nods. Getting more fidgety and worried. Now sweating a little. “They want to steal my designs. They want to know what I discovered about this world we live in when I studied science. They want to know if I can expose them. Most of all, they want to know the secrets of my gardens.”

      I remind myself that the Pillar told me Professor Jittery designed a few of the most famous gardens in the world. Why do I have a feeling I should know more about this? The haze in my head begins to slowly form again.

      But before I plunge into another limbo of dizziness, I wake up to Professor Jittery pounding on the table.

      “My gardens. They want to know the secrets to my gardens,” he slurs all of a sudden, drooling a little. He wipes his mouth. The chains give him enough slack to reach for his face. “They want to know about...”

      Suddenly he stiffens, as if someone has shocked him with an electric prod. His eyes are fixed like arrows at the top of his head.

      “They want to know about what?” I demand, infected by his nervousness.

      “Can’t say,” he barely says through his teeth. “It’s on. They can see me now. They can hear everything I am saying. It’s on!”

      “What’s on?” I press hard on the sides of the remote, arching my head forward.

      “The thing in my head,” he says. “It’s on. They can see everything now.”

      “What’s that thing in your head? Can you see it? What is it?” I am tense, as much as he is. I think the man’s going into a seizure. “What’s in your head?”

      “A light bulb,” he finally says. “They have turned it on. They can see everything.”
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      There is hardly anything I can say now, not after Professor Jittery announces he has a light bulb in his head. I mean, I hoped he was at least a little bit sane until that last sentence. But a light bulb? How am I supposed to believe that?

      I lean back, waiting for his episode to subside, but it doesn’t. His jittery moves intensify. He is a tall and strong man. I am worried he can unchain himself, although he doesn’t look like he’d hurt me. He is just another Wonderland loon, a product of Alice in Wonderland, the weirdest book in history. But aren’t we all weird-speaking nutcrackers on the edge of our minds?

      “I need to cover my head with something. I need to dim the light bulb.” He pulls his head into his outfit, looking like he’s wearing a cloak now.

      “Did you turn the light bulb off?” I ask, not knowing how to help a man who thinks he’s being spied on through a light bulb shimmering in his head.

      “I just dimmed it, which is fine.” He wipes drool from his mouth. “I buried my secrets in a special part of my brain. When I hide my head under my clothes, they usually can’t find their way around for a while. Then they usually give up and leave me alone when they’re frustrated.”

      “You have a special place in your brain where you hide things from others?” I am making conversation until he cools down.

      “Come here,” he whispers. “You know there is a left side of the brain and right side, right?”

      I nod. Did I learn this in school? If so, what school did I attend?

      “The right hemisphere controls the muscles on the left side of the body.” He’s playing professor, and I am his student now. “And vice versa.”

      I nod again, a little impatient.

      “The left hemisphere is dominant in language, speaking, memory, and in charge of carrying out logic and equations.” I continue listening to him lecturing. Maybe this is getting somewhere. “The right hemisphere is in charge of everything that has to do with arts. It performs some math, but very little. It loves visual imagery.”

      “So?”

      “The light bulb looks into those two parts of the brain,” he explains. “Do you know in which part I buried my secrets?

      “In the right?”

      “No.” He smiles broadly. “In the middle.” Now he chuckles like a Mad Hare.

      I don’t comment. I push the conversation further. “So we can talk now? They aren’t spying on your brain now, right?”

      He nods.

      “I need to know how to get to Wonderland.”

      Professor Jittery stiffens again. He shakes his head violently and says, “I wish I knew that one. But you can’t get to Wonderland without the Six Impossible—”

      “I know. We just talked about that. Then how do I get to Snail Mound?"

      “I will tell you, but I have to warn you,” he says, sounding much quieter and saner than before. “To get there, you will have to visit one of my gardens. But bad things happen there.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “All I am looking for is to find the rabbit and find a way to defuse the bomb.”

      “You’re not listening to me.” He pounds his hands on the table again. I am really fed up with this roller coaster of emotions. “The garden might lead to a dangerous place. A place that ordinary people shouldn’t know about.”

      “Does that place have a name?”

      He stiffens more and neglects my question. “Have you ever heard about the Invisible Plague?”

      “No.”

      “This place in the garden leads you to the Invisible Plague.” He leans forward.

      “So that’s it? Some kind of plague will consume me if I try to catch the rabbit?”

      He says nothing, apparently thinking I am a lost cause.

      “Now, can you please, please tell me where this door and garden are?”

      “Scotland."

      “How is the rabbit supposed to be in Scotland?"

      “You asked about Snail Mound, and I am telling you where it is.”

      “Where in Scotland?” I ask, since I have no other option.

      “In a place called the Garden of Cosmic Speculation, one of my designs,” he says. “I used to live in a house there and wanted to use it as a portal to Wonderland.”

      “Did it ever work?”

      “It did.” He shrugs. “But...”

      “What?”

      “It’s some kind of weird version of Wonderland.”

      “What do you mean by weird?”

      “I can’t really explain it.” He seems to be hiding something. “I mean it somehow only showed certain dark memories of Wonderland. It’s really hard to explain. It messed with my head.”

      “Will I find the Snail Mound through these portals?”

      “I assume so.”

      It’s not the greatest answer, but I’m taking what I can get. “Is that why you fear the place?” I ask. “Because of some bad memories of Wonderland?”

      “Yes. And I wonder why you’re being sent there,” he says. “I designed endless gardens all around the world, in hopes to cross over to Wonderland. Only this one worked. But it doesn’t really work—I know I’m contradicting myself, but I can’t explain it any other way. Let’s say it’s a portal of one of many versions of a possible Wonderland, like a parallel reality. And it messed with my head.”

      I refrain from saying anything for a moment. Somewhere in the deep end of my mind, I remember having read about parallel worlds, and how scientists assumed there were a million other versions of our realities, where we are slightly different people than who we are now.

      I think this is the kind of Wonderland the March Hare found. Which I don’t really mind, as long as it will lead me to the rabbit—I have faced madder things than a parallel world.

      But why did this version of Wonderland scare him so much? And why am I supposed to go there to find the rabbit?

      "Tell me, professor,” I say. “Why was it so important for you to go back? Why can’t you just accept your role in this world as a brilliant landscaper?”

      “You don’t understand.” His bulgy eyes are getting moist. “I miss Wonderland. I am like a child who became a scientist, only to learn that all he really wanted was to never grow up in the first place. I wanted to stay in Wonderland. I wanted to find Alice again.”

      I don’t know why, but it hurts thinking I am not Alice.

      “Whoever led you to me, and will lead you to the garden, may not be interested in bombing anyone with this rabbit.” He isn’t the first to tell me this. It’s the Pillar’s theory. “I don’t know what his motives may be, but it seems a sinister one to me, because this place you’re going to will show you bad things.”

      “I understand.” I stand up. “Thank you.” I say the words but can’t leave. I feel sympathy for him. Why is he locked in here? Is it this Black Chess organization? Are they trying to find the secrets in his head? If so, who needs those secrets?

      Reluctantly, I pace around the table and approach him personally, worried he might freak. But he doesn’t. I wrap my arms around him and can feel the warmth and happiness in his body. “Thank you again.” When I raise my head, I see tears in his eyes. Professor Jittery, with all his madness and light bulbs, is the second Wonderlander I’ve met and actually liked—after Fabiola. He isn’t a Wonderland Monster, like the Cheshire. He isn’t mysterious with an agenda, like the Pillar.

      Professor Jittery is practically a grown-up kiddo hiding behind the fur of a March Hare. All he wants is to go back to Wonderland and leave this mad world behind.

      I wave to him one last time and turn to walk out. I press the red button to call the guard.

      “One last thing,” Professor Jittery says. I turn around. “The place in the garden you should be warned of.”

      “What about it?”

      “I can only tell you one thing about it.”

      “Please tell me, Professor Jittery.”

      “Every time I entered it, it led me to an even scarier place where bad things happened in the past. Stay away from that location, whatever the temptations are.”

      “Does this place inside the place have a name?”

      “They used to call it the circus.”
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      The man in the room, one of the American president’s closest confidants, pulled open the envelope.

      He had an idea about what he would find inside, but he needed to make sure.

      As he read the invitation, a wide grin slowly formed on his face. Finally, the Queen of England had taken the initiative and called for the Event.

      He flipped the envelope over and saw the list of the names invited. He was impressed.

      God, if all of those people got together, there would be no stopping the likes of him and the Queen.

      He tucked the envelope in, knowing he couldn’t make it to London in time. But that was okay. He’d send one of his men, currently in England, to attend the Event on his behalf.

      It was about time Black Chess revealed itself to the world.
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      After a two-hour flight, we land in Glasgow in some private plane arranged by the Pillar.

      I can’t help but wonder about the Pillar’s connections—and fortune—but he dismisses my inquiry whenever I ask. The idea of a super-rich professor favoring being in an asylum over his wealth in the outside world thickens the pile of questions on my part. I know the Pillar will only tell me what he wants to tell me, so it’s up to me to figure out the rest of the puzzle.

      Once we leave the airport, we’re told we’ll soon meet up with Inspector Dormouse at the Garden of Cosmic Speculation. It’s an hour's drive to Dumfries, where it’s located. I also learn that the inspector had to coordinate with Scotland Yard to allow us a visit to the garden.

      “So, you actually knew about the Snail Mound?” I ask, sitting in the back of another limousine, driven by the Pillar’s chauffeur.

      “I knew about the Garden of Cosmic Speculation, but not the Snail Mound,” the Pillar says, entertaining himself with a hand-held hookah. “The Garden of Cosmic Speculation is incredibly vast, so it needs a specific map. I didn’t know there was a place called the Snail Mound inside.”

      “So, what is this garden exactly?” I scroll through my phone, staring at the unbelievably amazing pictures of the inside of the garden. Uncannily, it reminds me of Wonderland. I think whoever sees it would think of Alice’s books instantly. I wonder why Lewis Carroll movies haven’t been shot here.

      “There are two versions about the Garden of Cosmic Speculation. One that is told to the public, and one that is the truth. Let me educate you with what is generally told to the public.” The Pillar drags from his pipe. Eyes turning beady. He loves it. “The garden is a thirty-acre sculpture garden. It was created by professor, architect, and landscaper Jittery March at his own home, Portrack House, near Dumfries in South West Scotland.”

      “Okay?” Still looking at the pictures, I am mesmerized by the garden’s beauty. It’s almost hypnotic looking at it. Part of it is designed to look like the man-sized chessboard in Alice in Wonderland, only its square tiles are green and silver.

      “Common people will tell you that the garden is inspired by science and mathematics, with sculptures and landscaping on these themes, such as black holes and all that hard-to-comprehend stuff,” the Pillar says. “The garden’s main motif is green, but it actually has very few and selected plants. People will tell you that Professor Jittery was looking to represent mathematical formulas and scientific phenomena in a setting which elegantly combines natural features and artificial symmetry and curves.”

      I blink at the complicated words. Am I insane to not understand half of what he just said?

      “See? It’s all some jibber-jabber, snobbishly complicated talk, mainly meant for you to not understand anything and not question why it looks uncannily like the Wonderland carved in the collective conscious of the world.” He coughs. “Scottish tobacco. Horrible.” He puts his small hookah away and orders the chauffeur to hand him a Scottish bagpipe. Instead of playing some tune with it, he amazingly starts to drag from it like a regular hookah. “Hmm...” His beady eyes smile. “So, where were we?”

      “You told me about how the public is supposed to think of the Garden of Cosmic Speculation,” I remind him, in case he is wasted by now.

      “Ah, that.”

      “So, what is the version the public doesn’t know about?” I say, pretending I didn’t hear it from the March Hare. I’d like to hear the Pillar’s version.

      A moment of silence passes before he continues. “This garden was created by the lunatic scientist you met in the secret asylum they call the Hole.” The Pillar lowers his voice as if reading a children’s mystery novel in a book club. “Who in reality is the March Hare, another Wonderland character thrown out into this world.”

      “So what?” I shake my shoulders. “This isn’t the first Wonderland character who lives a completely different life in the modern world and excels at it. Like Fabiola.”

      “Indeed, but the March Hare designed this garden for a reason,” the Pillar says. “The March Hare mapped the Garden of Cosmic Speculation after his faint memory of what Wonderland really looked like. That’s what they don’t tell you on Wikipedia.”
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      “Why would he do that?” I ask the Pillar, as his chauffeur takes a bump in the road. I am trying to dig for more info about the garden and the March Hare, although I already learned most of what I’m hearing now.

      “Because he wanted to find a way back to Wonderland,” the Pillar explains. “Jittery is one of the most sentimental people/hares. He wasn’t in tune with living in this modern world. He didn’t like it. He thought it was utterly harsh, insane, and rubbish. Unlike others, he looked for you all the time.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you, Alice. He believed you could take him back to Wonderland.”

      “But you need Six Impossible Keys to go back.” I am not even going to discuss the fact characters like the Cheshire did their best to escape Wonderland. So why go back?

      “Of course you need the keys to go back.” The Pillar drags from his bagpipe some more. “Jittery, however, claimed he found a magical way back. Some kind of a cosmic spell.”

      “By replicating Wonderland in real life?” I am just guessing.

      The Pillar nods. “It’s some kind of bizarre wishful thinking if you ask me. I never paid attention to the idea. I believe the March Hare was just nostalgic, unable to live in the mad world we live in now. Replicating Wonderland helped him cope with his own insanity. The March Hare had always been a child in a grown man/rabbit’s body.”

      “So, the Garden of Cosmic Speculation is actually a replica of Wonderland?” I think this is insane but also incredibly fascinating. It means we have some kind of clue of what Wonderland looked like.

      “Not exactly,” the Pillar says, debunking my speculations. “But it works fine as a map. Meaning the distance and location of places is very similar to Wonderland, although he changed the names of locations to sound modern and scientific.”

      “That’s why you didn’t know what the Snail Mound was.”

      The Pillar nods.

      “So why did this Hatter hide the rabbit in the garden?” I ask.

      “I told you. He’s playing games.”

      “What kind of game requires I collect a glove, a fan, and a housemaid dress, and then visit a replica of Wonderland?”

      “It doesn’t make sense to me,” the Pillar says. “But I wouldn’t worry about that now, as I’m sure it will all be explained in the end.”

      “Then what should I worry about?” Again, I am not sure if I can trust the Pillar with everything he tells me.

      “There is something else you don’t know about the garden.”

      “Which is?”

      “The Garden of Cosmic Speculation isn’t open to the public. It’s a private garden.”

      “Really? This beauty isn’t available for all people to visit?”

      “See?” The Pillar breathes out spiral smoke. “Like I told you, Professor Jittery built it to find his way back. There was no point in keeping it open to the public. It’s more of a doorway to Wonderland.”

      “So, how are we getting inside?” I ask, but then I realize why Inspector Dormouse is meeting with Scotland Yard right now—probably to get permission to enter it.

      “Whatever you’re thinking right now, you’re right.” The Pillar smiles as if reading my thoughts. “However, the garden opens only one day each year for the public, but it’s not anytime soon.”

      “So why haven’t we just asked Professor Jittery for permission to enter?” I say. “Why hasn’t he told me about this?”

      “Now you’re asking the right questions,” the Pillar says. “The garden has been confiscated and sold to an elite organization. Why do you think Professor Jittery went mad? And why do you think he is locked in the Hole, which no one knows about?”

      “So that’s it?” I am starting to understand why Professor Jittery thinks someone is spying in his head. This garden is somehow important in this Wonderland War. Although I don’t know how.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me about the name of this organization?”

      “I don’t need to,” I reply. “It’s Black Chess. The organization Professor Jittery warned me about. The same organization the Muffin Man tried to oppose last week.” I stare directly at the Pillar. “Except no one knows who they really are.”

      The car stops, and we arrive at the magnificent Garden of Cosmic Speculation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        OUTSIDE THE GARDEN OF COSMIC SPECULATION, DUMFRIES, SCOTLAND
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      Two men in red cloaks, part of the Reds clan who had once chased the Pillar and Alice in the Vatican, stood atop a green hill overlooking the Garden of Cosmic Speculation. They wore red robes but stood far enough away that no one saw them at the moment. Underneath the robes, their faces weren’t visible.

      But their voices were audible enough.

      One of them, the taller one with a golden number nine sewn to the fabric of the robe, held binoculars. He was watching Alice leave the limousine and meet with Inspector Dormouse.

      “Can you see them?” the shorter one, Number 7, asked.

      Number 9 nodded. “Inspector Dormouse must have gotten permission to enter the garden.”

      “And the girl?”

      “She is with the police force,” Number 9 said. “It’s not the Scottish police, though.”

      “Must be Inspector Dormouse’s team,” Number 7 said. “The Department of Insanity.”

      “Poor Inspector Sherlock. He thinks he is doing a real job. Should we make the phone call now?”

      “Nah,” Number 7 said. “I’m sure everything will be recorded with the garden’s surveillance cameras. Besides, the big moment hasn’t arrived yet.”

      “You keep talking about the big moment,” Number 9 said. “When is that exactly?”

      “The moment when she is closer to the circus.”

      “The circus?” Number 9 chortled. “That would be a slithy borgrove and totally mishmash moment.” He laughed from under his cloak.

      Number 7 laughed too. “Oh, man. This girl is in for the surprise of her life.”

      “I wonder why she is so eager to enter.” Number 9 still watched Alice through his binoculars. “Why does she care so much? I mean, it’s only a rabbit that will explode, along with a few people. It’s not like it doesn’t happen every day.”

      “She is insane,” Number 7 said. “Insane people think they can save the day. If she only knew what’s in store for her.”

      Number 9 and Number 7 watched Inspector Dormouse open the main gate to the vacant Garden of Cosmic Speculation. Everyone seemed to hesitate to enter, but not the girl. Alice stepped forward, standing by the threshold.
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        THE GARDEN OF COSMIC SPECULATION, DUMFRIES, SCOTLAND

      

      

      

      
        
        TIME REMAINING: 13 HOURS, 30 MINUTES

      

      

      

      I stand before the gate to the garden.

      I stiffen. The haze in my head returns. I am a little dizzy again. It’s as if I am about to remember something but can’t quite cross the threshold of blocked memories.

      The garden looks endless from here, with all its bumps and turns. Its grounds, mostly green, seem bright against the cloudy sky above. There is a vast land that looks like a chessboard in the distance, the one I saw in the pictures. A little farther is what looks like a huge DNA helix, made of silver. Farther beyond, I see the sparkling waters of a river.

      A sudden feeling of being seven years old again overwhelms me. I want to run the distance. Aimlessly. Irresponsibly. So happy without a specific reason to be. I want to sing all the songs, jump up and down, and declare my existence. I want to be whoever I want to be without even considering the consequences.

      I want to own the world again, to be a child all over again.

      But this place is the weirdest piece of art I have ever seen, too. It’s like an awesome roller coaster where you can’t help but wonder if it’s going to kill you. Its vastness, as beautiful as it is, scares me, though.

      I swallow hard, holding on to the gate, as I remember the March Hare’s warning. He told me something was really wrong with this garden, and so did the Pillar. But the March Hare was specific about it: I have to stay away from the circus.

      “Do you know what the Snail Mound looks like?” The Pillar stands behind me, sharing my view into the garden.

      “It’s a spiral green hill, overlooking one of these rivers,” I say. “I should not waste time and start looking for it.” I turn and face him. “I want my bag with the housemaid dress, the gloves, and the fan.”

      The pillar hands my backpack over. “Want your umbrella, too?”

      “Nah, I’ll stick with what that so-called Hatter led me to collect. Let’s see what this is all about.”

      “Great,” Inspector Dormouse says. “Let’s look for the rabbit with the bomb. My men will spread all over the place.”

      “I’ll be with you as well,” the Pillar says.

      “I don’t mind, but we’ll have to spread to find it faster. And I’d prefer to take my route alone.”

      Why I don’t trust the Pillar now, I have no idea. But all the warnings must have some truth to them. I try not to think too much about it.

      I remember the so-called Hatter said only Mary Ann could find the rabbit. And I am supposedly Mary Ann.

      But why am I Mary Ann? I guess I will find out.

      I take a deep breath as if I am about to take a dip in the ocean of the unknown and step inside.
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      While Inspector Dormouse’s men spread through the garden, I take my own route, curious about a few tiger lilies over a hedge. I follow them up and down the hills, as they flare their orange hue onto the place.

      But they don’t lead me anywhere specific.

      Then there are a few other flowers with petals that look like mouths. They remind me of the roses in Lewis Carroll’s book, talking to Alice and making fun of her.

      I can still see the police flashing their lights in the distance. Deep inside, I don’t want to lose them totally. I glimpse the Pillar too. He is sitting on a hill with a bag of carrots.

      Still walking, I wish I could glimpse a memory hidden deep in my brain—maybe between the right and left parts like Professor Jittery said. I realize I really like that man.

      If parts of this garden are from the real Wonderland, then I should remember something, or so I like to believe.

      But nothing comes to me. I am just a stranger in a garden I have never been to before. I am a stranger, even to myself.

      There are a few thick trees that block the view. A few hedges and turns where someone could easily hide. I begin to hear birds humming all around me. That’s when I realize I am too far from the rest.

      Looking back, I can’t see any of them.

      The wind swirls around as the sky above dims. Is it going to rain?

      Be brave, Alice. You have a job to do.

      But how am I supposed to spot the rabbit in here?

      It dawns on me how foolish I am, looking for a rabbit in such a huge place. Really?

      Then I hear something hopping next to me.

      When I turn to look, the sound disappears.

      Then it returns. This time I’m sure it’s an animal. I hear it nibbling on something.

      Feverishly, I follow the sound, detouring from one tree to another.

      Hot. Cold. Then hot again.

      Where is it?

      I realize I better stay put so that I can locate the sound’s source.

      When I do, I realize the animal is right next to me, only hiding behind a tree branch.

      It’s a white rabbit with black, beautiful, and curious eyes. It’s nibbling on a carrot, which isn’t good, since the Hatter told the children that carrots would expedite the bomb’s explosion. I pad toward it, ever so slowly, from behind.

      How am I supposed to catch a rabbit if it runs away?

      Slowly, I turn back, wishing a police officer were looking my way. They brought those huge nets along. I could use one of them to catch it.

      But none of them are nearby.

      And it’s not a good idea to summon them. My voice will scare the rabbit away.

      Slowly, I take my shoes off and pad closer, only to scare myself when I hear the rabbit ticking. It is the rabbit we’re looking for.

      Stupidly, a notion urges me to stretch out my hands and try to catch it.

      The rabbit’s eyes almost pop upon seeing me. It abandons the carrot and flees.

      I run like a maniac after it, memories of the Alice in Wonderland book flashing before my eyes. I find it odd that I am chasing a rabbit at the age of nineteen. But I run.

      Run, Alice, run!

      The rabbit hops in panic. I chase it like a mad girl, my back bent forward, hands stretched out.

      “I found it!” I yell, but it seems like no one’s hearing me.

      Hedge after hedge, one tree trunk after another, I chase what I came for — a rabbit with a bomb.

      I fall to my knees, not knowing what I’ve hit.

      I stand up again and look for the rabbit.

      Dammit. Where is it?

      There it is! Sly and cute little white and curvy thing. With all its innocence, it doesn’t have any idea how explosive it is at the moment.

      I follow it, but it’s still faster.

      “I found it, people!”

      Finally, someone replies, asking where I am. How am I supposed to know where exactly I am in this endless garden? Can’t they tell from my voice?

      I must be deeper into the garden. Deeper into Wonderland.

      I manage to sprint faster, bigger strides. I am about to catch the rabbit, I think. Here it is. Just right there. I spread my hands. It’s only an arm’s length away. Here...

      Then the rabbit suddenly disappears. Like a flash.

      How? It’s as if an alien force sucked it into space. It all happened so fast.

      I try to stand still and think — not a good idea.

      I fall.

      The ground underneath me gives in, and I freaking fall.

      I am sliding deep down into a hole. A big one. A deep one. I’m falling forever down there. Flapping my hands and legs and looking at the rainy sky through the hole’s opening above me.

      I can’t believe this is happening. It’s a long fall. Will I break my neck and die?

      On my way down, I see the rabbit flapping its arms and legs in midair next to me. Its ears straight up, a look of surprise in those beautiful eyes.

      I realize that I want to save it. Now, why would I care about it, not knowing my own fate?

      But I do.

      I manage to catch the rabbit while I am falling. I hug it dearly, trying to assure it everything is going to be all right.

      “It’s going to be okay.” I can’t believe I am saying that. “Trust me, it’s going to be—”

      But it isn’t.

      My back hits the ground at the bottom of the hole. The haze surrounds me again, and this time I remember something. Many things, actually.

      The first thing I remember is the March Hare and the Pillar telling me how wrong this chase felt. And they were right. I think whoever that Hatter is, he planned all of this meticulously to get me into the hole. Into the rabbit hole, like Alice did in the book.

      What I remember next is more important because it’s an actual memory. It’s of Mary Ann. I see her in my mind’s eye. She is on the floor, but I can’t see her face. Two loony figures surround her, and... they’re trying to hurt her.

      All memories end abruptly when my backpack drops straight down on my face. It hurts so much, and I think I’m going to fade into oblivion.
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      Number 9 was still watching from his binoculars when Alice fell into the rabbit hole. A broad smile animated his face.

      “She fell?” Number 7 asked.

      “She did.” Number 9 nodded. “Deep into the rabbit hole.”

      “Finally!” Number 7 blew out a sigh. “Should we make the call now?”

      “I think so.” Number 9 lowered his binoculars and pulled out his cell phone. He dialed the number and said, “The girl is in the hall, closer to the circus. Waiting for further instructions.”

      Number 7 watched him listen to the person on the other line then hang up. “So?” he asked.

      “The Man with the Hat says our job is done. We should be going,” Number 9 said. “He’ll take it from here.”

      “Boy, if that girl only knew what she was up to.”
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      I am in the rabbit hole, but my mind isn’t there with me.

      I am dreaming.

      Remembering, maybe?

      Jack is sitting opposite me at the table in the Fat Duck restaurant. I just told him he was a figment of his own imagination.

      How I hate myself for doing this, now that I see how shocked he is.

      “What are you talking about, Alice?” He tries to muster a smile. “No one’s a figment of their own imagination.”

      I hold back the tears. His face goes pale, and I think he’s going to throw up. The truth seems to crawl on him slowly, but he is resisting believing it.

      “You are, Jack.” I hold back the tears. “Trust me, you’re the best thing that happened to me in this world, but I can’t lie to you any longer.”

      “Lie to me about what?” He loosens his necktie, hardly breathing.

      “I killed you.”

      “Don’t be silly.”

      “In the bus accident, don’t you remember?”

      “Am I supposed to remember how I died after I supposedly died?” He lets out a painful chuckle.

      “You’ve got a point,” I say. “It’s complicated. But your name isn’t even Jack. It’s Adam J. Dixon.”

      This seems to throw him off the most. His name makes him realize he shouldn’t be here, that he should step over to the other side of this life.

      He slumps deeper into his chair, defeated, pale like the dead. “I remember,” he murmurs.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m really sorry. But if I don’t let you go, you will not have a good afterlife. You don’t have to stay in this world and be my guardian.”

      “Why, Alice?” His moist eyes look into mine. “Why did you do it?”

      “You mean the killing?”

      He nods.

      “I don’t remember.” I can’t stop the tears anymore.

      “You said I had to die. I seem to remember glimpses of it now,” Jack says. “You said all of us on the bus had to die! Why?”

      No words escape my throat. I am crying and ashamed. I’m Alice’s frustration, mutinied by misery, repeated over and over again.

      And the irony is that I don’t even know why. “It doesn’t matter, Jack. You need to let go.”

      “I loved you, Alice,” he says. “I would have died for you.”

      I can’t comment on this. He already died for me—in a way. Who gives away a love like that? I mean, the boy died and died again for me. He loves me unconditionally, if not borderline silly. He almost thinks about nothing but me.

      “Let me stay,” he begs. “I don’t want to go. I still want to make sure you’re going to be okay.”

      “That’s not fair, Jack. You can’t stay because of me.”

      “I think I also want to stay to protect you from something.” He looks more confused than ever. “I can’t remember what it is, though.”

      “You’re dead, Jack. I killed you once, and I have to kill you a second time,” I say with all the bluntness I can muster. It hurts so deep inside I feel like I’m going to tear apart, blood will spatter out of my veins, and my brains will explode like a watermelon on crack.

      “Don’t do it, Alice.” He reaches for my hand. I pull away. I hate my hand, and I hate myself. “This Pillar... he isn’t what you...”

      I close my eyes, wishing he’d disappear when I open them again. Goodbye, Jack. I hardly remember you, but I know deep inside, somewhere between the layers of my heart and soul, somewhere in the middle of my brain, that I love you more than anything in the world.

      But I have to let you go because you’re probably not there in the first place.
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      My eyes flip open to a terrible ache in my body. My back is strangely arching upward. I feel like I have landed on a bed with a thick mattress.

      I look up, but there is nothing to see. I wonder if the hole has been closed or if it’s so far away, I can’t even glimpse it.

      It’s all pitch black around me as if I am buried in a grave.

      Where am I?

      Well, I know I am underground, but where?

      One sentence comes to my mind: Alice’s Adventures Underground.

      When I try to move, my body aches harder, but it’s not that bad. I don’t think I broke any bones.

      The place smells of dirt, and the rabbit I was chasing is absent. I should at least hear its voice if it is still here. Could something have happened to it? I remember holding it in my arms as I fell. If I am not hurt, then the rabbit should be safe, too.

      I cough a couple of times before I reach for my phone. I get it and use its screen as a flashlight.

      I point it upward, but I still can’t see the opening of the hole. Down here, there is only dirt on both sides. I’m in what looks like a round room made of brick, maybe at the bottom of a tower. And it doesn’t look like there is a way out unless the light from my phone isn’t reaching far enough.

      I stand up and point the light at where I fell. It is a bed, like I thought, with one hell of a thick mattress.

      I yell for help a couple of times, but I get no reply.

      Then it occurs to me to check the time on my phone. It’s almost midnight. Have I been unconscious for more than two hours? Why haven’t the police picked me up yet? It shouldn’t have been hard to find the hole. It’s one big hole.

      My phone rings.

      It throws me off for a second. Then I realize it’s the Pillar. I realize I have twenty-three missed calls from him. I pick it up.

      “Where are you, Alice?” He sounds concerned.

      “I’m underground.”

      “What does that mean? We’re looking for you all over the garden.”

      “I found the rabbit, but then followed it and fell into a hole.”

      “A hole?” The Pillar sounds skeptical. “You mean a rabbit hole?”

      “You could call it that,” I say. “I am surprised you didn’t come across it.”

      “This can’t be,” he says. “We’ve been looking for you for so long. The police scanned every inch of the garden. They didn’t find you. No holes, either.”

      I point the phone’s light upward again, still unable to see the opening of the rabbit hole.

      “I have no idea what’s going on,” I say. “Wait. Let me use the GPS.”

      “Good idea.”

      I fiddle with my phone, turn the GPS on, and try to locate my place. At first, I think there is something wrong with it. Everything showing on the map is like nothing I have seen before. There are no streets. No names. Nothing that makes sense.

      “What’s taking you so long?” the Pillar urges me.

      “You will not believe this,” I say, still looking at the GPS on my phone. “My GPS doesn’t show street addresses and coordinates.”

      “I don’t understand. What does it show?”

      “A map.” I want to scratch my head.

      “A map? Of course it shows a map. Now send me your coordinates or just activate your location, because I am not getting any useful info from your phone.”

      “Pillar,” I say firmly, “you don’t understand. It’s a map of Wonderland.”
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      “Alice, that can’t be.”

      “That’s what it says.” I try to zoom out, but it’s impossible. I can’t even log in to other applications on the internet, just look at this GPS and talk to the Pillar. “It says my location is the rabbit hole.”

      The Pillar stays silent on the phone. He is as shocked as I am.

      In truth, I’m not as shocked as I am fascinated by the idea: I have a GPS map of Wonderland?

      “So, the March Hare was right.” I try to make sense of it. “The Garden of Cosmic Speculation is a magical doorway to Wonderland.”

      “I don’t know what to say to that,” the Pillar says. “Why can’t we find you, then?”

      “Maybe the rabbit hole is a hole into another dimension,” I suggest. “More of a black hole, maybe.”

      “So, the so-called Hatter planned all this to get you to find a secret doorway to Wonderland?”

      I think it over. It could be.

      “Maybe all he needed was to get to that door,” the Pillar says. “He fabricated all those clues to lead you to the March Hare, who would eventually send you to Wonderland. If you hadn’t met the March Hare, we wouldn’t have been granted entry by Interpol themselves.”

      “Are you saying he couldn’t have entered the garden by himself?”

      “It’s under surveillance and maximum security,” the Pillar says.

      “Then how did he get the rabbit in?”

      “Maybe he got it inside after we opened the gates,” the Pillar says. “Maybe he is among us now.”

      The idea makes me frantically circle the hole. Could the so-called Hatter be in here with me? But what are the dress, fan, and gloves for? Why would he send me in here, anyway?

      “Who else would discover the rabbit hole but you, Alice?” the Pillar says. “I don’t know how this works, but it seems right to me.”

      “It doesn’t click for me, Pillar.” I touch the walls, looking for a door out. If this is a replication of the rabbit hole in the books, then I should find a door out.

      “Hang in there, Alice. I will talk to Inspector Dormouse. We have to find you.”

      “Please do.” I squint at the walls, listening to the Pillar hang up.

      It occurs to me that the door is maybe too small or too big, like in the books, so I kneel down and feel the walls.

      And there it is, a small door at the bottom of the wall.
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      The door is made of steel. It’s unbreakable.

      It has a small keyhole but no key. When I try to look through it, I only see darkness on the other side.

      My mind can’t come up with what to do next. There has to be a key or a clue, but I can’t find any. I stare back at the map of Wonderland. Knowing there are so many places I can get to right now drives me crazy.

      I kneel down and look for a key in the dirt. There must be one. But I still don’t find any.

      However, I come upon a surprise: a tiny bottle with a pink liquid inside.

      I lift it up beneath the phone’s light, and I don’t have to guess what’s written on the bottle’s label. It fits with the book, as if I am living the Alice story all over again—or reliving it, pick your insanity and go with it.

      The writing on the label says: Drink Me.

      I am totally aware of this being the Hatter’s game, and I know the consequences may be dire, but I have to play anyway. Not sure why, though. Am I doing this to find the rabbit, or...?

      I pull the cork and stare at the liquid. What will this drink do to me? It won’t shrink me, will it? That would be so unlike the real world. Of course, I have seen madder things in this world, but I feel that shrinking in size is just too clichéd.

      But I suppose this is my only way out of this hole. I take a deep breath and gulp it in one shot.

      My eyes blur, and my head feels like it’s going to explode. The impact is too strong, and I fall to my knees.

      The phone rings next to me, and I can barely see the Pillar’s name flash on its screen. My hands feel numb, but I try my best to reach for it.

      When I succeed and hear the Pillar’s voice, I realize I can’t speak. My tongue is numb. I am trying my best not to swallow it and die.
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      Margaret Kent watched the Queen get ready.

      It had taken her about an hour to fit into her dress, enough time to chop a couple of heads off in between—she was upset with her servant’s sluggish work, so a dead head lay next to her on the palace’s floor.

      “I’m ready, Margaret,” she wailed, powdering her face. “Are all my guests here?”

      “All of them have arrived, My Queen,” Margaret said. “They’re waiting in the meeting room.”

      “So none of them rejected the invitation?” The Queen looked impressed.

      “Each and every one of them from all over the world is in the meeting room.” Margaret hesitated. “Except one, of course.”

      “I know who that guest is.” The Queen pouted. “I expected the rejection.”

      Margaret was curious. “I’m surprised you invited that guest in particular to the Event.”

      “Some invitations are meant to be declined.” The Queen grinned. “But you wouldn’t understand it, Duchess. Some of my actions are too smart for the likes of you.”

      “But of course.” Margaret swallowed her humiliation. After all, it was the Queen who was dumb like a drum. But she couldn’t tell her that and risk her head being chopped off. “How would I ever match your genius, My Queen. Should I announce your arrival to the guests?”

      “Not before you kiss my hand.” The Queen sneered.

      Margaret bowed and kissed the Queen’s hand. It wasn’t an easy task, as every part of it was wrapped in jewelry.

      “That’s better, or I’d have sent you to the asylum, along with the flamingo,” the Queen said, chin up. “Now, go tell the guests I’m on my way, and once I arrive, I will show them something they have never seen the likes of before.”

      Margaret obeyed the Queen and left.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once she was alone, the Queen pushed a button next to her bed, and the secret door parted in the wall. She stepped through into what looked like a wall closet.

      On its floor, there was a coffin.

      The Queen pushed the lid open and stared at the woman inside. “I wonder what I should do with your body,” the Queen said. “Should I burn it, or will I actually need to wake you up someday?”

      It only took her a moment to pull the coffin closed again. Before she did, she took one last look at the real Queen of England inside, the one she had managed to change her features to match.

      The Queen of Hearts of Wonderland wasn’t happy with looking like the real Queen of England. That Queen looked too peaceful, too smiley. Where was the grit? Where was the power?

      But it was a necessary evil to her—she’d made the transformation through a nonsensical Lewis Carroll potion—at least until she persuaded her visitors with her world-changing plan.
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      I wake up to a continuous beeping on my phone.

      Eyes still blurry, I reach for it blindly until I clasp it by accident from the floor. When I bring it to my face, I am shocked by its size. It looks as big as a plasma TV.

      How so, when I am gripping it in the palm of my hand?

      The pain in the back of my head attacks me, and I remember that I am under the influence of the pink drink in the bottle.

      Did it really shrink me, now that I think I am smaller than my own phone?

      But I’m gripping it. What kind of mind-bend is this?

      Through my hazy vision, I realize that almost everything around me is much bigger than me. Or I am much smaller than them.

      Even the small door at the foot of the wall.

      Then again, when I reach for it, I can touch it as if it’s small, not big.

      The phone keeps beeping.

      I push the overly big answer button—the one that is also small—and find more than a hundred messages from an anonymous number.

      It must be the Hatter.

      What you’re experiencing now is no hallucination—although it is in a way. It’s a medical condition, induced by the pink drink. It’s called the Alice Syndrome.

      What?

      Furious, I message back:

      Why don’t you just talk to me face to face, instead of hiding behind the alphabet of your messages!

      The reply arrives instantly:

      I don’t think that will be useful since you can’t talk at the moment.

      Suddenly, I remember my numb tongue. I try to say my name but can’t. My tongue is just dangling like an earring from my mouth. I suppose it was also induced by the drink, but it feels horrible.

      What do you want from me? I message back.

      A reply arrives:

      To continue playing the game until it has to stop.

      I don’t even know what that means. He continues writing:

      You will crawl through the small door and find yourself in a vast tunnel system underground. Then, with the GPS coordinates, I want you to find a place for me.

      I write back:

      How can I even get past the door?

      He writes back:

      Don’t worry, I will tell you how. You haven’t asked me about the place I want you to find. I’m starting to think you’re not taking this seriously. If you don’t, I will set the rabbit loose on the streets of London.

      I have no idea how he’d send the rabbit back to London or where the rabbit is right now. All I know is that I am dealing with the craziest maniac I’ve met so far. I don’t think I can ask him where I really am.

      Where is that place?

      He responds immediately:

      If I knew, I’d have found it myself. Only you can find it. It’s either in Wonderland or the real world. I am not sure, but I know it can be accessed behind that small door—and don’t ask why.

      My tongue still feels numb. I write to him:

      I will do as you say, but you will show me the rabbit’s place in return when I finish your mission. Again, does the place have a name?

      He takes a bit longer again:

      It’s called the circus.

      A lot of memories flood into the swimming pool of my brain. It’s as if I know this place, but I can’t really tell. I remember the March Hare telling me about the circus in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation, and how dangerous it is. Why did he warn me about a circus? Isn’t it supposed to be a fun place? Unless you meet the clown, of course.

      I type back:

      If you don’t know where the circus is, how am I supposed to find it?

      A response arrives:

      Once you pass that door, memories of your past should come back to you. That’s when you will know where the circus is.

      I type:

      Are you saying you’re one of those who believe I am the Real Alice?

      The reply:

      You better be, or a lot of people will die. Now get past that door.

      Furious again, I write:

      How?

      He responds:

      What do you mean how? I suppose you think you need a key. Not all doors open with keys. With some, you only have to knock, and they will let you in.
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      Once I knock, the doorknob turns, and the door opens, and a gust of wind blows against my chest. It smells of mushrooms.

      With a numb tongue and misleading vision, I realize I am not underground anymore. Instead, I’m looking at the colorful world of Wonderland.

      It seems hard to grasp its vastness at first—harder to believe this is really happening.

      But I step forward onto a green road with yellow bananas for trees, bending on both sides. The banana trees have their sides peeled. A few birds twitter on top on the edges.

      The sky is the color of marmalade, which is gross at first sight, but within the context of all the green and yellow, orange shines through. It all looks like a child’s drawing.

      There isn’t enough time to take in the surroundings. I prefer to figure out how I’m supposed to find the circus—which isn’t showing on my Wonderland map.

      I walk ahead, looking for someone to meet, but the place seems abandoned.

      Where did everyone in Wonderland go?

      A banana tree bends too close as if spying on me.

      “What do you want?” I want to say, but nothing comes out. My tongue feels like cotton.

      I am not even sure the banana—or the tree—is as large as I think.

      When I stare at my feet, they are bigger than the hole I fell through earlier. They flap loudly as if I’m a seal.

      My toe is also scaring me. It’s really awful and big. Red, as if bruised. It’s one big tomato.

      I look away.

      Where is everyone?

      I take another look at my phone. I see a few locations on the map. The Queen of Hearts’ palace, the Muffin Man’s house, and big chessboard land.

      I also spot Lewis Carroll’s studio, which looks like it’s on the edge of Wonderland. It makes sense now that I saw him enter Wonderland from a door in Oxford University when I met him through the Tom Tower a couple of weeks ago.

      But if Oxford University is tangent to Wonderland, how am I in Scotland right now? Or am I?

      It’s mind-boggling. Messed up. Dizzying.

      I decide to accept things the way they are, just like the Pillar said.

      I hate how the Pillar is always right. Trying to apply logic, or even a fragment of logic, in the insane world I am in is useless.

      So I go with the flow.

      I have a circus to find.

      Strangely enough, the map doesn’t show a circus in Wonderland, and I don’t remember a circus in Lewis Carroll’s book.

      I have no idea where to find this circus, or why it’s so important—the March Hare warned me of it, and the Hatter desires it. The Pillar doesn’t know much about it.

      “Psst,” I hear a female voice call me. “You can’t keep walking like that in here.”

      I stop in my tracks but don’t see anyone around me.

      Nothing but a tiger lily bending over toward me, a little too large, of course.

      I shake my head, longing for an explanation, as I can’t talk.

      “You look like you’re from another world, walking in those jeans and boots,” Tiger Lily says, and suddenly I realize it’s my Tiger Lily. “You should put on the maid’s dress.”

      How does she know about the maid’s dress in my bag?

      “Hurry!” she insists, as she always does in the real world.

      I take a moment to think about it. Whenever she talks to me, I am usually in my hallucinating mode. So what does that mean now? Or is it part of my induced Alice Syndrome?

      Tiger Lily grins. I think she knows what I am thinking about. “Ah.” She twists her petals. “You think you’re mad because I’m talking to you.”

      I nod.

      “I don’t blame you, because frankly: how come a flower talks?” She snickers. “But the thing is, who will you be talking to if I don’t talk to you? In other words, would you prefer loneliness over madness?”

      Well, that’s the Tiger Lily I know. I wonder why I am so attached to her. Whatever happened in the past between me and her?

      But if I am going to comply with her logic, I need her to do something for me first. I point at my dangling tongue.

      “Are you bargaining now?” She takes a minute to think it over. “I like it when you don’t give up easily. Why not?” She spits blueberries at my tongue.

      They break open and tickle me, then sting, but finally, I am able to speak again. “How do I get to the circus?” I ask immediately.

      “Ah, the circus,” she says. “You don’t want to go there, Alice. You don’t want to go there.”
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      “Don’t give me advice,” I retort. “I know what I am doing. I need to find the circus for this Hatter so he’ll show me where to find the rabbit. I think I have around ten hours left before a bomb goes off.”

      “Boom!” Tiger Lilly snickers again. I hate her when she goes nuts like that. “Well, first, you need to put on the dress like I told you.”

      Since I don’t want to look like an intruder in this world, I put it on. It’s a bit too small for me, but I force myself to fit. “Should I wear the gloves and the fan too?”

      “Nah,” she says. “Their time hasn’t come yet.”

      “So you know what all of this is about,” I say.

      “I do.” She nods. “So do you.”

      “What do you mean? I have no idea what’s going on.”

      “Oh, you do. You just don’t remember it yet.”

      “Then why don’t you remind me?” I sigh.

      “What’s the fun in that, Alice?” she says. “One is never told the truth. One has to find it out.”

      “Whatever that means.” I tighten the laces of the dress and take off my shoes.

      “But I can tell you that the gloves and fan in your pockets are useless. All you need is the dress.”

      “They can’t be. I found them, according to the Hatter’s clues.”

      “Not those,” she says. “You got the wrong ones. The real ones are with the wonders.”

      “Wonders?” I blink. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a puzzle you have to solve, but way later, not now,” she says. “Now, let me tell you about what you’re looking for in here.”

      “The circus,” I say. “Where is everyone, by the way?”

      “Everyone is in the circus.”

      “Okay?” I tilt my head. “So it shouldn’t be hard to find it, right?”

      “It’s tricky, Alice,” she says. “Very tricky. I mean, doesn’t it strike you as strange that every single Wonderlander is in the circus right now?”

      I look around and shrug. It’s extremely unsettling that Wonderland is vacant like this. She is right.

      “That’s why you should think twice about the circus.”

      “I told you, I’m not going to rethink it,” I say. “Tell me how to get to the circus.”

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” she says. “I want to protect you from the circus, so I will not lead you to it.”

      “You know what? I’ll find it myself.” I turn around and walk ahead.

      Something inside me isn’t right. I know it.

      Since I put on the dress, I’ve felt changed. I also feel a bit stubborn and childish in the way I am acting.

      It’s that haze that surrounds my mind. Those distant memories that seem to crawl toward me, so slowly.

      I wonder if I am suppressing certain memories and don’t really want to remember. Why, Alice? What happened to you in the past?

      When I turn back to look at Tiger Lily, she is sleeping, as if she hadn’t been talking to me.

      I decide I’ll message the Hatter back:

      I can’t find the circus. You must have a clue about how I should find it.

      He responds:

      I wouldn’t have needed your help if I did.

      I write:

      What’s so important in the circus?

      He responds:

      You will know when you get there. It concerns you as it concerns me. You have less than 10 hours, and the circus might be closing soon. I need you to find it while it’s full of people, or otherwise, it will mean nothing to me. I’d hurry if I were you.
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      It occurs to me to call the Pillar, but I get no signal to the real world. However this works in Wonderland, I have no idea. I realize I’m as confused as the March Hare when he told me about the doorways.

      And, of course, it occurs to me that I’m just in my own escapist La La land of my mind, evading that ultimate truth: that I had a bus accident and that I’m nothing but a crippled girl inside an asylum, killing time by making up stories.

      In truth, there’s not much sense in anything I am doing—or have done since I met the Pillar.

      In truth, I could be just insane, and anyone who is listening to my rambling is only a victim of my bothered mind.

      In truth, I could just accept all the madness around me and laugh at it, like a morning cartoon on a TV screen—you get a few laughs, eat your cereal, and just totally forget about it.

      I can just admit my madness and be fine with it. Lie back as the world spins like a cuckoo around my head.

      But what always bothers me about my madness is that I know about it. I question it. I try to analyze it. Aren’t mad people supposed to not know about themselves being mad?

      My thoughts are interrupted by something all of a sudden. Something that connects the dots somehow. At least it moves things forward, just like our everyday lives, when we don’t have an idea of what’s going on but hang on to the little clues we have for today.

      What I see in front of me is the Snail Mound, the one the Hatter wanted me to find, and the March Hare warned me of.
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      Squeezed in a chair, among the big crowd in the hall, was Dr. Tom Truckle.

      He had managed to fool the guards, pretending he was the person whom the invitation was originally for. It wasn’t hard. He wore his best tuxedo and rented an expensive Bentley, and made Ogier pretend he was his private chauffeur.

      Once he arrived at the palace, he pompously flashed his invitation and trotted inside.

      He was led through dimly lit corridors, one after the other until he reached a secret meeting hall somewhere inside the palace.

      Then he was shown his seat without anyone realizing what an impostor he was.

      In the dimmed hall, he couldn’t see the many important men and women from all over the world who sat beside him. Was he really sitting among those people?

      The stage itself was bright, awaiting the Queen’s arrival. Dr. Tom Truckle waited with anticipation to know what the heck this Event was about.
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      Stunned, I try to think it over. So the Hatter thought the Snail Mound was in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation in the real world, but it’s actually in Wonderland?

      It seems plausible to me since the Hatter seems ignorant of how to get to the circus.

      Let’s rethink this, Alice. You’re here, mainly to catch a rabbit before it explodes, but to do that, you have to play the Hatter’s game by finding the circus. That’s all you know about this. STOP analyzing and go find the circus.

      I run barefoot toward the Snail Mound. It’s a spiral mountain, like inverted cones with green roads upward until you reach its tip. It reminds me of a picture I once saw of Babylon, but I’m not sure if the two images are related.

      I climb and climb in wide circles, wondering what I’ll find at the top. Now it reminds me of Jack and the Beanstalk.

      The spiral Snail Mound is huge. I am starting to pant, and I’m starting to feel weaker, but I keep going. It’s surprising that the spiral movement wears off the induced Alice Syndrome. I am starting to see things in their normal sizes again.

      In the end, when I reach the tip, I realize it’s much smaller than I thought it was. A thought occurs to me suddenly: is it possible that Alice in the book never shrank, that she was only sick with Alice Syndrome, a scientifically known medical condition that may be caused by migraines?

      Migraines? The kind Lewis Carroll suffered from? Is it possible that Lewis was ill? That his migraines drove him crazy? That he was just mad, like all of us?

      I wash the nutty thoughts away and focus on my climb.

      It’s comforting seeing things as normal as they should be—not that many things about Wonderland are normal.

      But it’s beautiful from up here on the Snail Mound. It’s like staring at a rainbow from the seventh sky, not from earth. Every curve in Wonderland is enchanting. I can easily spot the Queen’s castle from here, and the Muffin Man’s house, which I visited before.

      The highest point on the Snail Mound is empty, except for my Tiger Lily bouncing to the sunlight on top.

      “How did you get here?” I ask.

      “I am always here.” She snickers.

      “No, you’re not. You were down there a few minutes ago.”

      “Down there, up here, what does it matter?” She laughs. “As long as I have changed my mind to tell you about the circus.”

      I try to calm down and not lose it. “Why did you change your mind?”

      “Frankly, because you found the Snail Mound.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “The Snail Mound is only visible to three people. That’s why the Hatter wanted you to find it for him.”

      “Oh.” It makes a little more sense now. It doesn’t explain the bomb in the rabbit and the dress, gloves, and fan, though. “Are you saying he is watching me now, that I am leading him to a place he shouldn’t have access to?”

      “It could be,” she says. “I’m not the Hatter, you know.”

      Thinking about it, I still have no choice. I have to keep my deal with the Hatter, so he’ll tell me where the rabbit is. “You said only three people could find the Snail Mound?”

      “Lewis Carroll, the March Hare, and... guess who?” She winks.

      “The Real Alice?” I am hoping.

      “You’re right about that.”

      “So it’s me.” I sigh. “Finally.”

      “Well, it’s still a bit tricky,” she says. “You see, you’re the Real Alice in an unreal world.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, since you’ve fallen into the rabbit hole, you’ve been transported to this place, which, frankly—I’m not sure what it is. It could be a mimicking version of Wonderland, or anything else.”

      “I am not even registering anything you say.” I hold my head tight to stop it from exploding. “Can you just tell me where the circus is?”

      “It’s right here in front of you,” she says. “You came all the way up here to find something all the way down there.” She points at Wonderland below.

      I follow her gaze, and there it is in the distance: the circus’s tent.
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      Dr. Tom Truckle watched the Queen take the stage.

      People stood up and clapped enthusiastically as she embarked on a stepper to reach the podium. The smug smile on her face was prominent as she asked them to “shut up” and “sit down.”

      “Thank you for accepting my invitation for the most important event in the history of mankind,” she began. “I have chosen you for reasons only the likes of us can understand. Each one of you has a past I sympathize with and understand clearly.”

      Dr. Tom thought he knew what she meant as he glanced at the list of members on the back of his card. But he needed to wait to confirm his suspicions.

      “But before I lay out my plan, I’d like you to watch something.” She signaled to Margaret Kent, and a screen came down behind her. “What you’re going to see now will stir a few bad memories, but it’s a must.”

      Dr. Tom watched the screen flicker, curious about what he was going to watch.
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      It’s quite a maze to get to the circus.

      I tried to memorize it while I was atop the Snail Mound, but now I’m not sure I won’t get lost down here.

      It’s a hedge maze, curving left and right, but I’m determined to finish it and get to the circus in the center—that’s how it appeared to be from atop the spiral mound.

      I notice that as I walk, the sky starts to turn blue again, and I seem to hear voices in the distance. The circus?

      Hedge after hedge, curve after curve, I am going crazy. Whenever I think I am close to the sound, the maze ends.

      I have to start all over again.

      In my mind, I focus on the direction of the sound. Is it coming from my left side? Right side? Does it sound a bit muffled here because the maze is blocked? Does it flow better there?

      The sounds are of a cheering crowd. Everyone seems happy about something. I am getting curiouser and curiouser.

      More steps in, I stop in my tracks again.

      Someone stands in front of me. Someone I didn’t expect to see in here.

      “Fabiola?”

      “Nice to see you again, Alice.” She is wrapped in white from head to toe. Her dress flutters to a light breeze, and her smile is ever so enchanting.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here,” I say.

      “I am not really who I am in this world if that makes any sense.”

      “No. It doesn’t make any sense.” I chuckle feebly. “But what does?”

      “I understand.” She nods. “You’re in the Bridge of Time between past and present, real and unreal. It’s the aftermath of the March Hare trying to open portals to Wonderland with his gardens.”

      “So, this isn’t Wonderland?”

      “It is... and it isn’t.”

      “Here we go again,” I mumble.

      “It’s like a memory, where some things are true, and some are lies.” Fabiola is trying her best to make sense of it. “I have no idea how I am here, just like you. But I know why I am here.”

      “Why are you here, then, Fabiola?”

      “To warn you. Whoever led you here with this maid’s dress and asked you to seek the circus wishes you harm.”

      “What kind of harm?”

      “The worst of all—emotional harm.”

      “Why does he want to harm me, whoever it is who’s playing games?”

      “It’s the only way for you to remember—at least a few things.”

      “How I killed my friends in the bus?”

      “No. That should come later,” Fabiola says. “You’re about to remember what really happened in the last days of Wonderland. Why the war is coming, a truth that I’ve tried to conceal for so long, even from myself.”

      “I thought Lewis Carroll locked the Wonderland Monsters in here, so they wouldn’t bring chaos into the world,” I say. “I saw him do it when I was in the Tom Tower. Isn’t that Wonderland’s biggest secret?”

      “Not at all.” Fabiola shakes her head. “Ever wondered why he locked them up?”

      “I assumed they were evil.” I try to think of a better word. “That they wanted to hurt people in the real world.”

      “That could be part of it, but it’s not the real truth.” Fabiola’s eyes are watery. “You see, there is a reason why the Wonderland Monsters, led by the Queen of Hearts, are incredibly powerful.”

      “I had expected them to be led by the Cheshire,” I say. “I mean, he seemed the evilest, with his power.”

      “The Cheshire is merely a hint to the dangers Wonderlanders could bring upon the real world. There is a reason why the Wonderland Wars could be the end of the world. A much grander reason,” Fabiola says. “Ever wondered why the Cheshire hates humans so much?”

      “Because humans killed his ancestors in an eye-rolling story I have never heard anything like before.”

      “That’s hardly scratching the surface,” Fabiola says. “Something happened to the Wonderland Monsters that made them this way—not that they weren’t obnoxious in Wonderland, but the twist of evil in their personalities happened later.”

      “Why don’t you spell it out for me, Fabiola? Why all the puzzles?”

      “Because memories are mostly visual. You have to see them to remember—of course, that’s if you’re the Real Alice. I’m not going to go over this again.”

      “Apparently, this Hatter thinks I am her.”

      “We all hope you’re her,” Fabiola says. “I know I didn’t believe it at first, but trust me, I want to believe you’re her. But I don’t want to waste your time, as you have to go to the circus and see what happened in the last days of Wonderland. I just wanted you to take notice of the door in the hedge to your right.”

      I turn my head, and there it is. A wooden door I hadn’t seen before.

      “It’s okay that you haven’t seen it,” she says. “Sometimes, when we’re fixated on reaching the end, we miss the important things along the way.”

      “You want me to open it?”

      “Not now,” Fabiola says. “I’d prefer you open it on your way back. Its impact should be more to the point then.”

      I let out a long sigh. I’m tired. I am really tired. My mind is about to fry. If I just get one normal thought to hang on, I think I’ll feel much better.

      “I know it’s hard.” She steps over and touches my cheek. Her hands are warm. I feel at home. “And it’s your choice to walk the distance or not. I mean, you could have just given up on a rabbit with a bomb threatening the children in London. A sane person would have done that.”

      “You mean only the insane walk the distance?”

      “It’s an unusual way to put it.” She laughs. “But it’s true. Insanity isn’t always a curse. For those who know how to use it, it’s a bliss. Now, I have to go, Alice.”

      She pulls her hand away, and I feel lost. I feel without a family. Lonely, as usual.

      I can hear the crowd in the distance, cheering. Again, they sound so happy. I wonder how this could be bad at all.

      “One more thing,” Fabiola says. “Once you reach the end of the maze, you won’t be in Wonderland anymore. The Bridge of Time will take you to the 19th century.”

      “In the real world?”

      “Yes.” She nods. “The circus, Alice, was in the real world. It was the first moment in history when Wonderland and the real world collided.”
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      Tom Truckle squinted at the screen in the dark.

      The movie was out of this world. It was as if some loony director had made a movie about Wonderland, pushing everything up a notch. A great movie, indeed. Except that the Queen was calling it a documentary.

      Everyone around Tom was sighing and talking about how they missed the old days of Wonderland.

      It should have driven him crazy, but it didn’t. Tom, unbeknownst to most, was all too aware of Wonderland and had his own plans for finding it.

      Surely he had fooled everyone with his act, that he didn’t believe that it existed—basically shocking Alice to death in the Mush Room for it—but that was all a facade.

      No one knew who he was, and he was just waiting for all the threads to come together so he could strike as hard as he planned.

      But even so, watching this movie was melancholic.

      What really took him by surprise was the part when the screen went black for a few seconds. Everything went silent, and then a word appeared on the screen.

      A word that meant nothing to Tom but stirred sighs among the crowd.

      “And now,” the Queen said, “it’s time to look into this memory we usually hate to remember, but trust me, it’s a must.”

      The movie began, and Tom was wondering about that word he had just read. Why was it so frightening to everyone in the room, including the Queen?

      It was a normal word. Even funny. A word that usually instilled mirth in the hearts of kids.

      The word was: circus.
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      I run like a mad girl.

      I think my feet are as curious as me, wanting to see the circus. It causes me to fall, but I pick myself up again, running in the maid’s dress through the maze.

      What could have happened in the circus? Why would the Wonderlanders have attended a circus? Did they work there?

      Running, I imagine the Pillar as the circus ringmaster, using his wicked charm to lure kids into the tent. I imagine the Cheshire disguised as an evil clown. The March Hare, a mad knife thrower. Fabiola could be a ballerina, or a pantomime dancer, luring people with the power of silence. The kids would love her. How about the rest? How about Jack?

      Tears threaten to trickle down my face as I remember him. Is it possible he once lived with me in Wonderland?

      I imagine us both working the trapeze. Alice Wonder, the trapeze girl, and Jack Diamond, the card magician. I imagine him climbing up the trapeze and catching me when I fall.

      My mind is racing, as are my feet, as is my heart.

      Suddenly, I am there. I’ve finished the maze. I am in the center.

      Slowing down, I am mesmerized by the fireworks in the sky, the crowd of families, and the endless supply of Wonderland food.

      “Welcome to the circus.” A short ringmaster urges people inside. It’s not the Pillar. Someone I have never seen before. Just a normal man from the 19th century. “Please enter and see the wonders of the world!”

      People start rushing inside while their kids lick on cotton candy. What could be so sinister inside? It looks so beautiful. A circus from about two centuries ago in the heart of...

      Wait, is this still Scotland? London? I have no idea.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, step inside, come closer,” the ringmaster calls out. “You will not believe your eyes. You won’t believe your mind.”

      I approach in my maid’s dress, worried they won’t let me in, but a few kids push me through. Everyone is about to watch the anticipated show.

      “Inside this tent, you will witness something you’ve never seen or heard before,” the ringmaster chirps. “It’s crazier than dreams, stranger than fiction.”

      I am stepping inside.

      The circus is beautiful. I notice it looks uncannily like the Six O’clock Circus in Mudfog Town, only this one is well taken care of. It’s huge!

      “Welcome to the most amazing show on earth.” The ringmaster follows inside and steps into the ring. “Forget about magicians. Forget about clowns. Forget about trapeze girls.”

      I sit among the enthusiastic crowd, wondering what the show is going to be about. Why would you want to forget about clowns and magicians in a circus? What are we going to see then?

      And where are the Wonderlanders? I look around and see none of them.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” The ringmaster raises his hands, and the crowd is all seated now. “What you’re about to see will blow your mind.”

      People clap all around me. I have a feeling this circus is famous. Either they have heard of it before or have actually seen this show already.

      “From America to Brazil, China to Europe, Africa to the North Pole,” the ringmaster brags. “From all over the world, and now here for you in Britain. This is the show you’ve all heard about.” He waves his hand behind an ear, expecting the crowd to shout the name.

      “The Maddest Show on Earth!” the crowd screams.

      The ringmaster smiles and calls two of his assistants to stand side by side next to him. A bald man and a big woman, heavy on her feet. That’s all I can see thus far.

      “Are you ready?” he shouts.

      The crowd’s response is overwhelming.

      Ready for what, I wonder.

      All around him, men are putting a huge steel cage together while a few cute dancers entertain the crowd.

      My heart is racing. What is the cage for? A lion?

      “I suppose you all have your cotton candy with you.” The ringmaster smirks. “Because you will need it.”

      All around me, people pull out bags of cotton candy in all colors.

      I don’t know why, but I’m starting to have a bad feeling about this. Fabiola was right. I don’t think I’m going to like what I will see, although I have no idea what to expect.

      Why can’t I see any of the Wonderlanders?

      “We’re close to starting the show,” the ringmaster says. The man and woman next to him look familiar. I squint, hoping I can recognize them. “But like every city and town we stop by, let me tell you about the show you’re about to see. Let me tell you about the Invisible Plague.”

      Invisible Plague? I wonder what that could be.

      As he finishes the sentence, I recognize the two people on his left and right. I can’t believe my eyes. I think I’m going to faint. It’s Waltraud and Ogier, my evil wardens at the Radcliffe Asylum.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            55

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MEETING HALL, BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      “Before I resume the video, I have to remind you of what the circus was about,” the Queen said, and Dr. Tom was listening eagerly. “What I want to remind you about is something they used to call the Invisible Plague.”

      A few squeals escaped the crowd. From Tom too. He had heard about the Invisible Plague before but thought it was only a myth. He stared back at the invitation card in his hand and read the list of guests again, breathing heavily. This couldn’t be.

      “Back in the 18th and 19th centuries, when I lived in Wonderland, things were crazy,” the Queen explained. “Crazy but beautiful in a nonsensical way. The power of imagination Lewis Carroll had gifted us with had no boundaries. Animals and flowers talked. Endless parties where we threw teacups at each other—and loved it. And more. At some point, most of us could materialize their own thoughts into reality.”

      The crowd sighed.

      “But then the hallucinations began, and things got weirder when that Alice girl entered our world, criticizing our mad ways of living. But who was she to understand the beauty of bonkers and borgroves of Wonderland?” the Queen said. “Let’s not go into what damage she caused, and let’s focus on the rabbit hole she created, the one that broke the borders between Wonderland and the silly human world.”

      Tom fidgeted in his seat. Didn’t she say she was going to explain what the Invisible Plague was? He was curious.

      “Humans began coming into our world, one by one,” the Queen said. “And thus, we crossed over to their world, too. Suddenly, we found ourselves in a world we didn’t belong to. A world of humans in the 19th century in London. Unlike the madly colorful Wonderland, their world was a place of war, poverty, and Victorian darkness.”

      The Queen stopped and ate a few of her favorite peanuts.

      “Of course, humans’ greatest weakness had always been their fear. In particular, the fear of others. They feared anything that was different from them so much that they had the audacity to kill it, exterminate it right away, and call it their enemy. To them, Wonderlanders were the maddest of the mad. At this time in history, insanity had not been medically explained yet, nor was it socially acceptable. Humans were as ignorant as those who, of this world, call autistic children retarded. Humans were the worst creatures the universe created.”

      Tom’s perception of the Queen had been that of a total lunatic who longed for nothing but the obedience of others—like the flamingo in the asylum. Not that his perception of her had changed drastically now, but she wasn’t as shallow as he’d thought. She actually had a story to tell. One that was going to blow his mind. He listened tentatively.

      “So humans didn’t just call us mad then,” the Queen said. “They thought of us as a plague. And our plague, or disease, was an invisible one that affected our brains and had no well-known cure. Thus, the Invisible Plague.”

      Tom let out a sigh. Now his suspicion about the names of the people on the list was confirmed. Each and every one of them had been mad once. True, most of them were of notable prestige in their countries—senators, mayors, and even people who worked in the White House and the British Parliament.

      How the government hired people who were once mad always boggled his mind.

      Tom was sitting among more than two hundred mad lunatics from all over the world. Rich. Famous. Powerful lunatics.

      “Now, you understand why I have summoned you to this meeting,” the Queen said. “We’re all the same, whether we were Wonderlanders once or just labeled mad in this world.” Her gaze intensified. “And you know what humans do to those of the Invisible Plague. You know what happens to you when you’re called mad in this world.”

      Tom scratched his head. What was she talking about?

      “I’m not talking about asylums and straitjackets,” the Queen said. “I’m talking about the atrocities humans committed against those who needed help instead of being called ‘mentally retarded.’ I am talking about what humans have done to the likes of us in the past. I’m talking about the...”

      She raised her hands in the air, and with them, the crowd stood up. The mad crowd from all over the world, saying the same words in unison as if it were a ritual: “You’re talking about what happened to us in the circus.”
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      Before I can comprehend what Waltraud and Ogier are doing here, several people are pushed into the cage.

      The crowd is screaming. I grit my teeth against their squeals. All of them stand up and clap, blocking my view.

      I am going crazy. Who is in the cage below?

      I try to look, but the crowd won’t let me. Furiously, I jump outside the tier to the small aisles. I still can’t see those in the cage, so I descend the rows barefoot, the image clearer with each step down.

      This can’t be true.

      This can’t be true.

      This can’t be true.

      I see Lewis Carroll holding the bars of the cage from inside, pleading for mercy.

      What is going on? I run faster.

      Then I see Duchess Margaret Kent behind him. Everyone is booing and throwing cotton candy at her.

      I run closer.

      I see the Queen of Hearts, her hands cuffed as she screams at the crowd. Then I see the Muffin Man. The March Hare.

      Oh my God. What’s going on?

      “Please don’t,” Lewis says to the crowd. “You don’t understand. They’re just different. They won’t hurt you.”

      I am a few steps away from the cage when I see Fabiola in the back, crying herself to death. Then there is Jack.

      Jack!

      I grip the cage. “What’s going on, Jack?”

      “You shouldn’t be here, Alice,” Jack shouts at me, cotton candy sticking to his face. “Run!”

      “I won’t run, Jack.” The scene is overwhelming. I’m going to cry. I realize that almost everyone from Wonderland is inside the cage. “Tell me how I can help.”

      “Run, Alice!” Lewis yells. “Run!”

      I turn and look at the supposedly sane people of the world, shouting and discriminating against those behind the cage. Men, women, and their children. Where in the world does such madness come from? Why do they hate them so much?

      As answers form slowly in my cloudy head, the ringmaster spells it out for me.

      “Look at those freaks!” he announces. “Aren’t they funny? Aren’t they amusing? Aren’t they disgusting?”

      Freaks? Is that what humans thought of the Wonderlanders when they crossed over to their world? Because they looked and acted differently?

      “Those mad, mad, mad creatures!” the ringmaster says. “Hit them with your cotton candy. Laugh at that grinning cat. Amuse yourself with this short freak who thinks she’s a queen. Entertain yourself with the silly jokes of the man with the hat who throws tea parties and always thinks it’s six o’clock.” He points at someone with a long hat. I can’t see his face in the shadows, but I’m assuming he is the Mad Hatter.

      Suddenly, the crowd is given teacups, and they start throwing them at the Mad Hatter.

      They laugh at them.

      My head veers between those thought of as mad, freaks in the cage, and those supposedly sane people throwing cups at them.

      “Stop it!” I scream at the crowd. “Who the heck do you think you are? They aren’t freaks. You are!”

      Then I realize my mistake.

      Everything stops as they stare at me.
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      “It started as a joke,” the Queen said. “At first, no one understood a person suffering from a mental disorder. Usually, they thought those people were possessed by demons, causing them to have those hallucinations. Then they thought of them as witches. In both cases, those people were killed, if not burned at the stake.”

      Tom was sweating by now. Surely he sat among the maddest of the mad in the world, but the Queen was also reciting the true dark history of humans, which had been repeatedly documented—only historians always preferred to stay away from it.

      People with mental illnesses were used as tourist attractions, as a means for entertainment, over the years.

      In his office, Tom had a drawing of people watching mad people for entertainment.

      “Then when physicians began suggesting this was an illness, calling it the Invisible Plague, humans came up with this humiliating idea of gathering the mad in prison, as if they had committed a crime,” the Queen explained. “And in a world where money dominates everything, there was nothing wrong with making a shilling or a buck on the side. The mad people were put into cages as tourist attractions. People from all over the world would entertain themselves by watching them for a fee. It was like going to a comedy movie.”

      Tom reached for his pills and swallowed. A handful. Everything the Queen had talked about, he knew for a fact.

      “So we, mad people, Wonderlanders, instead of being cured, were a source of a few laughs and snickers,” the Queen said. “We became the freaks in the circus.” She signaled for her mad crowd to sit again. “And now it’s time to have our revenge.” She clicked her remote, and the screen flickered again.

      It was time to see what she had in mind.
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      I stand, staring at the crowd in the circus with my heart pounding in my feet. What are they going to do to me?

      When I think of it, the only real human in the cage is Lewis Carroll. Still, they didn’t spare him. Of course, because he was defending the Wonderlanders—so Lewis didn’t always think of them as monsters?

      I assume they will do the same to me now.

      Caught between running, and saving those in the cage, I realize this is some sort of memory. It’s doubtful I can change much about it. Whoever led me here wanted me to see this.

      Why? I have no idea.

      Maybe he wants me to sympathize with Black Chess and their crimes in the real world.

      I am confused. Who’s mad, and who isn’t?

      Those who turned evil after what happened to them in the cage, or those people throwing cotton candy at those poor souls?

      “Run!” Fabiola shouts.

      Her voice reminds me of the room she wanted me to see back in the maze.

      I turn around and run, tears filling my eyes. On my way out, teacups smash all around me.

      The way back into the maze seems easier. I think I know my way, and I wonder if any of those in the circus will follow me here.

      As I run, I try to connect the dots.

      So when I saw Lewis Carroll lock the Wonderland Monsters behind the doors of Wonderland, was he protecting the world from them, or protecting them from the world?

      Fabiola said the circus happened in the last days before he locked them in, so it’s safe to think he was protecting them. Or maybe he was protecting some and locking up others.

      I like this assumption better because, apparently, not all of those in the cage turned out to be part of Black Chess. Fabiola isn’t, for instance. The event at the circus had a different effect on each of them.

      Also, I am not sure why I haven’t seen the Pillar, but I could have missed him in all this mess.

      Panting, I reach the door.

      I turn the knob and step into a room where people are gathered around a meal in Lewis Carroll’s studio.

      The image brings instant tears to my eyes, and I fight the weakness in my body that’s bringing me down to my knees.
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      Dr. Tom Truckle watched the Queen’s video with intent. It was hard to predict where this was going, but the crowd around him was shocked.

      It seemed strange for a man like him to sympathize with the mad, but he did—at least momentarily.

      He kept watching the video, eagerly wanting to know what the Queen had in mind. What kind of revenge was she talking about? How did the mad have their revenge?

      The video he was watching detailed what had happened to the Queen and Wonderlanders in the circus. The torture, the humiliation, and the human race’s fear of what was different or new to them.

      Even Tom, a man who rarely sympathized with the insane, hated his own kind for the few moments he watched what had happened to the Wonderlanders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            60

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BEHIND THE DOOR, THE MAZE, ON THE BORDERS OF WONDERLAND

      

      

      

      
        
        TIME REMAINING: 6 HOURS, 11 MINUTES

      

      

      

      The people gathered inside Lewis Carroll’s studio are my friends. Those who, according to Fabiola, walked the white tiles on the Chessboard of Life.

      “Alice!” Lewis cheers with a glass of wine in his hand. He is sitting at the head of a table filled with all kinds of colorful food. The place looks cozy, like how you would expect your family’s house to look.

      To his right sits Fabiola, nodding and smiling at me. “We missed you, Alice. I thought we’d wait for you to say prayers before we began eating.”

      I step closer and wipe the tears from my eyes. Is this room some sort of dream?

      A dream within a dream? A madness within hallucinations?

      “You have to taste those vegetables,” says the March Hare, looking as sane and relaxed as he ever has. “I grew them myself in my garden.”

      I am starting to assume this isn’t a dream. I think the door transported me to another time, maybe before the circus, when life seemed peaceful in Wonderland.

      Those at the table may be all the friends I had at this time.

      “Missed you, Alice!” A younger girl, next to Fabiola, waves at me. She has a cute smile, but I don’t recall meeting her before.

      I wave back and approach the table.

      “The best chicken soup in Wonderland,” a voice says behind me. It’s Jack. He brings a bowl of soup filled with playing cards to the table and sits next to the March Hare. “Come sit, girl.”

      I sit opposite Lewis Carroll, wondering when this happened. But in any case, I’m glad, because this means I am her. I am the Real Alice, right?

      We start all holding hands, and Fabiola asks me to say a prayer again.

      “I don’t know any,” I say.

      “Just say what’s on your mind,” Lewis says. “We’re family now. We’ll accept what you feel inside your heart.”

      Overwhelmed by the possibility of having had such a family at some time, overwhelmed by this peace and love, I stare at Fabiola’s angelic, motherly smile, Lewis’ fatherly care, the little girl’s innocence, and Jack’s loving eyes. The March Hare could simply fit as a good uncle who takes care of us as much as his garden.

      My phone rings suddenly. I pick it up while everyone glares at me. Not even Carroll imagined such a device in his time—I guess I will have to explain it to them later.

      But there may be no later.

      The message is from the Hatter, not the one I saw in the circus but the one from real life:

      Thank you for telling me the circus’s whereabouts; no one would have found it but you.

      And, oh, all of this you see happened once in the past, Alice. Enjoy the very short moment, as it will turn upside down right now. Enjoy a glimpse of Wonderland as it was so long ago.

      You led me to the circus, and I have to thank you for that. This is why I showed you this intimate moment of your past through this portal.

      I raise my head to the questioning friends at the table, but I have to type back now and explain later:

      You got what you wanted. The location of the circus, although I don’t know why it’s so important. I need the location of the rabbit. You promised.

      The response arrives sooner than I expected:

      Go to the Six O’clock Circus in real life. You will find a device buried underneath the sand in the ring. The device can track the rabbit’s every move. Good luck. Now, I leave with the last tragedy in the scene.

      P.S. You will never find the rabbit if you’re not wearing the dress. And, ah, again, the fan and gloves you found are the wrong ones. But don’t worry, you should find them, and understand their importance, once you find the rabbit.

      Find the rabbit, save the world, and find out who you really are.

      I tuck my phone back in my pocket and smile at my family. “I’ll explain what this is later.”

      “Is that from the future?” The March Hare raises a thick eyebrow.

      “Kinda.”

      “Kinda?” Jack asks. “What does kinda mean?”

      “Ah.” I sigh. “That’s a long story. Should I say the prayers now?”

      “Please do.” Lewis and Fabiola exchange smiles and stare at me. I don’t know what it means, but suddenly I realize they might’ve been a couple at one time.

      I grip Jack’s hand harder on my left, and this cute younger girl on my right, and begin...

      But like the Hatter said, it won’t last long.

      The door bursts open. Victorian police dash in and arrest Fabiola, Jack, March Hare, and the girl on account of being infected with the Invisible Plague.

      Lewis stands and defends them. The police knock him down and take him along. “You’re infected, just like all of them,” the constable roars and hits him on the back. “You all shall die before you infect the rest of the world.”

      I realize that this memory is the last of the happy ones for the six of us.

      As for me, I feel like I am fading away, melting between the sheets of insanity, returning with my body and soul to the place where I originally started. The place people like to call the real world. Sometimes, they call it the sane world.
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      I wake up in the rabbit hole again. Dirt surrounds me everywhere.

      Whatever this trip was, I have no idea. But I know I learned a lot.

      A lot!

      A tiny slant of light peers through from above. Someone is unlocking the hole.

      “Alice.” The Pillar peeks inside. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “We finally found you. We seemed to miss the hole before. It’s strange. I don’t know how it happened,” the Pillar says. “Hang tight. We’re sending someone to pick you up now.”

      “Pillar,” I say, “until they pull me out, you should prepare the plane. I have to go back to the Six O’clock Circus.”

      “Why? What’s there?”

      “Trust me, I know much more than you do right now.”
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      I am back in the Six O’clock Circus, where it all started. The Pillar is watching me while I crawl on my hands and knees and dig into the sand where the Piccadilly writing had been embedded before.

      I dig everywhere for that device the Hatter told me about. I have to find it. Time is running out.

      “Will you ever talk to me?” the Pillar says. “I’ve been begging you all the way here on the plane. What’s going on, Alice?”

      “I have to find a device that will locate the rabbit so I can stop the bomb.” I am still digging like a mad rabbit. “It’s buried in the sand.”

      “And I suppose the Hatter told you this somehow while you were in the hole in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation?”

      “Yes. It’s a long story.”

      “Why don’t you tell me about it?” he says. “Because there was nothing inside that hole. It was just a hole. We couldn’t even find a rabbit.”

      “Are you questioning my sanity now?” I snap.

      The Pillar sighs.

      “Because I am certified, you know. The beauty of it is I can do and believe whatever I want.”

      “You’re not making sense, Alice. Let’s slow down.”

      “Sense?” I am on the verge of shouting. “What has ever made sense since I met you? Just shut up and let me find the device.” Inside, I want to cry. Why? Because he is right. Nothing makes sense. Even if some of the events made some sense before, I’m too deep in the rabbit hole of absurdity to recall such events.

      But somehow, I keep chugging my way through. God only knows where it will lead me.

      “Okay, I admit I may have been insensitive,” the Pillar says. I wonder why he isn’t sarcastic at the moment. Why is he so serious about wanting to know what happened in the hole? It’s not like him. “Just tell me about the rabbit hole in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation. What happened in there?”

      “It’s a portal to Wonderland.”

      “Are you saying you were in Wonderland?” The Pillar seems eager to know.

      ‘Not quite so.” I shrug. “It’s part Wonderland, part real world, part time machine.” I am well aware of how impossible this sounds, but I trust in what I saw. I trust my mind—ironically, I do.

      “Hmm...” The Pillar rubs his chin.

      “Look, you’re supposed to be the one who always believes me, the one who always encourages me to save lives.” I stand up. “So don't go hmm on me.”

      “I’m not. I am only wondering why you’re not really telling me what you saw.”

      “You want to know what I saw?” The tension in my arms seems to be the aftermath of the horrific scene of the circus where the Wonderlanders where humiliated. It seems as if it all starts to sink in now. And it’s too much to take. “I saw the circus!”

      The Pillar grimaces. It’s like I have stuffed him inside a pinball machine and kicked him all around.

      “I saw the real circus. The Invisible Plague. I saw what humans, the likes of me, did to the Wonderlanders, only because they were different.” I am shivering. “Is that what the Wonderland Wars are all about, Pillar? Is that why there’s a plan by the Wonderland Monsters to destroy every living human? Why haven’t you told me about it? Why have you lied to me?”

      I hate it that tears stream down my face. I hate them.

      But the image of Lewis, Fabiola, Jack, the girl, and the March Hare being taken by the British constables and sent to the circus shattered me. The image of humans rejecting anyone who is different from them makes me hate my own kind.

      “I didn’t know how to explain such a horrific thing to you,” the Pillar says. He looks saddened. Surprisingly ashamed. “You wouldn’t have believed me. No one would have believed me. It’s a fact, buried deep down in the tombs of history books, deep down in the conscience of mankind. Something no one wants to talk about anymore. I mean, lining up mentally ill people in a cage for entertainment, as if they were animals in a zoo? Who would have believed me?”

      “But you lied to me and told me Lewis locked the Wonderland Monsters in Wonderland.”

      “I didn’t lie. It’s true. Some of them he managed to lock in Wonderland, and some he managed to give new identities in the real world, like Fabiola,” the Pillar says. “It was complicated. On one hand, humans tortured Wonderlanders, so he was trying to protect us all from them. And on the other hand, Wonderlanders, like the Cheshire, a victim of human atrocities too many times, had become a clear threat to the world. I don’t even think Lewis knew what he was doing.”

      “And now what?” I say. “How do you expect me to hunt the Wonderland Monsters knowing what we humans have done to them? Do you have any idea how confused I am?”

      “A monster is a monster.” He grabs my arms tightly. “No matter the circumstance that turned them into one.”

      “Coming from you, a man who killed twelve innocent people.” I push him away.

      “Forget about me. Don’t you see what’s happening here? Whoever showed you the circus wanted you to think that way.” The Pillar grits his teeth. “They want you to sympathize with the Wonderland Monsters.”

      I realize his remark is right on the money. It may explain what most of this was about. This Hatter, probably on good terms with the Queen of Hearts and the Cheshire, wants me to feel for them, if not join them against the world.

      Could it be this Hatter is actually the Cheshire?

      As I think, my feet hit a bulge in the sand. I kneel down and see something protruding from it. I dig again.

      Here it is.

      A small, round thing, like a compass, but with a black digital screen. A red dot shimmers on the far left side of it. “Here it is.” I show it to the Pillar. “The rabbit’s location. I need to go there now.”

      The Pillar takes a moment, staring at it. His face dims a little.

      “What now?” I say.

      “I’m just wondering what the rabbit is doing in your house, where we were yesterday.”
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      As he was getting ready to enter the meeting hall after a small break for coffee and cakes, Dr. Tom Truckle still couldn’t believe he was standing among those important people from all over the world.

      None of them were presidents or prime ministers, but they were close, mostly friends of presidents and prime ministers.

      What was the Queen planning to do with them? And how come they’d all lived in Wonderland once?

      Tom avoided any prolonged conversations, so he wouldn’t blow his cover. After all, he hadn’t been truly invited. He was just an imposter in this party, the same way the Queen of Hearts was, posing as if she were the real Queen of England.

      How did she even do this? And what did she do to the poor Queen of England?

      The idea that Britain was now ruled by a queen from Wonderland drove him crazy. This was the kind of stuff his patients said in the asylum. The kind of stuff he sent them to the Mush Room for.

       Tom heard them announce the end of the break. It was time to get back in and listen to the Queen’s final words. Time to listen to her telling them what this meeting was really for.

      As he strolled back, he reminded himself that each person on the invitation list had been, at least once, convicted of madness.
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      When Edith opens the door for me, she looks like she has seen a ghost, again. I guess she didn’t expect my return, not in a million years. But I had to. My device is flashing red in my hand. The rabbit with the bomb is somewhere in my childhood house.

      “You got some nerve.” Edith groans. She has two spots swelling on her head, from when she fell after I hit her. They’re red and make her look like a devil.

      I push her aside and let myself in, following the lead from my device. “I need to get in. There is something inside that I am looking for.”

      Waving her fan, Lorina descends the stairs and looks at me with wide eyes. “Are you serious?” She tilts her head between me and Edith. “Are you freakin’ serious?”

      “She thinks the rabbit is in here.” Edith closes the door behind me and laughs.

      “See? Now I know you two are hiding something,” I say. “I never told you about that. How do you know about the rabbit? The police never spread the word about it to keep the people from going crazy.”

      “You’re really nuts,” Lorina says. “I mean, I’m going to call the asylum to come and get you now.”

      “Listen,” I say. “All I need is the rabbit, and I promise you will never see me again. Not that I would want to see any of you again after what happened here the last time.”

      As the two sisters mock me, I stare at my device. It says I am standing in the right spot. The rabbit should be right under my feet, but there is nothing there. “Where are you hiding it?” I ask them. “How come you’re involved in all of this? I am really losing my mind.”

      “You lost that a long time ago.” Lorina chuckles. “How about another round of None Fu?”

      “I’m not joking,” I say. “Time is running out, and there is a rabbit with a bomb in this house.”

      “Not in this house, dear mad sister.” Edith turns the TV on. “The rabbit is all over the city.”

      I stare at the TV and see someone has leaked the news of a loose rabbit with a bomb inside. People all over London are going bonkers looking for it. Streets blocked, others shut down, in a frantic search for the rabbit. Other people catch all the rabbits they can and lock them in a cage on the back of a huge truck, preparing to drive out of the city before the deadline.

      The whole city of London has gone mad.
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      “How is that possible? Who leaked the news?” I ask.

      “That mysterious man who calls himself the Hatter was on TV an hour ago,” Lorina says. “Just like the Muffin Man last week. Living in London is starting to feel like a curse.”

      “But, the rabbit is here.” I stare back at the device in my hand. “It has to be here. The Hatter gave me this device. What’s the point in fooling me again?”

      Edith laughs. “Poor sis, can’t you get it?” She approaches me. “Whoever is playing this game with you doesn’t care about the rabbit. Haven’t we warned you before?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Whoever is playing this game with you is playing it with us too.” Lorina shows me a message on her phone. It’s from an anonymous number, saying they know about the Event.

      “The Event?” I grimace.

      “We used to call it the circus,” Edith says.

      A big lump is stuck in my throat. “You know about the circus, too?”

      “Oh.” Lorina faces Edith. “So this Hatter must have shown her, or told her, about the circus, too.”

      “This is getting on my nerves,” Edith says. “I wonder what he has in mind. Why is he doing this?”

      “Wait, you two!” I shout. “What are you saying? How do you know about the circus?” Then a thought strikes me. “Are you two from Wonderland, too?”

      Now both my sisters really laugh.

      “No, darling.” Edith pats me but not in a kind way. “Wonderland isn’t real. It only exists in your franjous mind.” She laughs louder. “Lorina and I are real people. We are from the real world.”

      “But, of course, we still know about the circus.” Lorina grins as if intentionally wanting to drive me mad.

      I grit my teeth, collect what’s left from the fragments of my thoughts, and pretend I’m the most logical person on earth. “Let’s go over this again. Are we both talking about the same circus?”

      “The one where mad Wonderlanders were kept in a cage by humans and made fun of?” Edith’s grin widens. “Then yes, we’re talking about the same circus.”

      I have no idea how she knows that.

      “The same circus where people had the Invisible Plague.” Lorina waves her fan. “Yes, loony sis, we know about that.”

      “But how is that possible?” I say. “How could you not believe in Wonderland and believe in the circus in the same instant?”

      “You really want to know?” Edith looks at my device, flashing red.

      I nod.

      “Are you sure?” Lorina says. “I mean, you seem to have forgotten all about it somehow.”

      “Forgotten about it?”

      “Yes, forgotten about our greatest secret,” Lorina says. “Me, you, and Edith—Mother included, too.”

      “What secret?” I find myself taking a step away from them. It’s as if I am close to remembering something, but my mind is resisting it.

      The haze in my mind returns, and I realize that’s a sign of remembering the things I fear to remember. It’s been the same all day long. Whenever I felt dizzy or saw that haze, I was subconsciously resisting the truth about my past.

      “You know where your device is pointing to?” Lorina says, sounding too sure of herself.

      “It’s supposed to point at the rabbit.”

      “That’s what the Hatter wants you to think,” Edith says. “We have no idea why he wants to lead you down this road, but we don’t care, because it’s time for us to remind you about what really happened in the circus.”

      And I thought I had seen enough—remembered enough.

      “The device is pointing to the right spot,” Lorina explains. “Only it’s not the rabbit but the basement underneath your feet.”

      “The basement?”

      “Yes.” Edith grins. “Want to go down there to remember our secret?”

      I know I shouldn’t say yes, but curiosity definitely killed the cat. And I’m starving for any real truth about my past, even from my hateful sisters.

      “Good girl,” Lorina says. “Let’s go.” She glances at Edith. “By the way, the maid’s dress looks so good on you, Alice.”

      I have a feeling I am going to understand what she is implying in a few minutes.
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      Descending to the basement, I see Edith putting on her gloves. And with Lorina’s fan, I realize those are the fan and the gloves I was supposed to find.

      Then I remind myself I am wearing the maid’s dress. The triangle is complete. The three things the Hatter had wanted me to find, only I mistook the fan and gloves I found in the bottom drawer in my room upstairs for Lorina’s fan and Edith’s gloves.

      What kind of truth am I about to learn about my past? I have a feeling it’s going to be darker than darkness itself.

      There is a small cage in the basement, a smaller version of the one I saw in Wonderland. Toys are scattered all over the floors. Endless books, dog-eared and ripped apart, are scattered on the floor. All of them copies of Alice in Wonderland.

      Closer, I see countless playing cards and chess pieces in the corners, too. What happened in this room?

      “Still can’t remember?” Edith folds her arms in front of her.

      “I’d prefer if you tell me.” I shrug. My own suppressed memories are on the tip of my tongue.

      “This was your circus,” Lorina says. “We used to cage you in here when you were seven years old.”

      I try not to panic. I think it’s coming back to me.

      “We used to make all kinds of fun of you,” Edith says without the slightest tinge of guilt in her voice. “Sometimes, we invited our friends from school to watch you in the cage.”

      “We let them watch you with your silly books, playing cards, and, of course, those stupid Lewis Carroll childhood tales,” Lorina says.

      “It was fun,” Edith says. “Of course, we only did it when Mum was away, trying to make a living after Father left.”

      “And you never said a word to Mum,” Lorina whispers in my ear. “You know why?”

      “Why?” My hands are trembling.

      “Because you were a coward, among so many other reasons.”

      “What was the point of keeping me in a cage and entertaining your friends?” I ask, my lips dry, my neck feeling wobbly.

      “You were mad, Alice,” Edith says. “It was so much fun having a mad member of the house.”

      “With all your funny stories about Wonderland,” Lorina elaborates. “The white rabbits, the Hatter and the tea parties, and don’t get me started with ‘eat me’ cake.”

      “It seemed like you read everything in the Alice books and thought they happened to you, only you made them more sinister,” Edith explains. “Lorina and I had always been the bullies in school. It was so much fun, but we had no one to make fun of when we got back home.”

      “And there was you.” Lorina snickers. “The highlight of every day.”

      “I was seven years old, for God’s sake.” A tear trickles down my cheek. A blurry memory of me holding on to the cage, begging to be let go, attacks me.

      “But you were really entertaining,” Lorina says. “That Invisible Plague of yours. Oh, man.”

      Suddenly, a question hits me. “How do you know about the Invisible Plague? How did the idea of the cage come to you?”

      Lorina and Edith stare at each other, suppressing a bubbly laugh. Then they let it out in a burst of chuckles and snickers.

      “Alice. Alice. Alice.” Lorina wraps her threatening arms around me. “You were the one who gave us the idea.
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      The Queen of Hearts, posing as the Queen of England, was ready to take the stage again. She was about to announce her brilliant plan after showing her guests one last video.

      But she couldn’t do it before she received that call she was waiting for.

      Her phone rang.

      “What took you so long?”

      “A few twists and turns in my plan,” a muffled voice said. “But it’ll be good in a few minutes.”

      “So, the video will be ready?”

      “Give it half an hour,” the voice said. “I’m on it. It will be a live feed, and you will be able to show it to your guests.”

      “Is it going to be good enough?”

      “Much more than you think,” the voice said. “A piece of art, like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

      “Frabjous.” She grinned, feeding Brazilian nuts to one of her dogs. “Everyone in Britain is going nuts looking for the rabbit with the bomb. I can’t pretend I didn’t hear about it much longer. The public will need some statement. But I can’t wait half an hour to show the surprise to my guests.”

      “You will, My Queen,” the voice said. “Long live Wonderland. Death to the real world.”

      “Ah, one more thing,” the Queen said. “Next time, I’d prefer you tell me your plans in detail. When Margaret first told me about the rabbit loose in the streets, you hadn’t told me this was your plan. I stood oblivious of what was going on.”

      “Apologies, My Queen,” the voice said. “The idea came out of the blue after I learned of a psychological term called the Rabbit Hole.”

      “Really? Is that a real scientific term?”

      “Just like the Alice Syndrome,” the voice said. “It seems those real-world doctors stole their ideas from Lewis Carroll’s genius interpretations. The Rabbit Hole means putting a patient under severe stress, metaphorically sending them into a rabbit hole, and pushing until they remember their past.”

      “Well done, then,” she said. “So, I should be counting on her remembering?”

      “Like I said, it’s only half an hour, and she will remember,” the voice said. “However, it will be most heart-wrenching. I am making sure she doesn’t die or something from the shock.”

      “We can’t afford this girl to die, you know that.”

      “Don’t worry,” the voice said. “I have it under control.”

      “And her sisters?”

      “They know nothing,” the voice said. “They are just pawns in the game. Doing what I have planned for them to do.”
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      “How did I give you the idea?” I ask as flashes of my horrible childhood are nothing but playing cards flying in front of my eyes. I can’t seem to catch any of the cards to take a better look, but I see fragments, flashes, flipping before my eyes.

      Flashes of who I really am.

      “This brings us to the shocking truth.” Lorina waves her fan again. The memory of her waving it and snickering as Edith punches with her gloves while I am inside the cage hits me like a plague. Now I know what the gloves and fan meant. But what is the dress for?

      “Are you telling me there is a more shocking truth than what you have just told me?” My breathing grows heavier. First, I witness the atrocities against Wonderlanders in the circus, then my own horrible childhood in the basement of my family’s house, then I am supposed to learn something much darker?

      “Remember when we said you went missing as a seven-year-old girl?” Lorina says. “Remember when we told you that you told us about having gone to Wonderland and coming back with that glinting knife in your hand?”

      I nod but don’t say a word.

      “That actually never happened that way,” Edith says. “The truth is...” She hesitates. “That you were never lost.”

      “What happened then?” I ask.

      “Alice.” Lorina stares right into my eyes. “You knocked on our door one day. When we opened it, you were a lost seven-year-old standing with a knife in her hand, blood spattered all over.”

      “I—I am not following.”

      “I wanted to kick you out, but Mother took sympathy on you,” Edith says. “I mean, I never understood why she wanted to save you.”

      “She is my mother,” I retort. “Of course she’d want to save me.”

      “She doesn’t get it yet,” Lorina tells Edith. “You think we shouldn’t tell her?”

      I scream at them, “Tell me what?” Deep inside, I have already remembered the truth. “Tell me what, Edith?” I shake her with all my might.

      Edith doesn’t reply. I think she enjoys the madness lingering in my eyes.

      I find myself turning around, looking for something to threaten them with. Funny—or terrifying—how my eyes spot a glinting knife on the floor right away. I kneel down, grab it, stand up, and press them both against the wall. “Tell me what?”

      “That’s the same look you had in your eyes when you were seven years old,” Lorina says.

      “Tell me what, goddammit?”

      “That you knocked on our door, told us you were running from the Wonderland Monsters, that they wanted to kill you, that something horrible had happened in Wonderland.”

      “You were laughable,” Edith continues. “A lost, mad child whom my mother pitied and took in and made one of us.”

      “You mean...?”

      “You were never our sister, Alice,” Lorina says as if she is delivering the happiest news of her life. “You were never one of us, and you have always been mad.”
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      Tom Truckle saw the Queen of England take the podium, that sinister grin glinting like a knife on her face.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said. “Pardon me, I mean mad ladies and gentlemen.” She snickered, and the crowd laughed. “I am about to offer you something that hasn’t been done in the history of mankind before. Something that will make us, Wonderlanders and fellow madmen and women, avenge what happened to us in the circus two centuries ago.”

      Tom noticed the glaring silence of the crowd. Everyone seemed to be counting on the Queen now.

      “What we’re going to do is going to shake this human world upside down,” she said. “It will make Wonderland look like such a sane place to what we’re going to do to the real world around us.”

      Tom himself was as anxious as ever. Although an imposter, he felt like he’d like to be part of the Queen’s lunatic plan. Who worked in an asylum and didn’t feel like the sane world outside wasn’t the enemy? To Tom, it was the taxes he paid, the expenses of his divorce, and his medications. How much did he have to pay for those pills, just to stay sane in this mad world?

      “But first, I want to show you a glimpse of the kind of madness you love to watch.” She pointed at the screen behind her. It showed people in England hunting all kinds of rabbits, opening them up to look for a bomb. Some people killed the rabbits, some ran when they saw one, even if it was on TV. The streets were a mess of accidents and panic. And oh, how insane the world looked right now. “This is just the beginning. In a few minutes, you will be watching something much more insane, so keep watching.”
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      “That’s why you hate me so much.” I nod at Lorina and Edith. “I never was one of you.”

      In truth, I can’t remember the part of me knocking on their door with a knife in my hand. But I do remember the basement. The horrible circus inside the basement.

      “We don’t just hate you, Alice. We loathe you,” Lorina says. “You’re like that itch in the top of my mouth that hurts more if I try to lick it away.”

      “Even after being put in the asylum, you still keep escaping to make our lives miserable,” Edith says, totally neglecting that I may have been just a troubled seven-year-old, but that the incidents in the basement—which were their fault—may have turned me into a loon.

      “So how did you come up with the circus idea in the basement?”

      “Because you told us about the circus in Wonderland,” Lorina says. “Or rather the silly idea that Wonderlanders had crossed over to the real world in the 19th century, and that humans thought of them as mad people and freaks, and sent them to the circus for entertainment.”

      “Of course.” I sigh. “That was how I gave you the idea. So you decided to take it up a notch and make a circus out of me in the basement.”

      “And it was fun, Alice,” Edith says. “I mean, if you bully someone in the real world, you may get in trouble. But bully a mad girl, wow, that was a million-dollar idea we got away with.”

      “Because whatever you were going to say about it, no one was going to believe a lost mad girl who thinks she came from Wonderland.” Edith and Lorina high-five.

      The Pillar comes to mind instantly. All his madness, theories, and the harsh ways he treats the people in this world seem just now. How I would like to choke both of them with a hookah’s hose right now. Maybe I was hard on the Pillar. Maybe the twelve people he killed were the likes of Lorina and Edith. Bullies who needed to be put to rest.

      At the same time, I stand, contemplating my past and what to do with Edith and Lorina, I realize I am too late again. Why do I always waste time lamenting my true past?

      Edith tugs on her gloves and picks up a baseball bat from the floor, while Lorina shoots me an even more sinister look now.

      “How about we play that circus game one more time?” she says.

      “What?” I grimace, unable to comprehend their thirst for evil.

      “Come on, Mary Ann.” Edith plops the bat against her fatty palm.

      “What did you just call me?” I take a calculated step back. I was going to lash my None Fu at them when Edith caught me off guard with what she just said.

      “Mary Ann.” Lorina sticks out her tongue and shakes her head like a bully teasing a kid on school grounds. “Mary Ann.”

      “Why are you calling me Mary Ann?” I am fully aware that this is one of my names in the Alice in Wonderland book, that the rabbit mistakes me for a Mary Ann in the first chapter. But why do they call me by that name now?

      What does it mean?

      “Oh.” Edith nudges my shoulder with the bat. Lorina fans away. “We didn’t tell you?”

      Both of my evil stepsisters wink at each other.

      “You also held a pot next to the glinting knife the day you showed up at our door,” Lorina says, still forcing me to step back, closer to the cage’s opening behind me. “A pot with a tiger lily in it.”

      “Remember that pot, loony tunes?” Edith swooshes the bat a breath away from my nose. “Inside the pot, there was a necklace, which was probably yours.”

      “It belonged to someone called Mary Ann,” Lorina says. “My mother called you Mary Ann then, and you never minded. It was only later when she realized your obsession with Alice in Wonderland that she called you Alice. She thought it sounded better for your adoption papers.”

      “And she gave you our last name, Wonder,” Edith says. “Odd how it all fell into place, isn’t it? Our last name being ‘Wonder’ while you think you came from Wonderland.” This part seems to amuse her the most.

      “So, I was really Mary Ann in Wonderland?” I mumble.

      “Here she goes again,” Lorina tells her sister. “Did you see how bonkers she went, talking to herself about Wonderland again?”

      “That’s why we need to see her in the cage one more time.” Edith pushes me harder, the cage against my back now. “Come on, Mary Ann. Entertain us one last time.”

      Edith’s push does something to me. Something I was looking for all along: I remember them torturing me in the basement now. Vividly.

      It’s an even worse memory than remembering the Mush Room torture. The humiliation. Their friends they invited over to laugh at me. The worst memory a person can relive.

      But one thing strikes me the most. In that memory, I’m gripping something behind my back. Something I don’t want them to see. I can feel it in my hand. It’s cold. And small.

      “Get in the cage!” Edith roars now.

      I close my eyes and don’t respond to her. My closed eyes are the draped curtain of my theatre of life, but they also open up another place in my memory, when I was seven years old.

      What was I holding in my hand back then that was important to me?

      I can remember I didn’t care about the pain. I only cared about that thing I was gripping.

      What was it?

      Then I remember seeing buckets in the corner of the room. A lot of cleaning tools next to them. What did I do with those buckets?

      Risking the loss of my precious memory, I open my eyes, seeing if the buckets are still in the corner of the room right now.

      They are!

      Something inside me tells me I hid that precious thing in the back of my head in one of the buckets. Something tells me that this is what all this is about.

      I am supposed to find what’s in the bucket.

      Edith and Lorina freak out when I aggressively beeline through them toward the buckets. I pull them out of the corner and rummage through them, having no idea what I am looking for, but knowing I will recognize it when I see it.

      “What?” Lorina says behind me. “You missed your buckets, Mary Ann?”

      “My buckets?” I turn back. “They are mine? Did they mean something to me?”

      “The whole world.” Edith rolls her eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I insist. “Why did I have them?” I can’t tell them about what I think I hid inside, because I’m somehow sure they shouldn’t know about it.

      If only I could remember it clearer now. If only!

      “Here.” Lorina holds a broom with the tips of her hand. “Yuck. Hold this.” She gives it to me.

      The broom is old. I don’t know why it should mean anything to me. “What is this?” I shout, then take a step forward and almost choke Lorina with one hand. “Tell me what’s going on. What do these buckets mean to me?”

      “They were—” Lorina is choking under my grip, so I turn to Edith.

      “They were tools,” Edith says.

      “Tools for what?”

      “Cleaning tools, duh!” Edith says. “Let my sister go.”

      I do. I loosen my grip, and Lorina slumps to the floor.

      But I don’t even bother. Cleaning tools?

      “Yes, Alice.” Edith glares at me. “You were homeless. You were mad. You thought you came from Wonderland. You told us about that stupid circus. And we made fun of you as a kid. And guess what, you were also the maid!”

      Both of them laugh at me again.

      “That’s why you loved your buckets, soaps, and brooms.” Lorina’s voice is sour but challenging. “Along with your crazy Alice books. You came to us in that dress you wore. Mum wanted to make you one of our sisters, but we insisted you stay the maid you probably were from wherever you came from. Mary Ann, the maid.”

      Tears stream down my cheeks, but I try to forget about them. Because my childhood couldn’t have been such a wreck. My existence, mad or not, must have a reason. A noble cause.

      I kneel down and look for that damn thing in the buckets. What is it? Please make it something that brings back some of my dignity, my sanity.

      And there it is, right in front of me.

      I knew it.

      I knew that my existence in this world must have a reason.
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      I am staring at a golden key that looks exactly like the one Lewis Carroll gave me in the Tom Tower dream.

      One of the six keys to Wonderland. The Six Impossible Keys.

      Why I hid it here, I can’t remember. All I know is that it’s one of the six keys and that as a child, I hid this one here, for one reason or another. It meant the world to me and was worth the humiliation I went through.

      “What did you find?” Lorina demands.

      I push her hand away.

      Edith swings and misses my head as I duck an inch or less. Time for some None Fu again.

      I pull Edith’s arms and swing her whole body, as if she were my own baseball bat, against the wall. She sticks like a fat piece of fresh meat for a moment, her eyes rolling back, then slides down into my buckets.

      Lorina surprises me with a kick in the back.

      “Take this, $%$#@!” she shouts.

      I find my body plastered against the wall. She kicks me once again in my lower back, and I drop to my knees, drooling.

      How come this Barbie doll is that strong?

      When I turn to face her, I see she has unfolded her fan again. For the first time, I notice how sharp its edges are. It could cut like a knife.

      She throws it at me; it swirls and slices through the air before it reaches me, neck level.

      I find myself catching it with a firm grip, right at a spot without blades.

      “Learned a lot in your None Fu training, huh,” Lorina says.

      I say nothing to her but threaten to throw the fan back at her while running in her direction. Lorina thinks I am going to try to cut her with the fan’s blades, but I am not a killer. I won’t stain my hands with the blood of scumbag bullies.

      I keep treading with fiery eyes, happy to see the horror in hers. I keep pushing her until she falls backward into the cage through the opening, where they wanted to trap me a while ago.

      I watch her trip backward and lock her inside.

      “How does it feel standing inside the circus now?” I say. “How does it feel to be the clown?”

      Lorina starts pleading and playing good sister with me, like last time. Thankfully, I have learned my lesson. I won’t be fooled.

      I stare at the key in my palm and smile. Now I have two keys. I think this is my real journey. To collect the Six Impossible Keys to Wonderland—for what reasons, or cause, I have no idea.

      But just when I think I have it all under control, I sense someone standing behind me. I turn to face them, thinking it will be Edith.

      But it’s not.

      It’s a man with a long hat and teacups dangling from his black tuxedo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            72

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ALICE WONDER’S HOUSE, 7 FOLLY BRIDGE, OXFORD

      

      

      

      
        
        TIME REMAINING: 22 MINUTES

      

      

      

      “I’ve been waiting for this moment,” the Hatter says, although I can’t see his face—he wears a funny mask. Not so funny, really, since it’s a clown’s mask.

      “Why show yourself now?” I grip my key harder, feeling his presence has something to do with it.

      “Because you did like I planned,” he says. “To the letter.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say. “You made me think I am chasing a rabbit, leading me from place to place so that I could remember my past. What’s in it for you?”

      “A lot,” he says. “But first, let’s look into what happened. They call it the Rabbit Hole, a scientific term, I believe?”

      The memory of me sitting in the psychiatry office in the asylum returns. That man in the dark with the smoking pipe telling me I am insane, that I am just a crippled girl living in my own imagination to escape the horrors that happened to me.

      I remember he did tell me about the Rabbit Hole, one of the methods to push a patient’s imagination with their backs against the wall until they remember what they were trying to forget.

      “I had to go through all these puzzles so I could tickle your memory,” the Hatter says. “You’d been in the asylum for so long and hadn’t remembered anything yet, Alice. Time was running out, and I needed you to at least remember one part of your past. A part that interests me the most.”

      “My childhood?” I ask.

      He says nothing. I think his clown mask is trying to forge a smile. A dark one.

      “Ah,” I say. “I get it. You weren’t after my memories. Not really. You were after...”

      “This.” He pulls my hand and snatches the key from it in one move. “The first key in six, so I can open the doors to Wonderland again.”

      How foolish am I? Really!

      “I don’t care about you at all,” the Hatter says. “I only care about the keys, which I believe Carroll hid with you, and then you hid them in separate places in this real world. Let’s say it wasn’t hard getting this one.”

      I realize this Hatter is much stronger than me. I can’t get this key back. But I also realize he doesn’t know Lewis gave me a key before, in the Tom Tower dream. So, if it’s any consolation, and even if he finds the next four keys, I will always have one he doesn’t know exists.

      “I am going to leave now,” he says. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

      “What makes you think I won’t stop you?” I step forward.

      “Because you still have a rabbit to catch.” He grins. “Haven’t you seen the TV? The world is in a panic because of a tiny rabbit.”

      “Because you made them, and me, think there is a bomb inside.”

      “Who said that isn’t true?” He pulls off his hat and then a rabbit from underneath, the one ticking with the bomb. “Please take it,” he says. “Figure out a way to stop the bomb. You have about eighteen minutes to do that.”

      I hug the rabbit in my arms and pat it gently. Poor thing pushed into a mad world of Wonderlanders.

      “And by the way,” the Hatter says. “I wanted to make this as exciting a finale as possible, so I called the police. They are surrounding the house. People are out there everywhere. They all demand the rabbit be killed—choked or drowned in the river to get rid of the bomb.”

      “Why would you do that?” My mouth is agape.

      “Why wouldn’t I? What’s the point of life if there isn’t enough madness?” he says. “See you later, Alice. For now, you’re stuck between exploding with the poor rabbit in your arms or giving it away to the people outside so they can kill it themselves. Talk about a paradox.”
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      Outside, the police point their guns at me.

      Everywhere around me, there is some kind of microphone or a news reporter. Behind them, hordes of people boo at me.

      “Get rid of the rabbit!”

      “Kill it!”

      “She is the one who let the rabbit loose!”

      Slowly, I step forward as the police demand I hand them the rabbit.

      “Do you have a bomb expert who may know how to defuse the bomb?” I ask politely, well aware my maid’s dress and the blood on my face isn’t really helping my image.

      “We don’t need a bomb squad,” says the lanky officer I saw in the Six O’clock Circus. “We’ll drown it in the river and let it explode in there.”

      “But what about the rabbit?”

      “You’re not going to pull that ‘animal rights’ crap on us again, are you?” another officer says. “We know who you are, you and that imposter, Professor Carter Pillar. You’ve both escaped the asylum.”

      “She is mad!” an old woman yells from the crowd.

      Like always, I wonder who is mad here. Am I such a silly, unreasonable girl because I want to save a rabbit as much as I want to save myself?

      “Hand me the rabbit, Alice,” a familiar voice says. It’s Inspector Dormouse, wide awake now. “I know who you are now. We got the memo. Let’s make this easier on everyone. Hand the rabbit over, and let us escort you back to the asylum. You’re not well, young lady.”

      I don’t move, patting the scared rabbit and hugging it closer to my chest. I can feel its escalating heartbeat.

      For a moment, I realize the scope of what I have been through in the past two days. This Hatter, not only did he push me to remember the circus to get to the key, but he also managed to raise my uneasiness with the world around me. Looking at the police, the reporters, and the crowd, I can’t overlook the fact that they are the descendants of those who created the circus and used the mentally ill as a form of entertainment.

      The idea confuses me.

      Am I supposed to take the Wonderland Monsters’ side? If not, then give me one reason why I should keep saving a human life every day.

      “Pillar!” I shout. “Where are you?”

      It’s funny, yet sad, how he is always my last resort. With all the madness surrounding me, I prefer his madness the most.

      “The Pillar has been sent back to the asylum, Alice,” Inspector Dormouse tells me. “He can’t help you. Give back the rabbit. I think you only have three minutes left. Give it to us, and we’ll drown it in the river. And we’ll all be safe.”

      The world is such a useless place, that’s all I can think of now. It’s full of hypocrites, liars, and selfish people. And even if I’m dramatizing things, I realize I prefer to go back to the asylum. At least I know who is who in there.

      But first, and since I am a mad girl on national TV, I need to do one last crazy thing.

      I run through the cops with the rabbit in my arms, neglecting all the panic and shouting around me. I run away with the rabbit, which I am not going to hand over or drown in the water.

      I don’t know what will happen to both of us. But I feel we’re both the same in this world. We’re both overwhelmed by human cruelty—and stupidity—in this mad world. I hug it tighter and run away with it.

      And before I know it, I hear the explosion.
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      “Hoooraaay!”

      Tom Truckle was overwhelmed by the hailing crowd staring at the screen. They all stood up, clinking glasses and smiling and congratulating each other as if celebrating an independence day.

      Tom stood up, pretending to be as enthusiastic, unable to believe what he’d just seen.

      Did he just watch Alice Wonder explode with that rabbit on live TV?

      It seemed like it.

      And it seemed normal, in a very abnormal way, to have all those lunatic guests of the Queen hail the explosion and the madness it caused. But why were people in the streets happy about Alice’s explosion?

      Families congratulated each other and let out sighs of relief, as did the police officers and reporters. It seemed like Alice’s death was the best thing that had happened to them in their lives. Everyone was happy the bomb went off on the poor mad girl who’d just escaped the asylum. As long as it didn’t hurt them, it was just okay.

      “And this, my fellow loons”—the Queen of England snickered into the microphone—“is just a small example of the kinds of madness we’ll bestow on this world we live in.”

      Was that the plan? To drive the world mad, really?

      “Enjoy this hilarious scene for a while,” the Queen said. “And then I will tell you about the ultimate plan. I will tell you about the real Wonderland Wars!” she said as if she were Hitler, brought back from the grave, and wearing a wig.
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        PSYCHIATRY, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      I am back where it all started, in that awful dark room with that awful doctor. I am lying on the couch, and my legs feel numb.

      “So that’s all that happened?” he asks.

      “More or less,” I reply. “It was a hectic adventure. The most nonsensical of all.”

      “And how did you survive the explosion?”

      “It turned out the Pillar managed to escape his cell—of course, since when could anyone keep him locked inside?” I say. “He created this hoax of an explosion to drive people away from me, and also to give them what they wanted. Relief that it was all over.”

      “And the rabbit?”

      “It didn’t explode. This whole rabbit bomb was a hoax, too. The Hatter made it swallow a flashing device to fool me.”

      “So all he really wanted from you was the key,” he says, skeptically, as usual.

      “I believe so,” I say. “He also wanted to mess with my head for some reason.”

      “Do you have any idea what the key will do?”

      “I suppose it’s one of six keys to go back to Wonderland.” I don’t tell him I have a key in my cell. I don’t trust him that much.

      “Hmm...” I hear him write something down.

      “Hmm... what?”

      “Nothing,” he says. “I think your condition is worsening, Alice. I mean, look at your story. It doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t even have a context. It’s contradictory. And yet you have not come back to your senses.”

      “Madness doesn’t make sense. And it’s contradictory.”

      “So, you finally admit your madness?”

      “Not that madness,” I say. “The other madness.”

      “There are two kinds of madness now?” He really doesn’t like this conversation.

      “Yes, of course. There is that loony-toony bonkers madness where you’re wrapped up in a straitjacket and locked inside a room.”

      “And the other madness?”

      “It’s all out there in the world you live in, doctor,” I say. “I mean, you may think it’s not madness, only because you’re used to it. But it surely is all messed up.”

      “Uh-huh.” He takes a deep breath. “Look, Alice. I have no idea where to take the therapy from here. All I know is that I will prescribe you more Lullaby pills, and, sorry to say, this time, I prefer you go back to the Mush Room. A few shock sessions might stir some sort of progress.”

      I purse my lips for a while, contemplating if the shock therapy still scares me. I think it doesn’t. It’s just pain. And trust me, there are much worse things in this life than pain. “Tell me, doctor,” I say, “do you at least believe what I said about the circus, the Invisible Plague?”

      “I know for a fact it’s real,” he says. “Sadly, many mentally ill have been wrongfully treated in the past. What I don’t believe is that you time-traveled to witness it with your own eyes, let alone that the patients were all Wonderlanders.”

      “But let’s say you believe,” I say. “What would you do? I mean, would you take the people’s side or the mentally ill’s side?”

      The doctor stays silent for a long time, then he says something that shocks me: “To a degree, we’re all mentally ill, Alice. It’s just that, on a scale of one to ten, you’re infinity in your illness. Infinity means straitjacket in an isolated cell.”
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        ALICE’S CELL, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      I can’t take my eyes off Waltraud as she ushers me into my cell. I want to tell her that I saw her in the circus, but I am sure she will deny it, and then I wouldn’t know where to take the conversation from there.

      I watch her lock me up. Today she says nothing. She doesn’t mock or make fun of me. I wonder why.

      “Rest the night,” she says. “Tomorrow, you’re first on my shock therapy list. And you know how good of a customer you are to me.”

      “I know,” I say behind bars. “I assume I am as good as those you tortured in the circus?”

      She takes a moment to look at me, but she doesn’t seem to grasp any of it. “I guess that’s one of your loony stories again. A circus? Is that part of the Alice Underground book?”

      “Nah.” I wave it off. “It’s nothing.”

      I could ask her if she saw me on the news, running away with a rabbit in my hand, but I know she usually denies I was on the news.

      I watch her walk away and sit down next to my Tiger Lily. It’s weird how I feel at home. I am sorry, but I really missed my cell.
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        ALICE’S CELL, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Sometime around midnight, I hear a knock on my door. I stand up and stare at whoever it is behind the bars. I am sure I won’t panic if it turns out to be the Cheshire disguised as Ogier again. I have seen my share of spooks lately.

      But it’s not the Cheshire. It’s Margaret Kent.

      “I am not dreaming, am I?” I say to her.

      “Nor are you hallucinating,” she says, wearing her expensive jewelry and dress.

      “That’s hard to swallow,” I reply. “Because why in the world would you visit me, Duchess?”

      “It’s an unofficial visit, Alice—or whoever you really are.” She chews on the words. It’s apparent that she is disgusted by the asylum. “I have a message for you.”

      “From whom?”

      “From the Queen of England.”

      “Her Majesty?” I say it in an ironic way, still wondering if this is really happening.

      “We have the key, Alice,” Margaret says in a sharp businesswoman tone. “The Hatter works for us. We planned it all. The rabbit. The bomb. Everything. We had to push you to the edge of your mind so you would remember where you hid the key—one of the six, to be precise.”

      I’m not that surprised. In fact, the more pieces of the puzzle that come together, the better I feel. “When you say ‘we,’ you mean who exactly?”

      “Black Chess,” she says. “The Wonderlanders who were tortured by humans in the circus. No one can stop us.”

      “But not all Wonderlanders are on Black Chess’s side.”

      “I know what the March Hare told you,” she says. “You know how we know? Because the light bulb in his head is real. We can see through his thoughts. He tried to protect you by not telling you everything because he knew we’d know. The light bulb is a Lewis Carroll invention.”

      “I don’t care how powerful you are,” I say. “Fabiola showed you which side I’m on.”

      “So, we’re playing with open cards right now?” She laughs. “Funny you mention cards.” She smirks. “Now that you don’t even have Jack in your life.”

      This gets on my nerves. It hurts so much I want to puke my guts out. Damn the Duchess.

      “Look, I don’t have much time, and like I said, I have a message for you,” she says. “I know you still have so many questions—hell, I have so many questions. But the bottom line is this. The Wonderland Wars are partially about the Six Impossible Keys Lewis gave you in the past. Don’t ask me why they are important. You will know in time.”

      “I figured out that much about the keys, and I figured out I don’t remember where I hid them, and that you’ll do your best to make me remember how to get to them,” I say. “So, tell me what you’re really here for.”

      “Let me put it this way,” she says. “Although you found the key, you didn’t really remember where you hid it. Hell, you didn’t even remember the circus in Wonderland happened. From what the Hatter told me, you only remembered what your sisters did to you in real life.”

      “So?”

      “So, as much as you seem to know about Alice, we’re not sure you’re her yet, but...” She jabs a finger in the air. “The Queen wants you on our side.”

      “Are you offering me a position in Black Chess, really?” I snort.

      “Think about it. You’ll be a free girl. We’ll get you out of the asylum. You won’t have to struggle with Wonderland Monsters each week. What else can you ask for?”

      “And you expect me to lead you to the keys, of course.”

      “There is a price for everything, and sanity is almost priceless.”

      “You’re dreaming, Duchess,” I say. “Whether I am Alice or not, the fact that deep in my memory, I know where the keys are, obliges me to hold on to them.” I can’t forget how concerned Lewis was about the key he gave me in the Tom Tower. “Besides, give me one logical reason why I would want to be on the Queen’s side in this war.”

      “You want a reason?” Margaret smirks again. She nears the bars and stares into my eyes. “I have one good reason for you, especially if you turn out to be the Real Alice.”

      “And what could that be?” I challenge her.

      Her answer comes like a heavy tide threatening to swallow me into a sea of sharks. “Because you may not remember it yet, but you were one of us inside the cage in the circus. What humans have done to us was done to you, just the same.” Even though I don’t remember that, it bothers me dearly. “Haven’t you noticed how most people in this world are never on your side? Haven’t you noticed how they were happy thinking you died with the rabbit today? You’re one of us, Alice. You just don’t know it yet.”
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        BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      Tom Truckle was listening to the Queen’s plan.

      “All of you, my dear guests, lunatics, and ex-Wonderlanders, come from so many countries around the world,” she began. “All of you are friends with presidents and the most prestigious men and women in your land. And all of you don’t like any of them, too, because all of you were once in the circus.”

      Tom kept listening.

      “Having managed to escape Wonderland and faking a new life in this awful world doesn’t mean you don’t want to have your revenge,” she said. “Trust me, if you don’t let the madness out, you’ll end up like the Muffin Man, confused, not knowing who you are, and then you’ll die miserably.”

      Tom was beginning to see where this was going.

      “My plan is simple,” she said. “To get you to replace your human superiors, to replace your presidents, and to rule instead.”

      A long silence fell on the room.

      “Think about it.” She eyed everyone. “What good has any human done to the world? All this poverty, war, and—ahem—madness they’ve caused. Humans think they can rule, but they’re just jub jubs, doing a lousy job. It’s time for us to rule this world.” She raised her hands in the air, the tension rising in the meeting hall. “It’s time for us to spread the madness!”

      Tom shared the claps and enthusiasm of the crowd. He felt silly, but he also felt he needed it.

      “And we’re not going to try to do a better job of what the failed humans did,” she elaborated. “We’ll make it worse. We’ll make the poor become poorer.”

      “Yeah!”

      “The rich become filthy freakin’ richer!”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’re going to turn humans into second-class citizens, if not animals.”

      “Yeah!”

      “We, Wonderlanders, are going to rule the world!”

      “Yeah!” hailed Tom. How he wished he was really part of this revolution of madness.

      “And to start the Wonderland Wars,” she said, “we’re going to spread our insanity bit by bit until no insane person is locked away anymore.”

      Tom clapped like everyone else. He realized that he might be as mad as everyone else. Maybe he wasn’t destined to direct an asylum. Maybe he was destined to be one of the great Wonderlanders.

      He pulled out his bottle and spilled the pills on the floor. He didn’t need them anymore. He didn’t need to suppress his madness and hide from everyone. Instead, he needed to celebrate it like the Queen of Hearts did.

      With anticipation, he awaited what was going to happen to the world in the coming days.
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        TWO DAYS LATER,

      

      

      

      
        
        THE PILLAR’S CELL, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      “You’re all I have in this world,” I tell the Pillar, having asked Dr. Truckle for permission to visit him.

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” he says, smoking his hookah. “At some point, I will leave you in all this mess, Alice. I am just guiding you until you find your purpose.”

      “Fair enough. I don’t like you that much anyway,” I tease him.

      “Never liked me that much, too.” He rolls his eyes. “So did you make up your mind, whether you’re one of them or against them?”

      “I’m on Lewis’ team all the way,” I say. “I saw them in the dream. Lewis, Fabiola, that mysterious girl, Jack, and the March Hare. I am going to find them all and gather them to face Black Chess before they mess up this beautiful world.”

      “Beautiful?” The Pillar raises an eyebrow. “I thought it was a mad world.”

      “Mad is beautiful,” I say. “It has its flaws, but when shared with the good-hearted, it’s beautiful.”

      “So, you’re going to continue to save lives next week?”

      “Like I did this week,” I say. “I know you think it’s just a rabbit, but I am very okay with having saved one.”

      “Rabbits are cute.” He took a drag from his hookah. “Just stop following them into their holes.”

      I let out a light laugh. “You’re definitely right about that.”

      “Did Margaret tell you about who this Hatter may be?”

      “Nah. She just made her offer, and I refused.”

      “And you’re sure you don’t have grudges against people, having been put in the circus with the others in the past?”

      “First of all, I am not sure that happened. Second, there is no point in holding grudges. Some people kill and do horrible things; other people are most lovable in this world. I need to learn how to tune my inner compass to find the good ones.”

      “That’s poetic.”

      “How about you, Pillar?”

      “What about me?”

      “Were you in the circus as well?” It’s an important question to me. I wonder if I’ll ever understand his motives.

      “I was.” He nods, but he seems wary about talking about it. I wonder what they did to him. “I am surprised you didn’t see me in your dream—or whatever that Wonderland portal was. Which reminds me, do you still have that Wonderland map on your phone?”

      “Nah, it stopped working when I woke up,” I say. “Why? Looking for something?”

      “It’s just that there was this store that sold music in Wonderland.”

      “What about it?”

      “Instead of selling CDs, they sold flamingos that memorized every tune in a certain album,” he says. “So you go pay for the latest Taylor Swift album, and they give you a flamingo...”

      “Who sings all the Taylor Swift songs?” I laugh. “That’s bonkers. But you can still buy any song here in real life.”

      “The one song I am looking for, you can only find in Wonderland.”

      “Really? What’s it called?”

      “‘What if God Was Mad Like Us, Just a Nut Like Most of Us.’”
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        ALICE’S CELL, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Back in my cell, I sit next to my silent Tiger Lily and enjoy the silence. There is this strange feeling that follows every episode of madness I encounter; it’s that euphoric feeling of I’m great. I managed to survive another day in this insane world.

      What a great feeling.

      I plan to sleep today, continue my Mush Room sessions with Waltraud tomorrow, then wait for a new mission around next week. Let’s step it up a notch, Queen of Hearts!

      For my own sanity and safety, I make sure Lewis’ key is still hidden in the wall of the cell. It is, and it should stay safe in here.

      I have no idea how I will get the next one, or if I will be able to get back the one with the Queen of Hearts now, but we’ll see what happens.

      To put myself to sleep, I sing, “I am a mad, mad girl in a mad, mad world, it’s not a bad, bad thing if I am crazy.”

      But suddenly, I hear someone sing it in the cell next to me. It’s not a girl’s voice but a boy’s.

      I keep singing, and that boy sings with me.

      Slowly, it dawns on me. “Jack?” I whisper to the wall.

      “Who else do you think is mad enough about you that he’d voluntarily go in an asylum to be with you?” he says from behind the wall.

      I place my two palms on the wall, wanting to hug it, and maybe kiss it. I can’t believe this is true.

      “Jack,” I pant. “How did you make it? I thought you were crossing over to the other side.”

      “Let’s put it this way,” he says in a smiley voice, “I told the guys in hell to go to hell.”

      “Poetic.” I laugh.

      “I also told them I’m mad about you, so they suggested I come here,” he says. “They didn’t think I’d do it.”

      “But I don’t think anyone can voluntarily come to the asylum. I mean, it’s ironic that if you tell someone you’re mad, they probably won’t believe you.”

      “Not until you walk butt naked across the street in front of them,” Jack chirps.

      I laugh hysterically.

      Then the evil thought hits me that I may just be imagining it.

      I turn around and watch my Tiger Lily. She is just standing still. She isn’t talking to me, so Jack must be real.

      “I missed you so much, Jack,” I tell him.

      “Me too,” he says. “How about we go on a date tomorrow?”

      “Date? Where?”

      “I managed to slip my name to Waltraud,” he says. “So I’m right behind you in the Mush Room list. Not a bad place to meet.”

      I am floored. Laughing. Happier than ever. I love this goofy and weird guy. He just wants to be with me. What else can I ask for?

      “It’s a mad world, Alice,” he says. “But together, we…”

      “Together, we can make it through.” I cut in.

      “And you know how we’ll do it?”

      “Have no clue,” I chuckle.

      “By being madder.”

      I almost cry out of joy. With all things not making sense, Jack, here next to me, makes the most sense of all.

      And even if I am imagining him, I don’t mind. I love you, Jack Diamond, and together we’re about to stand up against Black Chess in the most nonsensical—but greatest—war of all time.
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        DIRECTOR’S OFFICE, RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Dr. Tom Truckle, still sipping his favorite mock turtle soup, was watching the Pillar with intent through the surveillance camera.

      The Pillar was smoking his hookah as usual. He was wiggling his feet and singing along to a song called “What if God Was Mad Like Us.” Tom actually liked the tune.

      What was new? The Pillar was happy as usual, not giving a damn about this world.

      But Tom was still puzzled, staring at the invitation he’d received from the Queen to attend the Event.

      The invitation that hadn’t been for him.

      The invitation that had originally been to Professor Carter Cocoon Chrysalis Pillar.

      Why had the Queen of England invited the Pillar to the Event? That puzzled Tom a lot.

      He wished he could figure it out, watching the Pillar in his cell twenty-four-seven. But the Pillar never did anything strange or anything that hinted at a clue.

      Until now...

      Dr. Tom Truckle watched the Pillar stand up and pull out a secret drawer in his favorite couch. From inside, he pulled out a mask of a clown, then a long leather coat, and lastly, a ridiculously long hat.

      That among a number of teacups.

      Tom squinted, horror filling his eyes. This couldn’t be. This just couldn’t be.

      The Pillar sat back on the couch, smoking his hookah and staring at something in his hand. Something Tom couldn’t see without zooming in.

      Tom zoomed in, and he could see it.

      While the Pillar was humming, “What if God Was Mad Like Us,” he was holding a golden key in his hand. He kept staring at it with a wide smirk from ear to ear on his face, fiddling with the key and smoking his hookah.

      
        
        The END...

        Alice returns in Hookah (Insanity 4)
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      Thank you for purchasing and downloading this insane book (probably three of them at this point—big grin). I’m so happy and grateful to be able to share this story with you, and I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed making it up!

      Talking about making things up, not everything is a figment of my imagination. All locations, including Ha Ha Street, and Piccadilly Circus with its Statue and Arrow, and the incredibly mysterious Garden of Cosmic Speculation, are real (and yes, part of it was modeled after Wonderland, and the public can only access it one day per year, but it doesn’t belong to the March Hare, of course). Maybe you’ll have the chance to visit them someday.

      The historical facts about the Circus and the Invisible Plague are sadly true. But in order to not spoil the next book, I’d prefer to elaborate on them later.

      And, of course, all the tidbits from Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland riddles are straight from the book, although I have added a few of my own interpretations.

      But make no mistake; Zashchishchaiushchikhsya is a real Russian word, which Lewis Carroll was fascinated by in his one and only trip out of England.

      The Pinterest page will be updated as the series progresses further. You can see for yourself all the places and riddles Alice and Pillar visited — and a few images of the Invisible Plague, the Garden in Scotland, and a few other interests. You can access it
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        TOM QUAD, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      The man in the priest’s outfit landed in the middle of Oxford University in an automobile strapped up in helium balloons.

      Students craned their necks up, recognizing the aero-engined car, a British masterpiece powered by aircraft engines that some thought could fly back in the 1920’s.

      But never had they seen it hinged on balloons like today.

      Against normal laws of physics, the car descended to the ground, and people stared at it as if it was an alien spaceship.

      After landing, the man in the priest’s outfit stepped out of the automobile, flashing a broad smile at the world. His hair was swept by a swirling breeze, and his lanky stature was considerably attractive. He looked familiar to the children attending this celebration. His image had been carved in the back of their heads since they first started reading.

      There was no mistaking it. The man looked like an uncanny modern-day incarnation of Lewis Carroll.

      Not just that. The man had arrived with what every child in the world had been craving for a while—and it wasn’t candy.

      “Where are the hookahs?” a child said. “You said you’d bring the Hookah of Hearts!”

      Amidst the flashing cameras and the nosey reporters, the man flapped his hands sideways like a living scarecrow from the Wizard of Oz. He was about to show them his latest trick.

      Behind him, the sky drizzled, not rain but gift-wrapped packages.

      “It’s raining hookahs, hallelujah,” The man said in a soft voice.

      The hookahs inside the packages, like his car, dangled from hundreds of brightly colored helium balloons.

      The children hoorayed and ran toward them, tiptoeing, reaching, and competing for one of their own.

      More flashes. TV Cameras. People with microphones broadcasting the frabjous event.

      The Hookah of Hearts had been in the market for more than a year.  Manufactured by Dodo, a mysterious toy company obsessed with everything Alice in Wonderland—the caterpillar and his hookah in particular.

      The children began collecting their presents, ripping apart the wrappers, and pulling out their hookahs.

      They began smoking them.

      Everyone applauded.

      Of course, they weren’t puffing real smoke like adults. Those were mini hookahs. The children sucked on some unique scent -- the flavor of Tiger Lilies -- which was harmless and puffed out bubbles instead of smoke.

      Pink bubbles. Blue bubbles. Green bubbles.

      Occasionally there was this one bubble that wrote words like who are you? in the air.

      The crowd applauded again. Enthusiastic. Feeling fantastic. Some of them even felt... frantastic.

      More and more flashes.

      The broadcasting cameras rotated back toward the Lewis Carroll look-a-like priest.

      He looked incredibly uncomfortable with the cameras, shielding his eyes with his hand. But the cameramen didn’t care. This was even better than paparazzi’s photos.

      The reporters wondered how much such an extensive marketing campaign cost the Dodo Corporation.

      “Come on. The car and flying hookahs must have cost a fortune. They can’t be real, or…?”

      The man wore his smile thinner and said nothing. He looked like he had a toothache, his jaw twitching a little.

      Another reporter asked him if it was true that over six million hookahs had been sold worldwide.

      Still irritated by the flashes, he continued saying nothing.

      However, he responded to the children who had questions about certain functions in the hookahs.

      “May I compliment your outfit and makeup, sir.” A young female reporter stuck her microphone—and nose—out of the squeezing crowd. “I mean, you really look like the legendary Lewis Carroll. How is that even possible?”

      This time, the priest looked amused. It was the question he’d been waiting for. “Y-y-young la-lady,” he stuttered like Lewis Carroll did in real life. “What makes you think I’m not him?”
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      Some of the TV crew rolled their eyes at the man’s reply. Others laughed at the unmatched confidence and acting.

      But something about him was so original. The way he said the words.

      An uncomfortable silence swept over the university. A silence that spread to every TV set in every home all over the world.

      Who was this man, really?

      “M-my name is Lewis Ca-car-roll.” The man bowed in front of the camera. “A-and I’ve come to bestow my b-b-beautiful madness u-u-upon this world.”

      The silence stretched for a few more seconds.

      It was like staring at a clown. No one was sure what to expect. Should they have panicked and ran away, or just laughed and said, ‘Haha, of course you are!’

      Too many so-called Wonderland Monsters had been to London lately: the creepy Cheshire, the Muffin Man, and the Mad Hatter with his rabbit bomb last week. It had become impossible to dismiss someone claiming he was one of them.

      A few kids managed to break the silence, coughing bubbles and flowers from sucking on the hookahs.

      Those bubbles weren’t pink. They weren’t blue. They weren’t green.

      “Why are the children coughing... red bubbles?” the young reporter asked.

      “Silly me. I forgot,” the priest said, stepping back into his flying car and pulling a lever that pumped air into more balloons. “Our Hookah of Hearts, which has already sold more than six million pieces all over the world, well, it’s not just a hookah.” The balloons began to take off again. “This hookah holds a deadly disease like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

      Faces began to redden, confused by the man’s continued speech of madness.

      Was he joking? Why would the Dodo Corporation send a loon like him to represent them?

      “And I repeat”—his smile broadened, too wide to be benevolent—“a deadly virus like nothing you’ve seen before. It should start working in a few hours. Within three days,”—the automobile hovered above the ground—“this world as you know it will end.”

      What once was silence escalated to ascending grunts of panic. More children kept coughing. Parents worried, watching him escape into the sky. More people in the world couldn’t believe what they were watching on the news.

      “Who are you?” a reporter screamed at the floating priest.

      “I told you. My name is Lewis Carroll,” he said from high above, looking like someone sweet and colorful in the middle of a never-ending nightmare. “And I am a Wonderland Monster.
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        ST PETER’S BASILICA, THE VATICAN

      

      

      

      I am waiting in line to enter the confession room so I can talk to Fabiola.

      Tens of men and women entered the booth before me, most of them slouched by the weight of whatever truth, or sins, they were about to confess.

      But knowing Fabiola—from the few times we’ve met—I’m aware of her positive influence on people.

      Until it’s my turn, I fiddle with the key Lewis Carroll gave me three weeks ago when I first met him through the Tom Tower.

      I pulled it out of my cell’s wall this morning, fearing it wasn’t safe in there anymore. Not after I stupidly lost another key to the Mad Hatter last week. I messed up. Who knows what this Hatter would do with it.

      But this golden key in my hand—Lewis instructed me not to lose it under any circumstances. I plan not to disappoint him.

      I’m looking forward to knowing why it’s so important, along with the date scribbled on the walls of my cell in the asylum: January the 14th.

      I wonder what happened on that day. If I could only remember why I wrote it on the wall—and if it was me who did it.

      An old lady pats me on my shoulder, informing me that it’s my turn.

      I stand up, take a deep breath, and enter the booth, waiting for Fabiola to slide open the window in between.

      In the dark and silence of the booth, I’m reminded of Jack. Silly Jack, who would never give up on me.

      Silly Jack, who may be only a figment of my imagination. A figment so nice I can’t risk finding out he’s not real.

      “Are you here for a confession, Alice?” Fabiola asks behind the closed window. I wonder if the White Queen can see through walls.

      “No,” I say. “How can I confess what I don’t remember?”

      “Trust me.” I hear her fingernails on the wooden frame. “It’s a lot easier than trying to confess what you actually remember.”

      I lower my gaze and fiddle with the key, assuming Fabiola’s heard humanity’s darkest secrets between these walls.

      “The Pillar lent you his plane to come and see me?” she says.

      “Yes. But he doesn’t know what I want to see you about.”

      “And what do you want to see me about?”

      “Did you hear about me entering a delirious version of Wonderland through the Garden of Cosmic Speculation last week?”

      “I did,” Fabiola says. “I too, had a vision that I met you inside and showed you the Impossible Six.”

      “Lewis, you, the March Hare, Jack, me, and a little girl.”

      “If you’re here to ask me about the little girl, I have no answer for you... at least not now.”

      “I admit I am curious, but it’s not what I’m here for.”

      “Why are you here then, Alice?” Fabiola sounds impatient. I get the feeling she is afraid that talking to me for longer periods will force her to confess too much to me.

      The irony.

      “I think what I saw was some kind of epiphany, a sign for me to do something,” I say. “I want to gather the Impossible Six and create an opposing force against Black Chess.”

      Fabiola slides open the window.
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      “You want to stand up to the Queen of Hearts and Black Chess?” Fabiola’s eyes show concern.

      “I don’t want to wait for the monster of the week anymore,” I say. “I know about the Circus. How it all started. Black Chess has to be stopped.”

      “You know nothing at all, believe me. But it’s admirable that, although you’re not sure if you’re the Real Alice, you want to play the hero’s part.”

      “I don’t care if I’m her or not. All I know is that I can stop bad things from happening in this world.”

      “Did you think about the price you will have to pay?”

      “Other than living in a mad world where I can’t tell what’s real from what’s not? Yes, I know I want to do this.”

      “It’s not that easy. Black Chess is darkness itself. Stare into it too long, and it will stain you with a black veil of unforgettable pain.”

      I shrug, tightening my grip on the key. “I believe the world can be a better place, only if the truth, in this case, Black Chess, is exposed and defeated.”

      “The truth,” Fabiola considers. “I’m not sure we all want to know about it. What do you have in mind?”

      “Like I said, gather the good guys. Jack is with me in the asylum. I will find a way to get the March Hare out of the Hole. I’m not sure where Lewis stands in all of this. I mean, is he alive or dead? But I’m not worried about him, not as much as the little girl.”

      “The time hasn’t come to talk about her yet,” Fabiola says. “So I’d postpone looking for her, same goes for Lewis. He has a war of his own, so he’ll show up when it’s his time.”

      My eyes meet hers. “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Are you in? If so, my impression is that you’d be the leader.”

      “Normally, I would be. But I am not wearing my white outfit to entice wars. I wear it to wipe off the old days of Wonderland when I had blood all over my hands.”

      I am oblivious to whatever she is talking about.

      “My time and strength are devoted to the people who seek peace in this world,” she follows. “I may give advice, be resourceful, but I’m not going to be part of the Wonderland War when it begins. My real war is to avoid war.”

      I am disappointed. I was hoping she’d help, instead of me having to deal with the Pillar’s devious ways—he isn’t one of the good guys. I am not sure whose side he is on.

      “At least bless us with a name instead of the Impossible Six.” I let out an uncomfortable chuckle.

      “It’s already been picked,” she says. “The Inklings.”

      “Already been picked?”

      “There was a prophecy in Wonderland: that Alice will return and put an end to Black Chess. Of course, we’re not going to argue whether you’re her or not again.”

      “A prophecy.” I wonder if that’s why the Pillar found me. “Inklings?”

      “It’s named after a meeting place. A bar known as the Bird, previously known as the Eagle and Child. It’s near Oxford University. It’s a special place. Great people who stood in the face of evil before you attended it regularly.”

      “Anyone I know?”

      “Of course.” She finally smiles. “J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis, who wrote the Lord of the Rings and the Chronicles of Narnia.”

      I tilt my head.

      Fabiola senses my confusion. “The Inklings was the name of an elite writers group who met at the bar. Lewis Carroll spent most of his time there, almost a century before Tolkien and C. S. Lewis came, when it wasn’t a bar yet. It’s said they found some of his diaries in there. It was why they attended regularly in the first place.”

      “Pardon me, but the connection escapes me, Fabiola. Those writers knew about...?”

      “The Wonderland Wars,” Fabiola says. “What did you think those epic fantasies, the Lord of the Rings and Narnia, were about?”

      No words come out of my mouth. I’m starting to realize how Wonderland is connected to everything.

      “They were meant to inspire generations and educate them about the idea of good and evil in this world.” Fabiola stops to make sure I am following. “They were discreetly using literature to prepare generations for the Wonderland Wars.”
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        THE EAGLE AND BIRD BAR, OXFORD

      

      

      

      The chauffeur watched the Pillar knock his cane on the floor for the hundredth time.

      His employer had been sitting alone in this old bar for some time, staring at a golden key in his hand. Rarely had the chauffeur seen the Pillar so gloomy, not the flamboyant and out-of-this-world man he usually was.

      The Pillar had just bought this old bar. For over half a million pounds.

      The chauffeur wondered if he’d spent that money to tap a cane and stare at a key. Why this bar? There were dozens of old historical bars in Oxford, many of them truly profitable.

      The chauffeur wondered if the Pillar had heard of the new Wonderland Monster calling himself Lewis Carroll yet.

      Would he be just sitting here if he had?

      The Pillar didn’t look like he wanted to talk to anyone.

      “So should I employ someone to run this place?” the chauffeur hissed.

      “No need,” the Pillar answered, eyes still on the key. “Alice will run the place herself soon. I’m anxious to see if she’d serve good tea like the Hatter back in Wonderland.”

      “Alice?”

      “Well, let’s say she’s about to finally pick up her team and oppose Black Chess.” The Pillar tucked the key next to his watch inside his breast pocket. He tapped his pocket gently with his white-gloved hand. “The first real step into the War.”

      “So, it’s really happening?”

      “Wars are inevitable, my lousy driver.” The Pillar stood up and elegantly flipped his cane. “Victories aren’t.”

      “Wars like these?” The chauffeur turned on the TV. The six o’clock news was covering the incident with the creepy Lewis Carroll look-a-like claiming he’d spread an incurable plague to the world.

      “That’s just the tip of the iceberg,” the Pillar said. “I hope you didn’t smoke any of those toy hookahs yourself.”

      “Not at all, Professor. I’m not into puffing bubbles,” the chauffeur prided himself. “But if I may ask: is the plague real?”

      “Looks too real, in fact.”

      The chauffeur wasn’t sure what that meant.

      “Get my plane ready,” the Pillar said, slowly easing into a better mood.

      “That plane is in the Vatican. You just let Alice use it this morning.”

      “Not that plane.” The Pillar knocked his cane against the floor.

      The chauffeur swallowed hard. “You mean the War Plane?”

      The Pillar nodded, momentarily closing his eyes. “In fact, I want all my planes ready and handy. The choppers, too. Don’t forget the guns.”

      They hadn’t used the planes since the Pillar went on a rampage, killing twelve people some time ago. “Where are we going, Professor?”

      “We’re going to pay a visit to darkness itself,” the Pillar said, diverting his focus on the broadcasting news. “Welcome home, Lewis Carroll. It’s been some time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE EAGLE AND BIRD BAR, OXFORD

      

      

      

      
        
        AN HOUR AFTER THE PILLAR LEFT

      

      

      

      I received the Pillar’s call a few hours ago while I was still in the Vatican. He’d given me the address to the Inklings bar with the location of its key in a Tiger Lily pot beside the door.

      I picked up the key and entered the place. On the table, there was a contract in my name. The Pillar bought me the headquarters of my Inklings gathering place.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have much time to look at the historical signatures of the likes of Tolkien and C.S. Lewis on the walls. I was stopped, and shocked, by the news about the Lewis Carroll man on TV.

      Now I am standing, staring at the TV in awkward awe.

      Is this for real?

      The man in the news looks just like the Lewis Carroll I saw through the Tom Tower and Einstein’s Blackboard.

      Lewis Carroll is a Wonderland Monster?

      “This can’t be,” I say to emptiness.

      “I thought so, too.” The Pillar’s chauffeur appears out of nowhere. “But whoever he is, you need to look at this.”

      He points at the BBC’s world coverage of what looks like people coughing red bubbles all over the world.

      The BBC says that doctors haven’t found a medical explanation for it. Nothing in the hookahs shows a hostile infection of any sort. Still, it’s spreading fast, and they’re worried it’ll lead to a disaster in a few hours.

      “The Pillar assured me this is the beginning of an unimaginable plague,” the chauffeur says.

      “People coughing red bubbles. What kind of plague is that?”

      “The Pillar said you’d say that, so he recorded this little video for you.” He shows me a YouTube video on his phone.

      “Think about it, Alice. Have you ever seen anyone cough bubbles, let alone red? Do as my chauffeur tells you.” The Pillar drags from his hookah. “Ah, and don’t forget to sign the contract. Congrats, you own a bar now. At least you have a job, in case you lose your career as a magnificent lunatic patient in the asylum.”

      The video ends.

      I look at the contract, not sure if I should accept a half a million pound gift. I tell myself Fabiola would accept it; the Inklings is part of the prophecy.

      I sign both the Pillar’s and my copy, not reading through.

      As I hand it back to the chauffeur, I glimpse a condition in the contract written at the bottom of the page:

      The two parties who share the Inklings Bar are bound by the agreement in this contract for an unknown time. The contract is automatically canceled once Alice saves the world from every last Wonderland Monster.

      “Would you kindly seal the envelope?” the chauffeur suggests. “The Pillar demanded you seal his copy yourself, so I don’t peek into it.”

      “Trust issues?” I roll my eyes, both at the request and the lines in the contract, then lick the envelope to seal it.

      But it’s a short roll of eyes, and a shorter lick, only halfway through. I find myself swirling down to the floor like a dying flower.

      The envelope’s tip contains some kind of sedative. The Pillar’s drugged me again.
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        PILLAR’S PLANE,

      

      

      

      
        
        SOMEWHERE NEXT TO A MUSHROOM CLOUD

      

      

      

      I wake up to the suffocating and blurry waves of hookah smoke.

      Coughing, I part the drapes of smoking curtains and feel my way through this delirium. At the end of the maze, I come to find the Pillar sitting on his favorite couch, dragging and puffing while fiddling with his hookah’s hose.

      “I thought I’d bring the couch with me,” he says. “What’s a man without his favorite couch?”

      Instead of screaming and pulling hair, I look around and figure out where I am. I may have been a fool for licking the envelope, but I can still tell I’m inside a plane.

      An air bump shakes the flight momentarily. I grab for the nearest seat but end up slumping next to the Pillar on the couch.

      He doesn’t lose balance. “Never understood what an air bump is,” he says. “I mean, could we have bumped into a giant mushroom cloud up here?”

      “Not funny,” I adjust myself on the couch, and now the flight is normal again.

      “Want to see what’s really not funny?” He clicks on the TV. “We have a new Wonderland Monster.”

      I am watching the same news I saw in the Inklings, only things are getting worse now. People don’t just cough red bubbles. They’re starting to get edgy after it, looking rather mean, like they’re about to hurt one another.

      “Who is this Wonderland Monster, really?” I ask. “The Cheshire?”

      “The Cheshire can’t possess any of the main Wonderlanders, in case you didn’t notice.” The Pillar sets the hookah aside and waves off some smoke. “But you’re also right.”

      “Meaning?”

      “The man is Lewis Carroll.”

      “That can’t be. Lewis isn’t a monster. He is the one who locked the monsters in Wonderland.”

      “I guess he forgot to lock himself in, too. Or, how about he just made you believe he isn’t a monster in the Tom Tower?” The Pillar’s face is unreadable. Is he telling the truth? “The man was nuts. Migraines and split personality. He was schizophrenic. Left-handed and unable to hear with his right ear. It all happened particularly after the events of the Circus. He lost his grip on reality when he relied on drugs to ease his mind from the trauma.”

      “I don’t believe a word you’re saying.”

      “I didn’t believe I’d ever grow up and become old when I was a kid, either,” he says.” I mean, why would God do this to me? I was having a great time being small and unnoticed, doing whatever I wanted.”

      Like usual, I pass on commenting. “So Lewis was really using drugs?”

      “Drugs were still legal until the middle of the 19th century.” He pulls out an 80’s cassette player and squeezes a tape inside.

      “Really?” I can’t understand how. Things like this, and the Circus, make me look at humanity from a new and different perspective. How could drugs have been legal only a century and a half ago?

      “In the eyes of society, and himself, Lewis wasn’t doing anything wrong at the time.” He pushes the sticky button. Melodies of White Rabbit by Jefferson Airplane blast out of the worn-out cassette player. The Pillar begins his Caucus Race dance. “A lot of writers, including Charles Dickens, took those legal drugs at the time. Makes you wonder if he could have produced his masterpieces without them.” He winks. “But all geniuses have a vice, don’t they?” He points at his hookah. “Besides, really, read that Alice in Wonderland book again. It’s full of hallucinations and madness. Maybe the dude was a little tipsy when he wrote it.”

      I’m not fond of him talking about Lewis like that, but I need to hear more first.

      “Lewis had issues, so what?” The Pillar shakes his shoulders. “We just don’t like to talk about them, so we continue living in our la-la world.” He stretches his arms sideways and imitates a bird’s wings while half-circling in place. “My moves are getting better.”

      “I want to know all you know about Lewis.” I feel offended, suddenly realizing how much I love Lewis.

      “The world is falling apart, Alice.” He points at the TV. “Look at those angry faces walking around. Lewis Carroll told the press it would take three days to end the world, so I assume the symptoms will worsen at rocket speed.” He pulls out an oversized clock from behind his bag and tucks it in my lap. “The clock is ticking. We don’t have time. We need to find a cure for the plague. Listen. Tick. Tock.”

      I put the clock away. It’s not even working. “So Lewis Carroll was behind manufacturing the Hookahs of Hearts all over the world, hiding behind that Dodo Company? I thought it was Black Chess.”

      “It’s not,” the Pillar says. “Which is why it’s intriguingly puzzling.” The Pillar fetches something else from behind the couch. “But we’re minutes...I mean seconds away from finding out.” He pulls out two parachutes and throws one at me as if I’m expected to be an expert with it. “I hope you know how to use a parachute because this plane is going to explode...”

      “What?”

      “Dress up, and prepare to fly, Alice. It’s not that different from falling into a rabbit hole.” He straps on his parachute and checks his pocket watch. “All we have is about...let’s say thirty seconds before this plane explodes?”
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      “Why will the plane explode?”

      The Pillar doesn’t answer me, tightening the straps of his parachute and putting on his goggles. “Do I look good?”

      Even if I was planning to keep cool, I can’t. Kneeling down, I pick up the parachute and try to put it on. I have never worn one before.

      “Excellent.” He is already strapped into his, looking ready. The White Rabbit song in the background is driving me crazy.

      I am not sure I am doing this right. I keep strapping whatever I find around me. Is this supposed to be like this, or is it supposed to be upside down?

      “Here.” He throws my umbrella toward me. I hardly catch it as I am still strapping my parachute. “You’ll need this fantabulous weapon of yours down there.”

      “Where are we going?” The words sputter out of my lips. I’m almost done with strapping. Who in their right mind ties themselves up in a parachute, not knowing how to land it?

      “You,” the Pillar addresses his chauffeur flying the plane. “You’re good with dying for the cause, right?”

      The back of my head hurts when I hear this. The chauffeur is going to stay in the plane when it explodes?

      “The men down below have to think we have no one to pick us up, you understand?” the Pillar tells his chauffeur.

      True, I understand nothing, but I’ve finally managed to put my parachute on.

      “Ten seconds.” The Pillar raises his voice as the plane’s rear door opens, a swirl of wind kickboxing against my body. “So here is the thing,” he shouts. “Lewis Carroll’s plague is like nothing I’ve ever seen. I had a few science labs check it. They didn’t find anything wrong with the hookahs. My guess is that it’s a hallucinogenic. Some substance that drives you mad when you smell it.”

      I am not sure if I can hear the rest. It’s not that the air plastering my face but that my heart is racing when I see how far below the earth is.

      “Five seconds,” the Pillar continues. “The only ones I know who have the power to create this are ex-Wondelranders who live among us. Those Wonderlanders are the lowest scum of the world. They’d kill you only to take a selfie of your blood on their faces and send it to your mom, so they could laugh at the horrified expression on her face. Understand?”

      “Shouldn’t we jump already?” I shout, hardly interested in what he says.

      “Trust me, jumping is the least of your worries. Those men below could eat us for dessert. So you have to think about it. If you can’t do it, you can simply stay here and explode with my chauffeur.”

      “Fabulous choices.” I am so ready to jump, although I don’t know how. What the heck is wrong with me? “If you keep babbling, I’m jumping before you.”

      The Pillar smiles. “Wait, don’t jump without this.” He hands over a pair of cool black goggles. “Here is a tip.” He struggles, shouting against the wind. “Always look cool on your way down the rabbit hole. Never do it Elvis style.”

      “You mean because he was found dead with his head in the toilet?”

      “Nah.” The Pillar adjusts his goggles. “Because he died with his ass out at the world.”
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        MIDAIR

      

      

      

      Have you ever jumped out of a plane in a parachute, down to meet up with people who’d take selfies of your blood on their faces for breakfast?

      I am doing it right now. And guess what, it’s nighttime, so not only am I free-falling, but I am also doing it in the dark. That’s what I call a bonus.

      Throwing away the Pillar’s goggles, I hear the plane explode in midair above me.

      Oh my god, this is for real!

      “I’ve always wanted to blow up my employees,” the Pillar shouts all the way down. I am not sure how I can hear him. “But you’ll be fine. Just pull the red lever when I tell you to.”

      In spite of all the madness, I feel unexpectedly fine up here in the air. Fine is an understatement. I feel euphoric. I want to feel like this every day. It’s ridiculous how much I am enjoying this, although I may get face-palmed by the earth in a few seconds.

      Mary Ann, also known as Alice Wonder, 19 years old, dead, and gone. I imagine the scripture on my grave says. But who cares? She was mad anyways.

      Suddenly I realize that the madness hasn’t started yet. Not at all.

      Down below, I can see something glittering. The vast land where we’re landing is nothing but an endless field of ridiculously over-sized mushrooms.

      Big mushrooms are growing everywhere, whitening up the black of the night.

      “Now!” the Pillar yells. “Pull the lever.”

      It’s not easy to see it, so I pull whatever lever my hands come across. What? You think I might push the lever that expedites the fall?

      I feel a sudden impact in my shoulders. So powerful, I think I am close to dislocating both of them.

      Off with their shoulders!

      But it’s only moments before it gets even better—or worse. The Pillar and I are floating in the air as we slowly begin our descent.

      I try not to laugh myself silly as he pulls out a fishing pole and pretends to be fishing. “A man has to kill the boredom while landing. I can’t tell you how excited I am now.”

      “For what exactly?” I say.

      “Columbia, of course!”
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        BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      The Queen of England—discreetly known as the Queen of Hearts—spat on the flowers in her garden.

      She jumped in place, angry with the terribly red flowers. Unfortunately, no matter how high she jumped, she was still shorter than the average queen anywhere in the world.

      But she was used to that. Ever since Wonderland, her height had been her worst nightmare. She remembered having built a tall throne for herself she had to climb up with a ladder, so she could rule and be feared, only to realize how small she looked atop it.

      Her own people had made fun of her that day.

      However, the Queen always had a solution to shut them up—forever. She’d cut several thousand heads off, silencing the rest of the Wonderlanders.

      Off with their heads!

      That phrase never ceased to amaze her. It had the power to instantly put things in their place.

      Thanks to King Henry VIII, the Queen thought, the Tudor madman whom she had learned the trick from. King Henry had chopped off more heads than anyone else in history—most of them were his wives’. Most people didn’t know he was a Wonderlander, and that his ghost still roamed the darker corridors of Oxford University.

      Lewis Carroll had based the phrase on the king. But that was another Wonderland memory for another time.

      Right now, the Queen’s problem was with her flowers.

      “Why are my flowers red?” she yelled in a loudspeaker she could barely grip with her small fatty hands.

      “I thought you liked your flowers red, My Queen,” Margaret Kent, the Duchess, replied.

      “I like my flowers white!”

      Margaret looked confused. Everyone who’d ever read Alice in Wonderland knew the Queen liked to paint her flowers red as she chopped off some heads. “But you’ve always liked them red,” she argued. “Ever since Wonderland, you prompted us to paint them red.”

      “See?” the Queen sighed. “That’s the problem with you stupid people. What’s your IQ, Margaret? Five and a half marshmallows? Do you even have a brain behind your surgically-enhanced face? Why didn’t you opt for a better brain instead of a prettier face to address the nation?”

      Most guards in the room wanted to laugh, the Queen knew. But none of them would risk their heads being cut off. It was a scientific fact: you couldn’t live without a head unless you were the headless horseman from Sleepy Hollow.

      “I’m sorry,” Margaret said. “I thought you like to paint all roses red, so I found a genetically-enhanced species that grows only red flowers. It was designed by the March Hare, and I filled the castle with it.”

      Of course, Margaret wasn’t sorry, the Queen knew again. This duchess was a vicious woman who only bent over for her queen. There was a reason for that—and it wasn’t respect.

      “And what am I going to order my guards to paint red now?” The Queen stepped up on a chair and roared in the loudspeaker. “Here is the logic of it. I paint white roses red because they are white. The purpose is to suppress their nature and force them to turn into the color I want. It’s a psychological thing. A Queen’s thing. A message for the masses. Whatever your color is, I will color you my way. Do you get it?”

      Margaret nodded.

      “So when the flowers are red, I am losing my argument,” the Queen followed. “Now, I have no choice but to force everyone to only sell white flowers in England.”

      “Only white?”

      “Yes, from this day on, England only sells white flowers.” She jabbed a finger in the air. “What a brilliant idea.” She jumped off her chair and adjusted her stiff troll-like hair. “Not only that. I want the Parliament to have a meeting and issue a law that prohibits the use of white flowers.”

      “But that’s contradictory.”

      “And beautiful!” The Queen grinned. “Let’s mess with those obnoxious human citizens. Let’s see what they can do about it.”

      “As you wish, My Queen.” Margaret chewed on the words. “On the side, I wanted you to take a look at another Wonderland Monster who showed up today if you don’t mind.”

      “I have no time for your silly requests, Margaret,” the Queen dismissed her. “I’m more interested in the results of last week’s Event. Please tell me my employees are wreaking havoc and madness all over the world. Please. Please. Please tell me they are driving the world mad.”
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        COLUMBIA

      

      

      

      I land and bounce on a large fluffy mushroom—did I really say that? Well, it’s the truth. Way crazier than the Alice in the books.

      It’s a huge mushroom, coated with what would make a perfect mattress. Yet it’s both bumpy and has a jelly feel to it on a few spots. I curl my body, tangled in my parachute, and roll on until I fall off the edge, right into the mud.

      Splash!

      Somewhere behind me, the Pillar laughs.

      It irks me. I am not going to play clumsy here. Not in Columbia.

      Curling out of the tangled parachute is not an easy task. When I am done, I realize the parachute is painted to look like a huge mushroom from above. I twitch, glancing at the Pillar, who’s standing up straight, his suit perfectly clean, and lighting up a cigar.

      “I had the parachutes painted for camouflage purposes.” His eyes look beady, enjoying his smoke. “You see, this place where we’re standing now is off the charts. You can’t find it on a map. Of course, you know where Columbia is, but you can never spot where Mushroomland is exactly.”

      “Mushroomland?” I trudge heavily in the mud.

      “Indeed. This is where all the profitable drugs, hallucinogens, and a few other mischievous plants are grown.”

      “Those mushrooms are drugs?”

      “Just like in the Alice in Wonderland books.” Oh, he is enjoying his smoke. “Why did you think one side of the mushroom made you grow taller, and the other made you smaller, or whatever that nonsense was?”

      “I was being drugged, in a children’s book?”

      “Well, that’s debatable.” He marches on through the huge mushrooms.

      “What’s debatable?” I pick up my umbrella and follow him into the semi-darkness.

      “That Alice in Wonderland is a children’s book—but I don’t have time for such debates.” He crouches, investigating the premises. I crouch, too. “You see, Alice. Mushroomland is like Neverland. You’re supposed to think it’s unreal while it is not. No satellite up in the sky can track it. No one is supposed to talk about it. If you die in here, you’re not only going to die alone, badly, but the authorities all around the world will ditch any evidence of your existence.”

      “Why all that?” I am whispering. I sense we’re not alone. Danger is on its way. I still need to know why the Pillar thinks this place is where we can get a cure for the plague. Wasn’t facing the Wonderland Monster in London a better strategy?

      “Mushroomland grows ninety percent of the hallucinogens in the world,” the Pillar says. “You may think these are a bunch of Columbian vagabonds controlling the drug business, but in reality, they are funded by...”

      “Black Chess,” I cut in, thinking I am smart.

      “Nah, wrong,” he says. “But I’ll get to that in a minute.” We walk ahead cautiously. The moon is the only light I can see next to the orange hue from the Pillar’s cigar. “Those mushrooms aren’t just drugs. They have a substance that controls people’s minds in the world. Some of them are in your everyday food you buy from the market. Fizzy drinks, chocolates, and even vegetables. Why do you think they never stop marketing this stuff? Some of it is even sprinkled in the air.”

      “What? Why?”

      “To numb you.” He bites on his cigar. “So you feel cool about paying your taxes, tolerating the violence and madness in the world. Hell, some of these are electromagnetic mushrooms that affect your thinking on election days.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Left.” He winks.

      I didn’t expect that nonsensical answer. I was expecting a ‘wrong’ or ‘right.’ But this is the Pillar I am talking to.

      “I’m not joking. You asked me who is funding Mushroomland? I’d say most of the world’s high caliber governments.”

      “So what are we looking for in here? Are we looking to meet someone who can help us find the cure?”

      The Pillar nods, now staring through some night-vision binoculars.

      “Who exactly are we looking for?”

      “The most ruthless, mind-bent man in the world.”

      “Does he have a name?”

      “Of course, he has a name.” The Pillar stands up abruptly and walks on.

      When I follow him, I realize we have company.

      Men are approaching us. Men with machine guns. This doesn’t look good at all. I understand now what the Pillar meant when he said they’d take selfies of your blood on their faces, and I don’t think we’re getting out of here alive. At least, not both of us.

      “Don’t say a word,” he hisses from the corner of his mouth. “And raise your hands. Eyes to the ground.”

      I do, feeling the weight of the approaching men, listening to the Pillar talk.

      “We’ve come here in peace,” he says. “In the name of all mushroom and hookahs and all trippy things.”

      “What are you looking for in here?”  I hear a man with an accent and a gruff voice inquire.

      “I’m looking for a man. A very important man,” the Pillar says, and now I’m about to know the name of the most ruthless drug trafficker in the world. “The Executioner!”
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      The Columbian men start laughing.

      Although I can’t make out their faces in the dark, their laughs send out waves that rattle the mushrooms all around me.

      I must be really losing my mind. I mean, really, like the acute pain of a heartache when you know for sure that it’s over.

      What the heck am I saying?

      “Who do you think you are to meet with the Executioner?”

      “I have two reasons to believe he wants to see me.” The Pillar’s words come out muffled with that cigar in his mouth. “Besides, I know about the Trail of Mushrooms.”

      The men’s laughter grows louder. “You think you can pass the Trail of Mushrooms?”

      “I’d like to try,” the Pillar says. “I burned my plane with my pilot in it, after all. I have no means of going back to where I came from, so I have no choice but try or die.”

      “What’s the Trail of Mushrooms?” I hiss in his ear.

      “It’s a pilgrimage. A road that has to be passed among the mushrooms,” the Pillar whispers, not looking back at me. “We have to take it if we want to meet with the Executioner.”

      “And why is he called the Executioner?”

      “He’s a Wonderlander who used to work for the Queen. Remember that scene in the Alice books when the queen orders him to cut off the Cheshire’s head, and he argues that you can’t cut a head that’s disappearing?”

      “Oh, yes, although most people would forget about him,” I say. “But he didn’t look scary to me.”

      “Like most of the other monsters, he turned into a beast after the Circus, except that he works on his own, and doesn’t like any of the Wonderlanders much. Now shut up and let me speak with those madmen.”

      “Here is something for you,” one of the men says. “We’re sending you a man who’s been trying to pass the Mushroom Trail.”

      “I thought most men die from the dangers of the trail. Either die or make it to the Executioner.”

      The men laugh again. “Well, this one ate a lot of mushrooms and lost it, so we keep him for entertainment purposes.”

      We stare at a half-naked and skinny man, barely straightening his back as he walks toward us. He is old, skinny, and disoriented.

      “Why is he so unstable?” The Pillar asks.

      “He thinks he is walking the rope.” A man muses from afar.

      We wait for the man to arrive.

      “Nice job,” the Pillar plays along. “I’ve never seen a man walk a rope like that.”

      “I’m not walking the rope,” the scruffy man retorts. “I’m being careful while walking. Can’t you see I’m a bottle of milk?”

      I am going to burst out laughing.

      The Pillar pushes the man to the ground. “I guess I spilled the milk now.” He raises his head at the men afar. “Listen, I have no time for games. Let me walk the trail to meet the Executioner. I will take my chances.”

      Silence hovers all over Mushroomland, except for the faint rattling of grass.

      One of the men approaches us.

      Slowly, he shows up. Scarred, wasted, a muscular giant with a machine gun.

      Normally, I would be worried, but I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I want to laugh even more now.

      The man flashes his gun toward the Pillar. “I’ll let you pass,” he says in a foreign accent. “If you tell me the password.”

      “There is no password.” The Pillar steps up to him.

      “Of course there is.” The man nudges the muzzle of his machine gun against the Pillar’s chest. “Can you do division?”

      “As in mathematics?”

      “Yes, but not the stupid real-life mathematics. The Lewis Carroll mathematics.”

      This is when the need to laugh ends. How do these men at the other side of the world know about Lewis Carroll? Not just that. The man is about to tell us a Carroll puzzle to solve?

      “Only a few people are allowed to see the Executioner. They all are capable of answering this question,” the man says.

      “I’m listening.” The Pillar and I await the puzzle.

      “In mathematical Wonderland terms, what do you get when you divide a loaf by a knife?”
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      Another Lewis Carroll puzzle. Ugh.

      That’s all that comes to mind, and I have no idea why I am thinking this. Staring at the man with the machine gun, I should act more mature and responsible, but I still have this strange feeling; I just want to burst out laughing like him.

      “I don’t quite remember this,” the Pillar says. Is that possible, a puzzle he doesn’t know of?

      “It’s simple mathematics,” the man says. “Wonderlastic Mathematics, if I may say so.”

      “Look,” the Pillar says, “we just want to pass through.”

      “No can do.” The machine gun man roars with laughter again, followed by the same mockery from a few others, farther beyond the mushrooms. It’s the kind of pretentious laugh all cartoonish evil villains have in movies. “Or I will shoot you like this man.” He points at the man on the floor who thinks he is a bottle of milk.

      Then something horrible happens.

      Something that makes living in this world too hard to understand. The machine gun man shoots the man on the ground, blood spilling all over the mushrooms around us.

      The Pillar fakes a smile.

      I try not to pee my pants. Only for a second. Then I see the men take a selfie with the dead man.

      The Pillar’s face tenses, as if telling me to hold it together.

      But I can’t. I am scared mindless.

      Then something even stranger happens.

      I burst into laughter. The kind of laughter that hurts in the stomach and makes it harder to listen to what others are saying.

      The Pillar stares at me with fiery eyes. He’s even tenser now. I haven’t seen him this angry at me before. “Hold yourself together.”

      “Why?” I barely mouth the words between my hiccupping episodes of laughter. “I feel good. Really good. Tararara!”

      “I get it. It’s the mushrooms,” the Pillar leans over and whispers. “They affect your brain like I told you. But you seem to be too sensitive to the effect.”

      “Mushrooms!” I find myself hailing. I grab one and give it a big smoochy kiss. Then hug it. Then snuggle it.

      As I do, I see the stars in the sky have turned into diamonds. So awesome!

      I’m Alice in the sky of diamonds.

      “What’s wrong with your daughter?” the machine gun man grunts.

      Did he just shoot bees from between his teeth? I can’t stop myself. I start chasing the bees flying around in Mushroomland.

      “She’s not my daughter.” The Pillar purses his lips. He’s pissed at me. I know it. But you know what? I love the mushrooms’ effect. Because I don’t freakin’ care. “Don’t pay attention to her.”

      “I’m beginning to lose my patience,” the machine gun man says. “You don’t know the password, and your daughter is a lunatic.”

      “I told you she isn’t my daughter,” I hear the Pillar say while I’m trying to catch a diamond from the sky. “And I don’t know the answer to your puzzle. Divide a loaf by a knife? What kind of mathematical question is that?”

      “Wrong answer.” The man is about to shoot the Pillar while I’m chasing stars.

      This is when I find myself standing before the Pillar to protect him. “You will not shoot my father!” I have no idea what I am saying, or why I am saying it. It’s strange that in the middle of my hallucination, I care for the Pillar.

      “Tell her to move, or I will shoot you both,” the machine gun man warns.

      Then another totally bonkers thing happens. This time it’s too insane to swallow.

      “Tell you what? You look like you’re itching to shoot someone today,” the Pillar says, pushing me away toward the man. “Why not shoot her, and let me pass?”

      Suddenly, I am two feet away from the machine gun itself, unable to determine if what I just heard was part of my hallucination or for real.

      My attempt to turn back and confront the Pillar goes out the window when the machine gun man decides he’s had it with me.

      He shoots me straight in the chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      Margaret Kent told the Queen about the mayhem her employees had been ravishing the world with for some time. More Wonderlanders all over the world were secretly planted like sleeper cells among governments, and they were doing a good job.

      All in all, the Queen’s men and women were making sure the world was going more and more insane.

      “Well, I’m not satisfied,” The Queen pouted. “More. More. More. I want every child to become an orphan. Every mother to become childless. Every father to lose his family. I don’t care if it’s contradictory. Just find a way to do it.” She strolled all over the place. “I want fascism. Oh, I love that. I want every human to hate another human for being different. Not just color or nationality. I want those with crooked noses to hate those with round noses. Those who have mustaches to hate those who don’t. Do you understand?”

      Margaret nodded and scribbled something down in her notebook:

      Once this is all over and I get the keys, I will kill you, you stupid short and stuffed thing!

      “Did you write it down?”

      “Of course, My Queen.”

      “But you can’t overdo it.” The Queen confused Margaret again. “The idea is to create enough chaos without turning the world into a chaotic place.”

      “I am not sure I follow you, My Queen.”

      “That’s because you’re stupid, Margaret. Ugly and stupid.”

      I am going to rip you apart when this is over. Chop off your head and roll it all over every soccer field in the world.

      “People have to see the world tumble all around them, but stay safe at the same time. Why? Because if we kill everyone, who’s going to pay the taxes, buy our products, and ask us to protect them? The key is to scare the citizens, enough to make them need us. And that’s when I will rule the world the same way I ruled Wonderland.”

      Margaret squinted, listening to the Queen. It actually made sense. What was the point of everyone in the world living in pain? They needed a few wars and hassles here and there, so the others, believing the need for them, would simply do as they said.

      It had been very much the Queen’s philosophy since the Wonderland days, until Alice arrived.

      “Understood, My Queen. Anything else?”

      “Yes, I just saw a documentary about that short man with the short mustache and short fuse of a temper.” She clicked her fingers together. “What was his name again? Charlie Chaplin?”

      “Ah, very funny man. What about him?”

      “Funny? No, then it’s not him. The man I’m talking about was going to kill everyone in the world.”

      “Uh-huh,” Margaret said. “You mean Hitler.”

      “Yes, that obnoxious little troll. I love him! Can we wake him up? I think he will fit into my plans.”

      “Hitler is dead, My Queen.”

      “Unfortunate,” the Queen said. “I’d have sworn he was a Wonderland Monster.”

      “Speaking of Wonderland Monsters,” Margaret had to interrupt. “I have been trying to tell you about the new monster for a while, and you just don’t want to listen.”

      “Not again, Margaret. Find me a flamingo that can sing instead. I am in the mood for music.”

      “I think you should watch this.” Margaret turned on the TV.

      All of a sudden, the Queen shrieked when she saw the Lewis Carroll man on the news. “What?” she neared the screen. “This isn’t happening.”

      “Like I said, I’ve been trying to tell you all day.”

      “Is he real?” The Queen’s face flushed with fear.

      “It’s him.”

      “But, he should be dead.”

      “He isn’t.”

      “Oh, my.” The Queen clamped her hands over her mouth. “This can’t be happening.”
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      Okay. So I am dying.

      Why am I falling deep through the mud into a pool of marshmallows underground?

      And how come fish are swimming inside the mud?

      Those mushrooms have really messed me up. I have no idea what’s going on.

      Sinking deep into a marshmallow abyss, I see the Pillar far beyond the translucent mud, arguing with the machine gun man. When they talk, bubbles foam out of their mouths.

      This is so trippy.

      I’m Alice underground in the marshmallow water world. I’m Alice, who may not be Alice. Hello, nice to meet you. Where have you been? How long am I going to keep sinking?

      “Alice!” The Pillar’s voice shakes me from the inside.

      “Yes?” I manage to say—or have I? It could be all in my mind.

      “You must know the answer to this puzzle,” the Pillar says.

      “The Wonderland mathematics puzzle?” I think I said that. How am I talking beneath the sea of marshmallows?

      “Yes. What do you get when you divide a loaf with a knife?”

      Suddenly, there is this aching pop in my ears.

      “I know the answer!” I raise a hand like a student in a class.

      The pop in my ears blew off the pressure in my head. The effect of the mushrooms all around me, I guess. I am back in the real world.

      Running my palm all over my chest, I realize I wasn’t shot. Not with marshmallows or real bullets.

      Sneaky mushrooms.

      “That’s some wickedly mad daughter you have here,” the machine gun man tells the Pillar. “So, what’s the answer? I don’t have all day.”

      “In Carrollian terms, if you divide a loaf by a knife you get,” I say, “bread and butter.”

      “Right answer!” the machine gun man cheers.

      The Pillar raises an eyebrow at me.

      “What?” I shake my shoulders. “It’s lame, but it’s Lewis Carroll. And don’t ask me how I know. I just remembered it. I think the real question is how those lowlife gangsters use Lewis Carroll’s puzzles as passwords.”

      “Shut your mouth, girl.” The machine gun man is provoked. “You and your father are good to go.”

      “About time,” the Pillar sighs, grabbing my hand.

      “You’ll meet other gangs on the Mushroom Trail. Good luck with that.” The machine gun man says behind us.

      I am trying my best to stay focused as the mushrooms grow bigger all around me. “You’re sure of this Executioner we’re risking our lives for?”

      “I’m sure. He definitely knows who cooked the plague.” The Pillar clears the way through the thick mushrooms. “Can’t you see what the mushrooms are doing to you already?”

      “Why aren’t you as affected, then?”

      “The substance I’ve been smoking in my hookah for years. It gives me immunity.”

      “You sound like you’ve been preparing to come here for a long time.”

      “Sort of.” The Pillar chugged through the darkness. “I’d stop asking questions if I were you. The mushrooms’ effects aren’t just in your brain. It’s like a sleeping poison. If you don’t drink from the Executioner’s special coconuts in less than an hour, you’ll...”

      “I will what?” I fold my drugged arms before me.

      “You will die, Alice. Why do you think no one outlives the Mushroom Trail unless they meet the Executioner?”
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      The Lewis Carroll man entered the abandoned church among his few silent followers, sitting and waiting in silence.

      Outside the church, the world was getting worse by the minute. What had started with red bubbles had now escalated to furious anger on the verge of violence. So many people were getting in fights that there wasn’t enough room in jail for anyone. Some individuals were burning cars and houses, and others were blocking all traffic intersections in London.

      Lewis closed the church’s door behind him, a smirk stretching from cheek to cheek.

      He turned around, walking to the podium while his followers clapped their hands.

      “We love you!”

      Lewis got to the podium and turned to face his followers. He looked terrible. He hadn’t slept for days, and that headache was killing him.

      “I-I kn-know you all have it in your heart. A good thing, that is,” he began. His voice was soothing and relatable. He’d used to lure tens of children with it in the past. Sometimes he imagined his voice seeping through the paper of his Alice in Wonderland books. “It’s not an easy task to believe in the end of the world like you do.”

      “The world has to end!” an old woman with a cane spat out.

      “It’s about time!” another middle-aged man cheered.

      “I know. I know,” Lewis said. “Those people outside have no idea what’s happening to them. First, they didn’t believe me when I told them about the plague. Then they couldn’t deny it when they saw its effect on everyone who had bought the Hookah of Hearts last year. And trust me, this is only the beginning.”

      “We’re curious, Lewis,” the old woman said. “You say you’ve been alive all these years. That you were imprisoned in Wonderland. We get that. But what does this plague do to people? Why do they hate each other so much now?”

      Lewis smiled inwardly. As if I am going to tell you.

      “The plague holds the one virus mankind can’t stand,” he began. “Revealing it now would spoil the impact of realizing what an awful world this is. But rest assured. Just right before the world really ends, I will tell you what it does to people.”

      “So why are we gathered here?” another man asked. “You said you wanted us to help you with something.”

      “Yes, I want you to find me a c...” Suddenly that migraine attacked him again.

      Lewis swirled to the floor like a dying hurricane. It’d been so long since the migraine had attacked him this way. Long ago, since Wonderland. His head was about to split open. He couldn’t take it.

      His tongue curled inward. He was choking.

      And as he did, he saw himself sinking into muddy ground. Deep down into a sea of mushrooms.
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      My feet drag me through the Mushroom Trail.

      Never mind my hallucinations. Never mind that I am going to die if I don’t get that drink from the Executioner’s coconut. I am just a girl trekking her way through a muddy mushroom-infested world, hoping to make sense of it all.

      Aren’t we all?

      “Tell me if the hallucinations increase to a point you’re going bonkers,” the cigar-smoking Pillar, acting like an older Indiana Jones, tells me.

      But what am I supposed to tell him? That I just saw a playing card with legs running next to us in the mud? That when I asked it what it was doing, it told me it was ‘playing’ because apparently it’s a ‘playing card’?

      No, I don’t tell him that. I pretend that never happened.

      “In case I die, I need to know how come Lewis Carroll is a Wonderland Monster,” I say. “I am sure it’s impossible. I met him. He was the sweetest man in the world. I saw him leading the Inklings—which reminds me, why did you buy it for me?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He’s pulling a mushroom off its roots to clear a way. “That’s your new headquarters in your war against Black Chess. Not everyone has access to the asylum.”

      “Which reminds me again.” I am just babbling whatever comes to mind to forget about the fact that I’m drugged. “Shouldn’t it be Black Chess who manufactured the Hookah of Hearts?”

      “Not this time. It’s the Dodo Corporation,” the Pillar says. “And trust me, Black Chess wants to bring chaos to the world, but they don’t want to end the world. Who would they rule and manipulate if they killed everyone?”

      Then we stop abruptly.

      I take a moment, staring at the next obstacle in the road. Or is it just a hallucination of my mind?

      I am looking at a man sitting on a desk in the middle of Mushroomland. He is writing feverishly and seems to suffer from a continuous headache.

      I am staring at Lewis Carroll—a very shattered and older version of him now, not the one back in London.

      Is that the next obstacle in the Mushroom Trail?

      Glancing back and forth at the Pillar, I realize he sees this too. Is it possible both of us are hallucinating?

      The man raises his head from the writing and stares at us. He smiles, but it isn’t a good smile. Not a Lewis Carroll smile.

      Then he utters a question the modern world has been asking for more than a century. It’s sort of one of the most thought after mysteries of life. “Why do you think a raven is like a writing desk?”
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      “Is this real?” I ask the Pillar.

      “I’m not sure,” The Pillar bites on his cigar.

      “Aren’t you the one immune to the hallucinations?”

      “Not entirely. I am rather sure Lewis Carroll is in London and not here.”

      “Do you have the answer to his question?”

      “Why a raven is like a writing desk?” He lets out some sort of confident pfff. “I’m one of the few who knows the answer.”

      “So why don’t you tell him?”

      Just before the Pillar answers me, another group of machine gun men slowly appears from behind the bushes. Those aren’t the laughing ones.

      “You’re here to see the Executioner?” their leader inquires.

      “No, we’re here to walk on mushrooms,” I retort. “Of course we want to see the Executioner, you cuckoo.”

      The man grimaces, looking at me, anger about to steam out of his ears.

      “Don’t bother.” The Pillar fakes a smile. “She has issues.” He spirals his fingers next to his head, indicating I’m mad.

      “Issues?” the man says.

      “She’s just been out of the most secure asylum in London,” the Pillar elaborates. “She ate her warden’s left ear. Then the director’s right ear. Then she ate the guard’s right hand, pulled the left off the guard next to him right off the bat. Plucked her fingers into a taxi driver’s nose until he sneezed to death, right before she bit a young man’s tongue off like a stretching pastrami. He looked very much like you, by the way.”

      I wish I could deliver all my lines the way the Pillar does it. The machine gun men take an unconscious step back, steering away from me. The Pillar pulls me closer to him and pats my shoulder. I play along and tuck my thumb into my mouth, flickering my hallucinating eyes at them.

      It’s funny how each one of us is in his own hallucination world at the moment.

      “You will still need to answer a question to pass,” the man said. “Not the writing desk question, though.”

      “Another puzzle.” I roll my eyes.

      “Shoot,” the Pillar says. “Not the gun, but the question.”

      “What do you do when you find a fork in the road?” the machine gun man says.

      “Take the madder road immediately,” the Pillar says.

      “Wrong answer.” The man is ready to shoot us.

      Like a lightning strike, I spit out the answer. “Take the fork and go find something to eat with it.”

      The Pillar rolls his eyes now. It’s safe to say we’ve had some considerable amount of eye-rolling in the past thirty minutes. It hurts.

      “Right answer,” the machine gun man says.

      The Pillar looks surprised.

      I guess my hallucinations are up to par with their melancholic passwords. “What about the man on the writing desk? I thought that was a better puzzle.” I tell the machine gun man.

      “What man on a writing desk?”

      When I look, Lewis Carroll and his famous desk are gone. I glance back at the Pillar. He seems uninterested. “Let’s just move on.”

      “One last thing,” the machine gun man says. “This is the last of the Mushroom Trail. Beyond the next few mushrooms, there is an open field.”

      “Is that where we meet the Executioner?” I wonder.

      “That is where the drug cartels are in continuous war,” the man says. “Where everyone dies within a few moments. So sober up.”

      Carefully, the Pillar and I step closer beyond the mushrooms. Then we part a few smaller ones blocking the view. We could already hear the sound of war. The screaming. The shooting. The tanks rolling heavily on the ground.

      Then we see it all.

      “A war.” The Pillar’s cigar dangles from his lips. “So boring. I’ve seen better on CNN.”

      But I don’t find it boring. It scares me to death. All the blood, gunfire, and screams. I need to find the Executioner and his damn coconut. How am I supposed to survive this war?
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      First, a bomb explodes a few feet away from me.

      Then there is this flying Columbian dude air-paddling from the explosion in midair. He looks like he’s just been shot out of a cannon. A nearby helicopter finishes the dramatic masterpiece and chops off his head with its blades. The head flies off in midair again, lands closer to us, and starts rolling toward me.

      “Does this head know it’s dead?” the Pillar comments.

      Delirious, my feet are cemented in the mud. The Pillar pulls me closer, and we start running. Behind us, the helicopter crashes exactly where we once stood, right over that poor head.

      Fire guns, wind, and shotguns are everywhere.

      I run, pant, holding the Pillar’s hand. I am very much upset with myself. But I am not myself anymore. The mushrooms are messing with my head, and it’s hard to tell what is going on. All I know is that I need the Executioner’s coconut—as silly and preposterous as it sounds.

      “Duck, Alice.” The Pillar pulls me down as a missile churns through the air, right into a Jeep.

      “What are they fighting for?” I ask.

      “They’re fighting over the throne of the mushroom empire all around the world. They grow it here, sell it for millions. But the question is who rules this jungle?”

      “The Executioner, I suppose?”

      “I thought so, too,” the Pillar says. “He was the main drug supplier in Wonderland, but it seems he can hardly get a grip on this real world.”

      “So, how do we find him?”

      “I have a feeling I’m going to steal that Jeep with the dead men in it. It looks functional,” he says. “You don’t mind riding alongside the dead. Do you?”

      We duck and run like scurrying rats along the fields, pushing our luck and hoping not to get shot by a wandering bullet or a missile.

      I see a man on top of a missile, riding it like a banana boat, saying hooray!

      Happens all the time, I tell myself.

      “How come everyone enjoys murdering each other?” I ask the Pillar.

      “Humankind, dear Alice, have enjoyed that sport since Cain and Abel.” He jumps into the Jeep, and I follow. “Luckily, killing is prohibited these days, unless you do it en masse. They call it conquering.”

      “So, I’m supposed to accept living in such a bloody world?” I shout against the maddening sound of war, then pull a dead body out of the passenger’s seat.

      “No Alice, you’re supposed to outlive it,” The Pillar ignites the ramshackle Jeep and chugs through the mist of smoke and bullets.

      “Stop that,” I protest, as the Jeep bumps over a few dead bodies. “Always trying to pose the human race as a bunch of lunatic apes who’ll never learn to love and live with one another.”

      “In spite of this not being the time or place to have this conversation, I’d like to point out that advertisers pay tenfold for TV ads when the news is covering major war disasters around the world. Now duck before that bullet hits you, and you make the news.”

      I feel so dizzy. I can’t even pull out my umbrella and shoot at anyone.

      Wait. Why do I suddenly feel so aggressive, wanting to shoot people? The mushrooms must be doing this to me.

      “Hey!” The Pillar points at a dying soldier reaching out at us. He’s holding a letter in one hand.

      Amidst the impossible killing fields, the Pillar detours closer to the soldier and pulls the letter from his hands.

      “Send it to my family,” the soldier pleads. “Tell them I love them, and that I’ve buried over a hundred thousand dollars of drug money in the back yard.”

      “Nah, I’m not taking that letter,” the Pillar says. “ You should have sent them an SMS. Twitter post? You know you can schedule those, right? Maybe schedule the day of your death?” The Pillar tucks the letter in his pocket. “Besides, who writes letters anymore? Die, you old-fashioned typewriter!”

      I don’t comment because I’m not sure this is really happening.

      But then something assures me I’m not hallucinating this war at all. Every bit of this is real. Someone has shot me in my left arm.
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      “Congratulations,” the Pillar says. “You can brag now that you went to war.”

      “Why isn’t it hurting?” I stare at my bleeding arm.

      “It’s just a scratch.” He is smiling broadly. “You’re not really hit. Let’s see if there is music in this car. Take the wheel.”

      I take the wheel with my right hand because I can’t move my left arm.

      Then Pink Floyd plays on the radio. Comfortably Numb is the song.

      The Pillar tucks the cigar back into his mouth and continues driving like a tourist on safari watching the wildlife. I’m stunned at his ability to avoid bullets and missiles.

      All until a tank bangs into our Jeep from the side.

      As the Jeep rolls over, half of it under the tank already, I realize how much I’m drugged now. I need that coconut.

      The world upside down doesn’t look much different from the normal world. Or maybe that’s how all fields of war look.

      I lie on my back, listening to men jumping out of their Jeeps. They pull me up, grab me by my hands, never mind my achy, screaming left arm, and pull me toward their leader. The Pillar is pulled next to me.

      We stop at one point and are ordered to raise our injured heads to stare at their leader.

      I see a well-built man with a long scar on his right cheek sitting on top of the tank. He is overly sunburned. And of all things, he has his legs crossed, and he is smoking a hookah atop of a mushroom in the middle of this war.

      “What is a girl like you doing here in Mushroomland?” he says in a most foreign accent.

      “I—” My eyelids droop as I am trying to stay awake. “I’m looking for the Executioner.”

      The man stops smoking. “Is that so?” He rubs his chin. “And why would you be looking for him?”

      “I need his coconut drink to survive the Mushroom Trail.” I can’t believe we’re talking with all this mess of killing still going on all around us.

      “You walked the Mushroom Trail?” He doesn’t laugh or show emotion. I’ve rarely met a man I am so afraid of. He’s exuding a vague sinister personality I haven’t seen before.

      “It’s a long story,” I say. “Please lead me too the Executioner.”

      “You know what they say about the Executioner?” He pulls out a Magnum .45, loads it, and then points it at me. “That you can meet him only once. You know why?”

      I start to realize I am talking to the Executioner himself.

      “Because you only look at me once, and then you have to die.” The Executioner aims his pistol at me with a smirk on his face. This time I think it’s real.

      “Wait.” The Pillar wakes up from his fall. “Don’t shoot the girl. It’s me.”

      The Executioner slowly turns his head. The Pillar is covered in dust, so it makes sense not to recognize him right away. But why would he recognize the Pillar in the first place? I am confused.

      “Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar!” The Executioner squints at the professor. “Is that you?”

      “In the flesh.” The Pillar tucks what’s left of his cigar in his mouth.

      I am baffled. I’m Alice’s all lost and delirious thoughts mixed in a bag of mushrooms and M&M’s.

      The Executioner gets off his mushroom and stares at the Pillar with wonder. It might be my mistake, but the look in his eyes is that of a man fascinated with the Pillar. “Is that really you, Pillardo?”

      Pillardo?

      The Pillar mumbles something in Columbian, and the two men embrace like old friends.

      “You know him?” Sorry, but I have to ask. I mean, what the mushy mushrooms is going on?

      “Know him?” The Executioner raises an eyebrow. “Who doesn’t know Senor Pillardo, the most legendary drug lord of all time?”
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        RADCLIFFE LUNATIC ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      Dr. Tom Truckle could not believe what he saw on national TV. People had come out on every street in London to stir all kinds of chaos.

      He saw a man in his underwear with a baseball bat chasing his family out on the streets. Another maniac woman had gone into an unexplained episode of road rage, chasing her co-workers with her damaged car. The owner of Tom’s favorite soup shop had locked everyone inside, confessing to serving them frogs and now forcing them to drink his soup until they puked.

      Tom watched the BBC’s TV host, and her crew abandon their camera and run away, leaving it to record all of the mayhem.

      This must be the end of days, Tom thought. He hadn’t dared switch on the channel to take a look at what was happening in America or the rest of the world.

      What troubled him deeply was everyone in Oxford had gone just as mad, which suggested his asylum was in danger now.

      “Lock up the asylum!” Tom shouted at his guards. “And by that, I mean use the Plan-X system.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” the guard asked on the other side.

      “I am sure. The time has come to lock every one of us within these steel walls inside,” Tom said.

      Running down the stairs, he entered the underground ward and walked among the Mushroomers on both sides. They were panicking, afraid of the world outside. Tom couldn’t help but remember all of the Pillar’s warnings about the world outside the asylum, how they were the real mad ones, not the Mushroomers.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Tom tried to calm them down, looking for Waltraud.

      “We want Alice!” the Mushroomers said.

      Tom had no idea what to tell them. Alice and the Pillar had left on one of their crazy missions. As much as he loathed them both, he also felt sorry for them, having to deal with the mad world outside.

      “Waltraud,” Tom called upon seeing her, mushing the brains out of a patient. “Stop whatever you’re doing.”

      “Why?” she said in her German accent.

      “Why?” he roared at her, his hands reaching for his pills already. “Apocalypse is why! The world is ending outside. I am issuing Plan-X. We’re closing all doors and will self-contain ourselves inside.”

      “But—”

      “Stop interrupting me! I’m only waiting for my children to arrive, and then the doors will seal shut. I want you to order our people in the kitchen to open up all the reserve refrigerators and start pulling out all food and supply.”

      Plan-X had been the asylum’s contingency strategy since long ago. Actually, it had been Tom’s father’s idea. The old man, now in his grave, had predicted the end of the world long ago. Thus, the asylum was pre-prepared with food and living supplies for one year.

      And the time has come father, Tom thought.

      But Waltraud Wagner stiffened in her place. She couldn’t pull her eyes off the TV. Something about what was happening outside seemed to appeal to her.

      Tom had no time to argue with her. He should have shoved her in a cell long ago. After all, he’d only hired her because she had killed her own patients back in the day when she was a nurse in Vienna.

      Tom turned to the bald Ogier and ordered him to speak to the people in the kitchen.

      Ogier nodded obediently and issued the process.

      “Don’t worry,” Tom addressed the panicking Mushroomers. “You will be safe in here.” He couldn’t believe he’d just said those words. Never had he loved the Mushroomers, but with the world going down in flames outside, he saw how weak they were. He suddenly began to relate to them.

      Then Tom remembered something he’d forgotten upstairs. Two stairs at a time, he dashed into the VIP ward, finally standing before the flamingo’s cell.

      “I couldn’t leave you alone,” Tom said, wondering why his heart began softening toward the animal. Maybe it was the end of the world’s effect on him.

      He pulled the cell’s door open and let the flamingo out.

      “You have two options,” he told it. “Go back to your Queen in the mad world outside or stay with us...well, in the mad world inside.”

      It was clear the flamingo wanted to stay, but it also looked puzzled, as if awaiting an answer from Tom.

      “Okay,” Tom waved a hand. “I will tell you one of my biggest secrets, and I will only tell you.”

      The flamingo’s eyes bulged out with curiosity.

      “I’m not who you think I am, but I will not tell you about it, at least not now.” Tom swallowed another pill. “What I can tell you is that I was told about this by my father long ago. He called it the last days before the War. And by this, I mean he told me about the end of times, the appearance of the Wonderland Monsters, the end of the world, and how to build a safe house, a bunker to survive it. Only I was asked to disguise it as an asylum and gather as many mad people as I could because those are the ones who’re going to save the world.”
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        MUSHROOMLAND, COLUMBIA

      

      

      

      “You’re a drug lord?” I can’t believe it.

      “Semantics. I prefer the term Professor Feelgood.” The Pillar hands over the coconut drink. “Sip it slowly. It will take an hour or two before the mushrooms’ effect wears off.”

      I hesitate about taking it from him.

      “Come on. It’s not poisoned. I won’t hurt you.”

      I’m not sure about that, but I have no choice. If I don’t drink it, I’ll die.

      It’s not just that. Since I heard about the Pillar being a drug lord, I’ve had the unexplained urge to shoot him dead. I don’t know why I feel so aggressive. It could be the hallucinations.

      Maybe all this world really needs is to get rid of the Pillar.

      “So Senor Pillardo”—the Executioner guides us into his missile-proof Humvee—“let’s go back to my castle. We have a lot to talk about.”

      “Actually, I’m running out of time...”

      “Trust me, we have a lot of time—and drugs and mushrooms. And hookahs. And girls. All you need, like in the old days,” the Executioner says. “I understand that you didn’t just come here to see me. We know that is definitely not the case.”.

      For the first time ever, I see the Pillar lower his gaze, just a little. What is going on between those two?

      “I promise I will look into whatever you need to talk about, but first, we have to enjoy some time in my castle. Just like the old days, Senior. Remember those? Man, you were some psycho maniac back then, but you sure made the deals of the century selling drugs, and a lot of money.”

      My hands slide down and reach for my umbrella. What if I just shoot both of them? Wouldn’t the world be a better place?

      Entering the Humvee, we watch the world burn in flames behind us as we’re driving to the Executioner’s castle.

      “So, what’s this war all about?” I ask. “Aren’t you all friends here, selling mushrooms?”

      “I think Senor Pillardo can tell you himself.” The Executioner laughs.

      The Pillar takes a moment then returns to his sarcasm. “It’s nothing. The Executioner’s boys are having fun. Killing for sport.”

      The Executioner eyes the Pillar. “Ah, so you don’t want to tell her?” He turns to me. “Let me tell you why my men are killing each other, little girl. But right after we have some drinks at my castle.”

      “We don’t have time for your damn castle!” Is it the drugs? Is it me? “We came for...”

      The Executioner pulls out another machine gun, a bigger one this time, and points it at me. I’m starting to get bored with this. If you’re going to point a gun, you better use it. “I really don’t like shooting.” His sinister intentions show through now. “We’re going to have a welcome meal, then I will listen to what both of you want with me, and then I will decide whether I will kill you or not.”
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      The Executioner’s castle looks as if it was cut from the pages of a fairy tale, except the part with the guards and their machine guns. It’s hard to believe this man lives in such an expensive mansion while enjoying the world burning all around him. I’m still not over this dark world I have been thrown into. But I can’t do anything about it before the mushrooms’ effect wears off completely.

      I don’t want to end up spreading violence to an already violent reality, and then figure out later I had a chance to bring some peace into the world with a little patience instead.

      Crossing the lush landscape full of hedges shaped after Wonderland characters, the Executioner informs me he had the March Hare design it for him. “I had to put my business on halt for two months and inject him with a hallucinogen so he wouldn’t know who I was,” he explained. “The March with his naive child-like attitude wouldn’t have designed it if he knew who I was.”

      “And who are you, really?” I pretend I have given in to his reality.

      “I’m the Executioner, like in the Alice books. I used to work for the Queen to chop off heads, but now I’ve gone solo, and trust me, she fears me more than anything else.”

      “So, you’re just another Wonderland Monster.”

      The Executioner laughs again, entering the vast entrance of his castle. The architecture looks like something from a thousand and one nights.

      “That’s not an answer,” I say.

      “It’s not meant to be,” he replies without looking at me, then sits on his throne in the middle of a sky-lit hall.

      “What a fabulous job you did to the castle.” The Pillar, cigar in mouth, admires the place. “I feel like I’m in the Taj Mahal.”

      “I’m humbled,” the Executioner says. “Senor Pillardo himself compliments me.”

      “What happened to the horses?” the Pillar asks.

      “Sorry, senior. They all died after you left. I tried to be nice to them, but they kept kicking my men, looking for you. I had to shoot them all,” the Executioner says, pouring himself a pink drink. “We built a casino where your horses used to live. Very profitable, but nobody goes there anymore. It’s too crowded.”

      The Pillar grins. “How does no one go there anymore if it’s too crowded?”

      I sense it’s not a question, but some kind of an inside joke.

      “It’s Wonderland logic,” the Executioner explains to me. “It’s like saying: it ain’t over until it’s over.” He hands the Pillar a drink.

      “Ah, I remember those.” The Pillar sips his drink. “I remember when we used to say: always go to other people’s funerals, otherwise they won’t go to yours.”

      The Executioner is amused. “I loved that phrase. Because if you went to their funeral, they were dead already.” He turns to me with a smile. “I bet your friend here hasn’t seen the Wonderland days.”

      “Be careful.” The Pillar winks. “She thinks she is Alice. The Real one.”

      This throws the Executioner off. “Oh, my.” He chuckles. “That’s a new one.” He turns to me again. “Alice is dead, darling. True, we can’t remember what she looked like, but she’s dead.”

      Just when I am about to ask why he’s so sure, a horde of young and skinny children are brought into the castle, wearing tattered clothes, dirt sticking to their sunburned skin.

      “What now?” The Executioner pouts at the man who brought them in.

      “I thought you’d like to see that we cut their fingers like you asked us.” the man says.

      My eyes flip, staring at the children’s bandaged hands. They cut their fingers? What the hell?

      “Two knuckles from each kid,” the man says. “Just like you always demand. Should I send them to the field now?”

      My anger chokes me up. I turn and stare at the Pillar. He signals for me to stay cool and hush it down. I will explain later, he mouths.

      But damn it, I won’t stay cool. Who is this horrible Executioner? I was right when I thought of ridding the world of him.
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        BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      “I want you to find this Lewis Carroll and bring him to me,” the Queen roared at Margaret. “Now!”

      “How am I supposed to do that, My Queen? You know what kind of a monster he is.”

      “Just figure it out!” The Queen padded the chamber left and right, hands behind her back. “It’s too soon for an apocalypse. I want a mad world. Not a dead world. Besides, why is he here? What does he want with the end of the world?”

      “I have no idea, but what you’re asking me isn’t something I can do,” Margaret says. “Normally I’d use the Cheshire’s help with something like that, but he made it clear he isn’t on our side. He just wants to bring chaos into the human world for his own giggles and grins. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s in this with Lewis Carroll.”

      “Then the Pillar is our only chance,” the Queen says. “Where is he?”

      “Haven’t seen him since the last time when I visited this Alice girl to convince her she should be one of us,” Margaret said. “I met him briefly afterward, trying to get the key from him, but he said he’d like to keep it until we find the next one. Sort of a guarantee, so nothing bad happens to him until we both fulfill our sides of the deal.”

      “I know how to get the key from the Pillar later, that’s hardly my problem,” the Queen said. “Don’t mention it to him now. Just find him and ask for his help. He has his own out-of-this-world methods. He should be able to stop this Wonderland Monster.”

      “I will look for him right away, My Queen.” Margaret was checking her phone. “Wait, I just received information: he took Alice and flew all the way to Columbia?”

      The Queen stopped. “Columbia?” She tilted her head. “You’re thinking what I am thinking?”

      “The Executioner?” Margaret spelled out slowly.

      “It makes sense. Whoever designed this plague in the hookahs must be related to the Executioner. It’s where all the hallucinogens are cooked.” The Queen rubbed her chin.

      “So, the Pillar is looking for a cure in Columbia?”

      “I hope that’s all he is looking for,” the Queen said. “I hope he isn’t digging into the past, or this will have dire consequences. What kind of complicated day is today?” She romped her feet on the ground.

      “Today is Sunday, My Queen.”

      “Here’s my second request to the Parliament,” she said, chin up. “No more Sundays!”

      “That’s impossible. It’s an important day to the people.”

      “No, it’s not. I haven’t been cool with the days of the week being seven anyways. God made the world in six days. And Lewis Carroll, when he was still sane, thought about six impossible things for breakfast. And we’re looking for six keys. Now six weekdays feels about right.”

      “Whatever you say, My Queen.” Margaret chewed on the words.

      “So, back to our problem. Send someone to follow the Pillar in Columbia.”

      “You’re aware that very few Wonderlanders have the guts to go there, right? Not even me or the Cheshire.”

      “Then find those who have the guts. Wasn’t Wonderland full of gory loons? Find one and send them after the Pillar to expedite his search for a cure.”

      “I need to make some phone calls,” Margaret said and left the chamber.

      The Queen turned and stared into the mirror. “What are you doing, Pillar?” she mumbled. “Are you planning on opening those old wounds from the past again?”
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        MUSHROOMLAND, COLUMBIA

      

      

      

      Gritting my teeth, I watch the poor kids being led outside.

      “Where are they going?” I ask, my hands trembling.

      “None of your business, little girl,” the Executioner says. “I’m starting to lose my patience with you.”

      “Why not have another drink?” the Pillar interrupts.

      Oh, God. How I hate both of them.

      “Indeed.” The Executioner pours more of the pink liquid. “And since you’re in the mood for more drinks, here is what I will do. I know you have a question you want to ask me.”

      “Finally,” I hiss.

      “Yes,” the Pillar says. “I’m looking for a cure for the Hookah of Hearts plague that’s sweeping over the world by the minute—suspiciously enough, it has no effect on this region of the world.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “I know you don’t care about the world outside of Mushroomland, but I really need to stop the plague,” the Pillar says.

      “I saw it on TV this morning,” the Executioner says. “Very funny plague. Did you see the naked teacher on the bicycle chasing his wife, trying to kill her?”

      “Haven’t had the pleasure,” the Pillar says.

      “Well... I understand it’s Lewis Carroll who spread the disease,” the Executioner considers. “I have to admit I don’t want to have anything to do with him. You know how mad and angry he can get, with all those migraines of his.”

      I can’t believe they’re talking about Lewis Carroll, but finding the cure is my priority now. I don’t say a word.

      “I know,” the Pillar says, “but we need the cure.”

      “The thing is, there is no cure, Senor Pillardo.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “I’m sure because you have no idea what the hookahs do to people.”

      “It turns them into nuts, just like the mushrooms did to me,” I say.

      “That’s an understatement to the brilliance of what this plague really does to people.” The Executioner taps the diamond grail he is drinking from. “This plague does something to people you would never have imagined in a million years. And once you realize what it is, you’ll understand why there is no cure.”

      “What does it do?” I demand.

      “Like I said, I’m not saying because I don’t want to have anything to do with Lewis Carroll.” The Executioner stands up. “But I know who cooked it for him.”

      “That’s a start.” The Pillar steps forward. “Who?”

      “I’m not telling you that either.” The Executioner smirks. “Not until you entertain me like in the old days, Senor Pillardo. Come on, make me laugh.”

      The Pillar stiffens for a fraction of a second. “Of course.” He raises his glass. “Want to play Wonderland logic again?”

      “Whatever’s on your mind. Just be sure you make me laugh.” The Executioner hands him a pistol. “And for starters, I laugh when someone shoots one of my guards. How about that for a start?”

      “My pleasure.” The Pillar grabs the gun from the table and shoots two of the guards without hesitation.

      I swallow hard and step away from him. Never have I imagined him this cruel. But who am I kidding? He has twelve dead people on his conscience.

      “Frabjous! Haven’t lost your swift speed, Senor Pillardo.” The Executioner clinks glasses with the Pillar. “Now make me really laugh. Tell me jokes. Tell me about your adventures outside of Mushroomland all of these years. But I have to warn you, if you don’t make me laugh...”

      “You will shoot me and the girl, I know.”

      “No.” The Executioner approaches him. “I will make you shoot one of those kids outside, make the girl watch it, and then shoot you and her.”

      This is the moment when I raise my trembling hand, unable to stay here any longer. “Is there a bathroom nearby?”

      “Just outside that door, to the left,” The Executioner says dismissively. He is so much into the Pillar.

      I turn and leave. Not for the bathroom. But for the children. It might be close to the end of the world, but I’m finding those children and getting them out of Mushroomland, if it’s the last thing I do before judgment day.
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      Outside, I don’t bother finding the bathroom. I just want out to look for the children.

      Among the Executioner’s soldiers, I pretend I am an airhead brat with a colorful umbrella, trekking around the vast landscape and admiring the roses.

      Some of them are irritated by me, borderline offended, but none of them can do anything about it. I have the Executioner’s permission to be out here.

      Flashing my stupid-girl smiles, I’m looking for the children in my peripheral vision.

      Nighttime isn’t helping much. All I have for light is a small moon up in the sky. For a moment, it looks like a mushroom lighting up the world. But I know better. The coconut’s effect hasn’t fully worked on me yet.

      Farther into the landscape, I am happy to be hiding between folds of darkness and even darker trees in the castle’s garden. I am like a cat now. I see everyone from my vantage point, but none of them see me. The Cheshire comes to mind instantly, but I don’t want to think about him.

      Then I glimpse the children in the distance.

      They’re being loaded like sheep into a barred Jeep, surrounded by machine gun men.

      Like a cat, I tiptoe closer. Each child is given a gun before getting on the Jeep. Oh, my God.

      I mean, I’ve read about drug lords and cartels using young, poor children in their drug business, even in war, but I never thought I’d see it with my own eyes. It seems that the words we read in newspapers, the videos we watch on news cable, no matter how atrocious and unbelievable, are never really processed by our brains. We watch these things as if they are a movie, as if they’re not real, until you see them with your own eyes.

      But right now, I can’t stand it. Those children aren’t going to become machine gun drug traffickers. Their childhood isn’t going to be taken advantage of by this mean man called the Executioner. I will find a way to get them out of Mushroomland.

      This means more to me than the end of the world.

      Because frankly, the world will end anyway. It’s the crimes we don’t do anything about that are the real evil.
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      Taking my shoes off, I pad as slowly as I can, closer to the Jeep.

      There are about twenty children, and for some reason, they’re shown out of the Jeep again. One of the machine gun men tells them to wait next to a huge mushroom tree—haven’t seen one before, really, but hey, I could still be imagining things.

      Once the kids are alone, I approach them, worried they’ll shoot or resist me because I’m foreign or something.

      But they don’t.

      They actually look at me as if they know me, anticipating whatever I have to say.

      “I’m Alice,” I begin. “I will get you out of here. You want to get out of here, right?”

      They nod eagerly, and I realize they don’t speak my language, but they seem to understand me, still. Maybe freedom and children’s rights are a universal thing. No language is really needed.

      “Look,” I try to explain things with my hands while I talk. Common sense sign language should work, right? “I don’t know what I’m going to do, but how about you all get into that Jeep again. I can drive it away until we figure out what to do next.”

      They follow my pointing finger to the Jeep, guns still in their hands.

      “No,” I say. “No guns. You don’t need them.”

      They’re reluctant about it but cooperate eventually. One after the other they get into the Jeep, smiling at me. It’s lovely how a child’s smile makes your life seem worthless in order to save them.

      But it’s not funny at all seeing each one of them is missing knuckles on their last two fingers, starting from the pinky. I can’t explain how this breaks my heart. I suddenly feel embarrassed complaining about shock therapy back in the asylum. At least no one cut off a piece of me.

      “Hey.” I stop a boy and kneel down to face him. “Who did that to you?” I point at the missing fingers.

      “The Executioner.” Of course.

      “Why?”

      “Mark.”

      “Mark?” I blink. “Who’s Mark?”

      “No.” The boy waves his forefinger. “Slave. Mark.”

      My hands reach for my mouth to cup a shriek. “It’s a mark? Like a tattoo? You’re a salve?”

      “Executioner slave.” The boy taps his chest and then points to the rest of the children. “Travel. Drug. Sell.”

      “Not anymore.” I hug him closer. “I will take care of you.”

      The boy smiles broadly, as if I have bought him a gift. I mean, God, he doesn’t even know what they are doing to him, trapped within the walls of mushroom all around.

      Before he gets in the Jeep, he turns around and touches my hair. “Alice,” he whispers. “Mother say Alice come. Alice save us.”
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      Inside the Jeep, lights still out, I try to think of a plan.

      So what? I am going to ignite the vehicle with the kids inside and just try to escape Mushroomland?

      It doesn’t really sound like a plan, and now that I’ve given the children hope, it really doesn’t sound like a plan.

      “Think, Alice.” I bang my hands on the wheel, staring at the machine gun men in the distance. It’ll only be minutes before they come back.

      My hatred for the Pillar increases. Or maybe I should blame myself for counting too much on him. Who was I fooling? I wasn’t the least bit surprised when I learned he was a drug lord. I bet he marked children like the Executioner does. That bastard.

      I fiddle with my umbrella, realizing it only has a few bullets. I can go back to put one in the Executioner and then another in the Pillar, but what good will that do for the children?

      Suddenly, one of the machine gun men sees us and blows red fireworks in the sky, exposing the Jeep for everyone to see.

      It’s too late now for a plan. Survival instinct at its core.

      I push the pedal and bump into every hedge and mushroom in my way, trying to chug my way out of here.

      Jeeps start following me, shooting at us.

      Now I’m worried one of the kids will get hurt. I ask them to duck, but for how long?

      Farther I drive, my hands gripping the wheel, my brain still foggy.

      Alice save us. Had the boy’s mother predicted my arrival, like Constance believed in me?

      What do you do when everyone believes in you, and deep down inside, you know you’re insane?

      I take a left onto an even muddier road. The Jeep slows down. But I am not stopping. I grip the wheel harder, grit my teeth as I push the pedal against its capacity.

      But it’s not the chasing that stops me. It’s the flaring white light someone directs in my face.

      I end up seeing nothing, only feeling the weight of the Jeep rolling on its side. My head bumps into something, and all I end up with is the aching sound of the wheels circling the air.

      Are the children hurt?

      It’s only a minute before I see the Executioner looking down on me. “I should have killed you once I saw you.” He pulls his gun out again.

      Next to him, the Pillar’s face comes into focus. His face is inanimate. And for the first time, I can see his real intentions. His eyes are so dead I don’t think he ever cared for me one bit.

      He tucks his cigar back in his mouth and says, “Love that look on someone’s face, just before they die.”
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      Margaret stood in front of her favorite mirror in her office, checking out her face. She wanted to see if her surgeons, who’d cost her a fortune, had messed up anything in her operation.

      But on the contrary, everything was just fine.

      The face she’d asked for to cover up her ugliness, and put her Duchess days behind, was like nothing she’d ever seen. In fact, she loved how she looked. It suited her prestige and made people trust her—which was most crucial to her title in the Parliament.

      Then why did the Queen of Hearts keep calling her ugly?

      Margaret looked away from the mirror and out at the River Thames. She knew why the Queen treated her this way. Because she couldn’t forget how ugly she was in Wonderland. Because the Queen envied her for being able to pull such a trick in the real world.

      The Queen herself had asked the same doctors to make her taller—the Queen’s biggest setback. But science in this world only knew how to make extreme makeovers with faces. Making someone taller wasn’t an option yet.

      How Margaret wished to kill this obnoxious Queen. How she wanted to rip her to pieces.

      But none of that was feasible before they collected the Six Impossible Keys.

      It just had to be done. And now she had to find someone to send after that madman, the Pillar who seemed to be looking for a cure in Columbia.

      Never mind that Columbia was the best place to look for those who created this plague, but it was also where Margaret had made most of her fortune.

      Margaret had been one of the first to arrive from Wonderland. With her political position, she was able to make millions of pounds by endorsing drug trafficking and child slavery in Columbia.

      A very profitable business, indeed.

      She worried the Pillar would mess up things there. His travel to Columbia seemed to have a deeper reason behind it. True, he was there to find a cure of sorts, but why go back to that place he hated so much?

      Why go back to that dark pit of his past?

      Margaret sighed, deciding her priority was to find a cure and keep her assets in Columbia safe. She had to call someone to do it.

      She walked back to her desk and dialed a number. It belonged to the last Wonderlander she’d ever work with, but it seemed that every Wonderlander needed to make a stand now.

      Either you were part of Black Chess, or you were an Inkling. There was no other way around it now.
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      With the gun’s barrel in my mouth, I can only speak in nonsensical vowels.

      And even though no one understands me, the Executioner ends up curious to know what I have to say before I die.

      “I was only coughing.” I wipe the gun’s staining powder from my lips. From the corner of my eye, I can see the kids aren’t hurt.

      The Pillar raises an eyebrow at me, probably impressed with my comeback.

      The Executioner loads his gun again, ready to finish me.

      “Wait,” I say. “Since you’re a Wonderlander, you must be looking for the keys like everyone else.” My look is sharp and challenging. “The Six Impossible Keys.”

      The Executioner pulls his gun to a halt. I believe I caught his interest. Behind him, the Pillar scratches his temples.

      “Continue...” The Executioner waves the gun at me.

      “I know where one of them is,” I say, reminding myself I’ll never tell about the one key I have hidden in my back pocket. The one Lewis Carroll gave me. “Last week, the Mad Hatter took it from me.”

      “From you?” The Executioner seems skeptical. “Why would you have a key to Wonderland?”

      “Well.” I rub the back of my neck. “Like I said before, I am Alice from Wonderland. I just don’t remember a lot of it. I had the key hidden in a bucket in the basement of my family’s house.”

      The Executioner scans me from top to bottom.

      “You don’t want to kill me, in case I know of the whereabouts of the other keys,” I follow up, not sure if the Pillar will back me up if I mention him to the Executioner, so I don’t. He wanted me dead a minute ago.

      The Executioner gazes back at the Pillar and then back at me. His eyes are sharp as if he’s trying to read through my soul.

      It’s a long moment. I take advantage of it and smile at the children behind me, assuring them they will be all right.

      The moment stretches even more, and I begin to worry the Executioner won’t believe me.

      But he breaks the long silence with a spitting laugh. His men laugh with him. He lowers his head toward me and says, “You’re the maddest girl I have ever seen.” He raises his eyebrows. “I love mad people. That’s why I will not kill you until I’m thoroughly entertained by your hallucinations.”
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      The Pillar, me, and the Executioner are sitting around a table in the middle of his garden. I can hear the sounds of war in the distance, still not sure what his men are fighting over.

      But the war is the least of my worries now. It’s the Executioner and his sadistic games. He literally wants us to play a game now.

      “It’s a very easy game,” he says. “But most entertaining to me.”

      The Pillar says nothing, and neither do I. The Executioner had each of us hold a gun and place it atop the table, both hands placed palm down.

      “Here is how it’s going to be played,” the Executioner says. “I will ask you a question.” He is talking to me. I’ve become his priority now. He thinks I am mad, and it amuses him. “If you give the right answer, you will pass for this round. If it’s wrong, I will shoot you.”

      “Suspenseful.” The Pillar puffs his cigar. “I love suspense.”

      “Then it’ll be your turn to ask me a question.” The Executioner is still talking to me. “If I answer it the wrong way, you can shoot me.”

      “Justice,” the Pillar says nonchalantly. “Not a fan.”

      “Then Senor Pillardo will join in,” the Executioner follows. “Easy game. Tell the truth, and you will live.”

      “How can you tell I am telling the truth when you ask me?” I say.

      “The same way you can tell I am telling the truth when I ask you.” The Executioner grins.

      “Nonsense,” the Pillar comments. “My favorite.”

      “I’m not following,” I tell the Executioner.

      “Here is the thing, young lady,” the Executioner says. “This is a game of nonsense—which, if you think you’re Alice, you should know a lot about.”

      “Trust me. Nonsense has been my middle name since I met the Pillar—I mean, Senor Pillardo,” I say. “But I still don’t have a grip on this game.”

      “Here is how this game is really played,” the Pillar finally interjects. “The thing is that all the questions asked have only one answer.”

      I tilt my head, worrying I am not going to grasp this fully.

      “All questions in this game are answered by saying ‘Hookah Hookah,’” the Pillar explains, his eyes on the Executioner. I am more curious than ever to know whatever is happening between those two. “I ask you, ‘How are you?’ You answer, ‘Hookah Hookah.’  I ask you, ‘Where have you been?’ You say...”

      “Hookah Hookah, I get it,” I say. “So how is anyone supposed to know if the other is telling the truth?”

      The Pillar and the Executioner exchange mean looks for a moment.

      “It’s how you say it, Alice,” the Executioner explains. “If you can convince me with your tonality and facial expressions it’s the truth, then it’s the truth.”
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      I don’t have enough time to object.

      The Executioner demonstrates the game by asking the Pillar, “What’s your name?”

      “Hookah Hookah,” the Pillar says as if he’s just used to answering it this way. It’s mind-boggling how believable he sounds.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Hookah Hookah,” the Pillar answers with a home-sick expression on his face. I suppose that deeper in his mind he was saying ‘Wonderland.’

      Then the Executioner turns to face me. “Do you think the Pillar is a good man?”

      Now, that’s a shocker.

      Sneaky. The Executioner just asked the question I’m not sure how to answer. The game demands confidence and truth in the way I say Hookah Hookah.

      It takes me a while to answer. “Hookah Hookah.”

      In my mind, the answer is, ‘I don’t know.’ It’s the truth. I try my best to sound as if I mean it.

      The Executioner’s sharp eyes pierce through me, his fingers reaching for his gun.

      I shrug.

      “Good answer,” he says. “I don’t know either.”

      What? He read my mind?

      “My turn,” I say. “Do you truly believe I will not shoot you without waiting for the next question?”

      “Hookah Hookah.” He nods toward his guards, standing all around us.

      Okay. He can actually read my mind. And I am toast because of the guards. But wait!

      “But this means that even if I catch you lying in this game, I won’t be able to shoot you,” I argue. “Because your guards will shoot me first.”

      “Smart girl,” the Executioner says. “In this game, only you or the Pillar will end up dead. Can you see how nonsense always plays in my favor?”
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      Somewhere in the streets of London

      

      The mayhem in the streets of London fascinated the Cheshire.

      All those lowlife human beings getting in fights with each other, some of them taking it far, as in really hurting one another. That was just fantastic.

      He roamed the streets on foot, possessing one person after another, and contributing to the madness. A punch in the face here. A tickle there. Setting a place on fire here. It was all fun.

      Revenge on humankind felt so sweet he was about to purr like his ancestors once did.

      Blood was everywhere on the streets. Traffic had stopped hours ago. This was better than anything he’d ever seen. He wondered what kind of plague it was, but couldn’t put his paws on it.

      Lewis Carroll turned out to be one mad nut, even crazier than all the rest. How hadn’t the Cheshire ever known about this man’s crazy tendencies to spread chaos to the world?

      But even though he enjoyed possessing a soul after another, it suddenly occurred to him that he had no idea of who he really was.

      Of course, he was a cat in a way or another. But he’d even lost his recollection of what he looked like as a cat many years ago.

      Who was he, really? What did he look like? What was the look that really suited his personality?

      Had the Cheshire been lost among the many faces he’d possessed, now that he was just a nobody?

      His thoughts were interrupted by a phone call. Yes, he possessed many souls, but always passed on his phone so he’d be in contact with whoever wanted to benefit from his expertise.

      Like all cats, the Cheshire needed to make a living.

      “It’s Margaret,” the Duchess told him on the line. “I need your help.”

      “You know I stopped assassinating for you long ago.”

      “Yes, but this isn’t about assassinations,” she explained. “I want you to send someone after the Pillar in Columbia.”

      “What’s the Pillar doing in Columbia?”

      “He’s looking for a cure for the plague.”

      “Why? I was just beginning to enjoy it. Did you know it doesn’t affect Wonderlanders?”

      “No, I didn’t. That’s good to hear. But the Queen made her point.” Margaret explained how none of them would benefit from the end of the world. Not an argument the Cheshire was fond of.

      Who said I wouldn’t be happy with the end of the world?

      Although he’d never been on good terms with the Queen of Hearts in Wonderland, he’d started to warm up to her and Black Chess a little. After all, he’d been a bit too lonely in this real world.

      It was time to choose a side. Black Chess or Inklings.

       “Okay,” he said. “I will send someone to Columbia.”

      “You know what kind of someone that is, right? The Executioner will kill anyone who enters his territory.”

      “Trust me, I know. That’s why I can’t go there myself. Whatever person I use as a disguise, the Executioner will recognize me. We didn’t all stay away from him for nothing in Wonderland. I will send someone.”

      “Do you mean...?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Only if I can find them. Because no one’s been able to since we left Wonderland.”
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      “My turn,” the Executioner says.

      Looking at guards all around us, I wonder what I’m going to do now. I have no way out of this unless I shoot him and risk being killed one second later.

      But why would I shoot him without freeing the children or knowing who cooked the plague?

      This is some paradox I’m trapped in.

      “So tell me, Alice,” the Executioner says. “Do you think you’re getting out of here alive today?”

      “Hookah Hookah.” In my mind, the answer is, ‘Hell yeah!’ I just have no idea how.

      “Impressive,” the Executioner says. “Even though I know you will die in a few minutes, I still believe you. You know why? Because you definitely believe it. Now ask me.”

      “Who cooked the plague?” I shoot.

      The Executioner laughs. “Hookah Hookah,” he says. And I realize that in his mind he just answered, but I am not going to know it, not in a million years. Some silly game.

      But wait, he doesn’t look like he is telling the truth. What am I supposed to do?

      My hand grips my gun. A wide smile forms on the Executioner’s face.

      That’s when I realize how tricky this game is. He deliberately gave me the wrong answer. At least he made sure I’d sense it, so I’d try to shoot him and then have his guards finish me off.
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      Never have I been so much on the edge of my seat.

      The Executioner’s sly grin cuts through me. My hand gripping the gun starts shivering in the nonsensical game played in a nonsensical world. The one thought that is on my brain is: am I still under the mushrooms’ influence, unable to make the right decision?

      “It’s the perfect paradox!” the Pillar compliments the Executioner. “Now, that you’re lying—and it shows on your face—she is obliged to pull the trigger and shoot you, but your guards wouldn’t let her.” He leans forward, looking very amused by the situation. “It’s like playing cards with the lion in his den. You winning isn’t going to prevent him from having you for lunch.”

      An inner voice tells me to pick up the gun and shoot the Pillar instead. I have tolerated many of his crazy actions in the past, but I can’t anymore. I should have listened to everyone who warned me of him.

      “I applaud you, Executioner.” The Pillar stands up, raising his glass. “I mean, shouldn’t we toast for this before the girl dies? I totally think we should have this on video.”

      The Executioner seems puzzled for a moment, shifting his focus from me to the Pillar. Or is it something else that has been going on between them that I am not picking up?

      “I didn’t think you’d like my trick, Senor Pillardo,” the Executioner says. “You really have nothing against killing her?”

      “I don’t give a Jub Jub about her.” The Pillar sips his own drink and let’s out a big ah. “Frankly, I brought her here as a gift to you. I mean, all your slave boys are, let’s face it, boys. I thought, why not get the Executioner a girl. She’s very feisty and can be of pretty good use to you.”

      I’m tired of gritting my teeth. Who invented it anyways? It doesn’t do any good when your anger hurts so much inside.

      “But it doesn’t make any sense,” the Executioner says. “Why would you bring her to me? We both know this isn’t true.”

      I don’t know what the Executioner means, but I sense the underlined tension between them.

      “Of course it’s true.” The Pillar asks the guards for one of their hunting knives. “And here is proof.” He pulls my hand violently toward him and plasters it on the table, then does the one thing that never crossed my mind. The Pillar raises his knife. “I will cut her two fingers myself. Isn’t that how you like your slaves marked? Isn’t that what the war beyond Mushroomland is about? All you drug cartels fighting over the kids, so you get the most labor in your business?”

      The realization sends surges of lightning into my body. Even though the Pillar is about to mark me, I can’t seem to fathom the cruel world, the real world, outside my asylum walls.

      “Interesting.” The Executioner stands up. “So, I suppose you want to know who cooked the plague now in exchange?”

      “Now you get it,” the Pillar says, tightly gripping my hand. “You said you wanted us to go back to your house, get a meal, and ask me to entertain you. I know you thought we’d shoot jokes and drink like the old days, but this wasn’t the kind of entertainment I had cooked for you.”

      The Executioner laughs, glancing around at his guards. “Senor Pillardo. I don’t know what to say. You certainly have entertained me. I’m surprised I didn’t understand at first.”

      “That’s because you’re one dumb animal hiding behind an army of poor little kids you think you’re enslaving!” I shout at him.

      It only makes him laugh more and then address the Pillar. “Shouldn’t you cut her fingers first to fulfill the deal?” The Executioner folds his arms and watches.

      Again, there is something in the air between those two. Something I’m dying to find out.

      “Alice.” The Pillar turns to me, lowering the knife to my fingers. “This is going to hurt.”
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      Lewis Carroll had left the church, afraid his followers would lose faith in him seeing his weakness to the migraines.

      Walking among the insane people who’d lost their minds, he should have been happy with his work.

      But he wasn’t.

      For two reasons.

      The first one was his sudden migraines. Those horrible lightning bolts inside his skull, just like the old days back in Oxford in the 19th century, when he was still a priest and a scholar, long before he wrote the books.

      He could remember being part of the Christ Church’s Choir, singing and singing for hours, and loving it. But then the migraines began. And he couldn’t take the sound of organs or choirs anymore.

      He’d run like a madman across the Tom Quad, back to his studio on the roof next to the Tom Tower, kicking and screaming in pain until he fainted all alone on the floor.

      One day he woke up from his episode, only to realize he couldn’t talk normally anymore. He’d begun to stutter.

      And that was when his introverted life began.

      Spending hours and hours alone, making up mathematical equations, writing poems, drawing rabbits. The rest was too surreal to remember now.

      Still strolling among the mad people of London, he gripped his head as if it was a bomb about to explode. And although he had a plan to follow, he needed to fix his head.

      Just like the old days. There was only one substance that could relieve him from the pain. A drug.

      But unlike the drug he had someone cook for him for this plague in South America, this drug he needed, or rather cure for his migraine, was only available from the few Wonderlanders left.

      He wasn’t sure if he should interrupt his plans by searching for the cure for his migraines.

      Which brought him to think of the second reason…
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      All this time, I thought I was stronger than the Pillar. But I can’t free myself from his grip. Seeing his knife sink, it weakens me, thinking I have been fooled.

      I can even feel the pain in my fingers before the knife touches them. A string of razor-sharp headaches invade my brain. An image of a school bus flashes before me. Everyone inside is laughing. It’s a sunny day, probably spring. I can’t see myself in that vision, but I feel butterflies of happiness in my stomach.

      The Pillar’s knife is on its way down to my fingers.

      Then the vision continues. I am trying my best to identify the faces, but I only see Jack. I look harder, but the vision prevents me from looking somehow. However, I recognize the sudden fear on their faces. I turn to look at the driver, hoping it won’t be the rabbit, hoping it won’t be me like every other hazy memory I have of the incident.

      The Pillar’s knife touches my fingers. It doesn’t cut through yet, but its surface sends shivers to my spine.

      The vision continues. My run across the bus seems to take forever. Everyone on it is so scared they don’t utter a word. Then I realize they’re not looking at the driver. In fact, the bus isn’t about to hit anything yet. This part of the vision is way before the accident happened. Everyone is staring at the new passenger getting on the bus. This is who they’re scared of.

      The Pillar’s knife might cut through me. I don’t know. Because, for whatever insane reason, I decide to close my eyes. Not against the pain, but to get hold of the memory, trying to recognize the person on the bus everyone is scared of.

      The last bit of my vision is even hazier. I look harder at the new passenger, unable to see his face like most of the others. But I am so curious. I squint, press the nerves in my mind somehow. I have to see the passenger who got on the bus a few moments before the accident. And now, I see him.

      It’s Lewis Carroll.
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      The second reason Lewis wasn’t satisfied.

      The plague hadn’t been fully activated yet. People were only trying to fight each other. That, by far, was nothing to what the plague would make them do in an hour or two.

      That... was only the beginning.

      And once the plague really kicked in, Lewis had to make his next move.

      His last move.

      The final touch to his masterpiece.

      The reason why he’d planned all of this long ago.

      His next move was to find Professor Carter Pillar.
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      “I have an idea.” The Pillar pulls the knife back, facing the Executioner. I let out a wheezing breath. “Why would I deny you the pleasure of cutting her fingers yourself?”

      My eyes spring open from my vision about Lewis Carroll in my school bus, and then I watch the Pillar hand the knife over to the Executioner, who welcomes the idea immediately.

      “Like old days,” the Pillar says to the Executioner, who nods like a child, holding the knife and staring at my hand. “Remember those?”

      “I was beginning to worry you forgot about the old days.” The Executioner smirks. And again, that little secret between those two is driving me crazy. “I’m impressed you still remember vividly.”

      “Since we’re all happy now,”—the Pillar sips his drink then tucks in his cigar for the bazzillionth time—“I don’t see why you won’t tell me about who cooked the plague.”

      The Executioner laughs, struggling to grip my hand. “Why do you really want to know that, Senior?” His men hold me still now. “You don’t really want to save the world, do you?”

      “I’m aware that your men here will not get affected by the plague,” the Pillar says. “All Mushroomlanders are immune to this stuff. But think about it. Who will you sell drugs to if the world dies in the plague?”

      The Executioner raises his hand from the knife as if he had been too stoned to think about this. “Well, you’re right,” he says. “But this plague isn’t about people dying. It’s about something much bigger. A higher concept.”

      “Higher than death? I’m impressed.” The Pillar laughs. “But when did we ever care about high concepts, whatever that means? Come on, Executioner, tell me. I promise you I will get back in business and work for you.”

      This one seems to catch the Executioner’s attention the most. “You will do that? Work for me again, like in the old days?”

      “I swear on all the mushrooms in the world.”

      The Executioner sighs. “Look, I don’t know who cooked the plague. But I know that someone was asking for it about two years ago.”

      “Go on.”

      “Someone paid lots and lots of Wonderland money, asking for a specific plague. Under no circumstances am I allowed to tell you what the plague really does to people.” This confuses me. There are people in this world even worse than the Executioner? “What I can tell you is that the Wonderlander who’d been asking for the plague had a meeting at the Dodo to pick it up two years ago.”

      “The Dodo Company?” I ask.

      “Not the company. The place.” The Executioner talks to the Pillar. “You still remember where that is, right?”

      “The Dodo. How could I forget? The most obvious Wonderland location on earth, which no one even considers,” the Pillar says. “But I’m curious about this man asking for the plague. Was it Lewis Carroll?”

      “That, I can’t tell you,” the Executioner says, turning back to me, the knife glinting in the moonlight. “I think the Dodo information is enough. And now that you’re back to working for me, let me enjoy cutting this slave’s fingers and marking her as mine.”

      “Of course.” The Pillar bites on his cigar. “Go ahead.”

      Stranded, I close my eyes, not knowing if I can take the pain. Time seems to slow down. I can hardly breathe, unable to shake myself loose from the soldiers. Waiting for the pain is even worse than the pain itself.

      But then I hear some kind of swoosh.

      A scream.

      Shotguns.

      The soldiers let go of me.

      When I flip my eyes open, I see the Pillar’s cigar stuffed into the Executioner’s throat.
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      It’s really hard to describe what happens from here on.

      In the dark, everything happens so fast. Blood spatters everywhere, and the only cause of it is the mysterious Carter Pillar.

      First, he stuffed the cigar into the Executioner’s throat, snatched the knife from his hands, and stuck it into his back. Then, using the Executioner as a shield, he turned around and started shooting from a machine gun with one hand.

      I duck under the table then crawl on all fours to the other side. Whatever is going on, all I think of are the kids. I come up from the other side and run toward them.

      With one sneaky look behind me, I see the Pillar is raiding everyone with one machine gun and using the Executioner as a shield. The Pillar shoots like a professional, his face unaffected, cold like stone.

      I gather the kids into the Jeep again and get to the wheel, about to drive away.

      Then I look back. Should I wait for the Pillar, who is taking the Executioner’s men all on his own? Is he going to survive this?

      Don’t do it, Alice! Just drive away.

      For some out-of-this-world reason, I can’t. I turn around and drive through the war.

      “Pillar,” I shout. “I’m coming. Hop in!”

      Annoyed, he turns around and starts shooting at the men shooting at the Jeep now. “Who told you to come back?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I retort. “I should’ve left you here to die.”

      The Pillar jumps in, still holding onto the Executioner. The children scream when they see him in the car. The Pillar pulls him to the far side, away from them.

      “Where to now?” I shout in the rearview mirror.

      “Drive through the mushrooms.” The Pillar pulls out a small device and dials a number. “A chopper is coming for us now.”

      I don’t have the guts to ask about the chopper or what just happened. Anything to save us before the machine gun men catch us.

      In the mirror, I see the Pillar gently pull a kid’s hand and look at the lost fingers. He pats the kid’s hand and nods. The kid nods back.

      I keep holding on to the wheel, chugging through the muddy ground and mushrooms.

      The chopper shows up in the distance. The Executioner’s men are still on our tail.

      “They’ll land right there.” He points. “Slow down a bit until they do.”

      “I can’t slow down with those men tailing us.”

      “Figure it out, Alice,” the Pillar roars.

      “Alice save us!” the kids chirp.

      “Yeah, of course.” The Pillar rolls his eyes. “I kill the bad guys, then it’s ‘Alice save us.’”
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      We send the kids safely into the chopper, and the Pillar insists on bringing the Executioner along.

      Once inside, the chopper takes off, evading the showering bullets from the machine gun men. When I turn to thank the pilot, I am stunned to see it’s the Chauffeur.

      “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “I suppose I am supposed to be!” he snickers. “I jumped with my parachute. The Executioner had to think you burned all bridges behind you so he’d trust you.”

      “So, you did all this for him to trust you?” I turn to the Pillar, who is holding the semi-conscious and badly hurt Executioner. “All those games and tricks? But he could’ve shot me dead on the table.”

      “I mixed his gun with marshmallow bullets,” the Pillar says, his eyes on the Executioner. “Would you like to go back to your people?” he asks him.

      The Executioner, now weakened and helpless, still spits and swears at the Pillar in a foreign language. It throws the kids off. They tuck themselves in the far corner of the chopper.

      “You want me to let you go?” The Pillar hands him a parachute. “Sure. You’re free to go!”

      “Just like that?” I say.

      The Executioner puts the parachute on and jumps out of the chopper.

      “Like what?” the Pillar says, snaking his way through the kids toward the pilot.

      “You let him live?”

      “Not at all.” The Pillar sits next to the pilot. “I let him fly.”

      It takes me a second to get it. A smile forms on my face. “The parachute isn’t working.”

      “That’s an understatement,” the Pillar says. “First, it won’t be working. Then, when he pees himself to death in the air, it will start working.”

      “And?” I am confused.

      “Then, I push this button.” He pulls out a remote control and pushes a button. “It won’t work again.”

      “And now he dies?” I ask. The Executioner is too far down for me to hear if he is screaming or asking for help.

      “Not so soon.” He presses another button. “Now, it works again.”

      “You’re playing games with him?”

      “At this precise moment, he is looking at Mushroomland with all the hope in his heart.”

      “And I suppose you’ll push that button and make the parachute not work again?” I am trying to figure this out.

      “Nah, it’s not me who pushes the button.” He summons one of the kids and tells him, “You want to punish the Executioner for what he did?”

      The kid nods. I am not comfortable with getting the kids into this, but I need to know what the Pillar has in mind.

      “That’s it.” The Pillar grins after the kid pushes the button.

      “Now, the Executioner’s parachute won’t work anymore,” I say.

      But then I hear a loud explosion below.

      “Boom!” The Pillar jokes with the kids, who laugh from their hearts.

      “The Executioner exploded,” I say. “Why all this?”

      “I could have simply killed him, Alice. But I gave him hope three times and then killed him. Oh, if you only knew how that hurts.”

      The kids clap their hands from the back. “Senor Pillardo!”

      “Now it’s him who is cool?” I fold my hands jokingly.

      “When you kill a villain, never make it easy for him. I hate it when they do that in movies. If I could burn the Executioner in an oven, resurrect him, and burn him all over again, I’d do it.” The Pillar pulls out a map and points the pilot where to fly.

      “So we’re going to this Dodo place?” I stick my head between them. “I hope it’s not far.”

      “Not really.” The Pillar adjusts his hat, looking in the mirror. “Peru is just a few miles away.”
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      Possessing an old man’s soul inside a pharmacy, the Cheshire watched the news on the TV behind the counter.

      The pharmacy’s owner had locked his customers in, sheltering them from doomsday outside in the streets of London. The man had a soft spot for old people, so the Cheshire had to possess one, although he hated the slow walk, arching back, and the lost teeth.

      “Some loon, that Lewis Carroll.” The pharmacist pointed at the BBC’s coverage of the Lewis Carroll man attacking another pharmacy, killing everyone violently because they couldn’t provide a cure for his migraine.

      “Is that the man who spread the hookah plague?” An old woman pointed her cane in the Cheshire’s face.

      The Cheshire kept his cool. No need to kill humans here while waiting for his phone to ring. He’d made some calls looking for someone to send after the Pillar and was awaiting a response.

      “He is the devil,” the woman declared. “And he’s come for the end of times.”

      “But he is dressed like a priest,” the pharmacist argued.

      “They always do, those nasty devils.”

      “I think he is Lewis Carroll.” The Cheshire thought the conversation was fun. “The real Lewis Carroll.”

      “Who’s Lewis Carroll?” the pharmacist said.

      “He wrote Alice in Wonderland.” The Cheshire was shocked the man didn’t know.

      “That’s the devil’s book, too!” The old woman’s cane was up to the Cheshire’s nose now.

      His old man's nostrils flared. One of the setbacks of possessing people was that he was sometimes limited to their powers. In this case, he could hardly slap this woman if he wanted to.

      “Alice in Wonderland,” the pharmacist considered. “My kids love that book. I used to love it, too. Never paid attention to the author.”

      “Why would you?” The Cheshire shook his weary shoulders—they ached. “I never knew of any of the names of the scientists who invented the beautiful medicines that cure us.”

      “But how is this Lewis Carroll still alive? And why is he looking for this drug so bad?”

      “Migraines!” The woman pointed at the TV. “I know how it feels.”

      “So he is capable of infecting the world with a plague but can’t find a cure for his own migraine?”

      “The irony of life,” the Cheshire commented. Like Carroll, the Cheshire was capable of being anyone, anytime he wanted, except one person, himself, because he never knew who he really was. “He wants it so bad he is killing people now.”

      In his mind, the Cheshire couldn’t understand any of this. Sure, he knew Lewis Carroll in Wonderland, and he’d heard about the man’s severe headaches, which at some point contributed to his genius, but how did Carroll turn so violent?

      Why did he call himself a Wonderland Monster?

      “Look!” the woman said, pointing at the TV again. “People have started killing each other now. It’s all around the world.”

      The Cheshire looked, and it was true. As much as he loved seeing the awful folks of humanity kill one another, he didn’t like the expanse of this plague. What started as people going mad had escalated to people turning into murderers all around the world.

      Was this the real plague Lewis Carroll was talking about?

      The Cheshire checked his phone again, waiting for that reply. He had to find the two Wonderlanders he was looking for. They were the only Wonderlanders capable of entering Mushroomland, along with the Pillar. The Cheshire needed to send them to help the Pillar find the cure.

      How ironic, the Cheshire thought, all us Wonderland Monsters hating each other, now trying to collaborate against this Lewis Carroll.

      His phone rang. The Cheshire picked up immediately and said, “So, did you find Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum yet?”
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      It’s the early hours of the morning. But instead of landing somewhere in Peru, we’re flying over an endless desert.

      I don’t comment, sharing an anticipated moment with the Pillar and his chauffeur. So are the children in the back. They’re fascinated with the desert, which at first confuses me since there is nothing to see but sand.

      Then I realize that the kids have never been out of Mushroomland. This, to them, is their first vacation abroad.

      And boy, they love it.

      “Where are we really going?” I ask.

      “We’ve arrived,” the Pillar says, his eyes scanning the vast earth below. “We’re looking for our landing spot.”

      “Couldn’t we just land anywhere? Besides, I thought we were going to Peru.”

      “There is a bag with a lot of candy in it, kids.” The Pillar changes the subject. “Open it up.” Oh, he isn’t even talking to me. “And there are drinks, too.”

      I watch the kids happily gorge on the candy, which is shaped like a caterpillar sitting on top of a mushroom.

      I finish my candy. It’s delicious. I have the children with me, and we’re following clues to stop the plague. I think I’m good for now if only someone would tell me why we’re here in the desert, looking for that Dodo location.

      All of a sudden, the dessert turns from plain void into an artistic land full of immense drawings. Large artworks that have been etched into the landscape. How? I have no idea.

      “They’re called geoglyphs,” the Pillar says. “Best viewed from above. Actually, you wouldn’t grasp what the drawing is about if you stand amidst it.”

      My candy drops to the floor. My mouth agape. I am stunned.

      “This desert plateau stretches more than eighty kilometers long. Geologists prefer to call it the Nazca Lines,” the Pillar continues. “Many believe the Nazca Lines were created by the Nazca culture around 500 BC.”

      “It’s that old?” I say while the kids compete for the best view from the top.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” the Pillar says. “Makes you wonder how such an old civilization possessed the craft and knowledge to create something like that.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “That’s the centuries-old multi-million dollar question. Just look at the hummingbirds, spiders, monkeys, fish, sharks, orcas, and lizards meticulously crafted on the bed of the earth. No one has any idea what they mean.”

      “How were they made then?” one of the kids questions.

      “The real answer is ‘We don’t know.’” The Pillar bites on his cigar. I wonder if he’s going to stuff this one in someone else’s throat. “But common assumption is that the shallow lines were made in the ground by removing the reddish pebbles and uncovering the grayish ground beneath.”

      When I look closer, I see hundreds of other shapes, most of animals; birds, fish, llamas, jaguars, monkeys, or human figures. There are also what look like trees and flowers. What strikes me as odd is that most of them look like a geometric design, carefully planned and executed.

      “This is incredible,” I say. “How did the drawings survive all the time?”

      “Again, common knowledge is that it’s due to its isolation and the dry and stable climate. There is hardly any wind in this area of Peru,” the Pillar says.

      “So they have been naturally preserved?”

      The kids ask me what this means. I try to explain while listening to the Pillar continue his education. Then one of the kids asks the Pillar, “Did the Nazca have planes?”

      “Smart kiddo,” the Pillar says. “No, they didn’t—or so we think. And although the lines shouldn’t necessarily be seen from planes—they can be seen from surrounding foothills, too—it still poses the bigger question...”

      I cut in and say, “Why were they created and for whom?
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      “It’s a complicated question with a complicated answer,” the Pillar replies. “In short, we have no idea what the Nazca desert was really meant to be. We just stare at it like primitive monkeys and try to make sense of it. Photographing it, analyzing, and puking theories. Just like Wonderland. It has secrets of its own.”

      “So why are we here, then?”

      “The Executioner told us the meeting took place in the Dodo, right?”

      “Yes?” I grimace. “I don’t see the connection, other than that it’s the same name as the company that manufactured the hookah.”

      “I am beginning to see the whole picture now. But before I tell you about the connection, I need to make sure you know all about the Dodo,” the Pillar says. “Not the one we’re looking for but the one in the Alice in Wonderland book.”

      “What about him? I thought he was a silly lovable character, although I never understood the significance of his appearance.”

      “The Dodo is Lewis Carroll’s alter ego,” the Pillar says. “You remember his real name is Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, right?”

      I nod. Of course I remember.

      “So Lewis used to stutter a lot—I’ll get into why he did later. Usually, when he tried to say his name was Dodgson, he’d stutter and say Do-Do-Dodgson. Get it?”

      “Do-Do,” I repeat the words. “The Dodo. That’s where it came from?”

      “Exactly. Except that this is the kind of stuff historians will tell you,” the Pillar says. “I’m not saying he didn’t pick the name to reflect on his stuttering. But that wasn’t just it.”

      “There is a bigger picture?”

      “There is always a bigger picture if you open your eyes. The dodo is also an extinct bird. And it couldn’t fly. There are only records of it, and some claim they see it every now and then, but without concrete evidence.”

      “Are you saying Lewis was pointing to the bird, too? Why? I don’t see a connection.”

      “Of course you see a connection, an immense one, for that matter.” The Pillar points downward, right underneath the chopper.

      I look, but it takes me a moment to see it.

      Don’t get me wrong. It’s huge. Immense, like he said. But that’s the reason I couldn’t grasp what I was seeing at first.

      But now I do. There is no question about it. One of Nazca Lines is of a Dodo. And I am staring at it right now.
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      The White Queen couldn’t believe her eyes.

      Standing at the basilica’s entrance, the world in front of her had slipped into chaos. It had begun a few hours back after Alice left yesterday. A few tourists began shouting and fighting with one another. But it wasn’t much. The police took care of the matter immediately.

      And then last night the news of the plague had spread everywhere in Italy. Rome, in particular, had spiraled into a mad hole of swearing and kicking, something its people were naturally attracted to.

      Then the madness escalated at the speed of light.

      People everywhere were simply trying to hurt others. You couldn’t really make out what the fighting was about since it was usually caught in its last stages, where fighters uttered no coherent sentences.

      It reminded Fabiola of all the wars in the history of the world. Wars that last as long as thirty years, if not more. At some point in, you’d ask either side what they were fighting for, and you could not get an answer. Because none of them remembered what had started this.

      This was what the Vatican was turning into. The world was turning into.

      Now Fabiola was standing before the basilica, appalled by the fighting taking place in the piazza.

      This was a place where people from all over the world came to share common beliefs. This wasn’t a place to fight one another, let alone kill one another.

      But she had made her decision.

      She was allowing the uninfected people to enter the basilica for shelter—it was easy to pick them out; they simply didn’t want to hurt anyone else.

      Fabiola was about to face a peculiar decision. In a few moments, she was going to close the doors to the basilica and shelter herself with the uninfected. Something she hated to do because she hated to give up on anyone, even the damned – like her.
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      Landing in the middle of the Dodo artwork, I am starting to feel like the Alice in Wonderland in the book all over again.

      I mean, most of my journey is about meeting up with the weirdest of the weird characters like in the book. It’s like my mind is being opened up to so many ideas and worlds it’s driving me crazy. So many times, I find myself an observer, yet I can’t help but want more.

      Curiouser and Curiouser.

      “So let’s get this straight,” I ask the Pillar as we stand alone in the middle of the desert, the chauffeur having taken off again with the kids, “Lewis Carroll knew about this Dodo mark in Peru and decided to mention it in his book?”

      “No, that’s not it.” The Pillar has picked up his cane again, looking around as if searching for an address in this endless maze of desert sands. “The Dodo is Lewis’s alter ego, sort of mocking everyone who mocked his stuttering, but at the same time, Lewis knew something about the Nazca Lines.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Don’t you get it?” The Pillar stares back. “Lewis Carroll knew something of the creation of this world. Like his knowledge of Wonderland, he knew of the past secrets of this real world.”

      “Let’s just hypothetically say that’s true.” I don’t buy any of it. “What does this place have to do with it?”

      “I don’t know what it is exactly. All I know is that the drug industry in the world was created by the likes of the Executioner, who was once a Wonderland Monster—“

      “And I assume you’re one of them.”

      “Yes, Alice. I was a drug lord,” he says as if it’s about the norm. “And when I was in the business, the Dodo was a major meeting place to pick and hand over certain packages and money. Don’t ask me why. What matters is that we’re waiting for the man who met with Lewis Carroll and told him how to cook the plague two years ago.”

      “Okay.” I calm myself, trying to cope with too many puzzles. I remind myself that finding the cure is my priority. “So, this man who met Lewis here is supposed to just arrive?”

      “He usually does when he sees someone waiting here. It’s not like you’d find two people arriving here every day.”

      “I suppose so,” I say. “So who is he, the man we’re waiting for?”

      “He is a nobody.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Like I said. We’re waiting for nobody.” The Pillar points at the vast emptiness.

      “Excellent,” I resist rolling my eyes this time. “I see nobody on the road.”

      The Pillar turns to me with a smirk on his face. “Funny, that’s exactly what Alice said to the King of Hearts in the book, Alice Through the Looking Glass.”
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      Surprisingly, I do remember this part in the book, when Alice tells the King of Hearts, ‘I see nobody on the road.’ It’s in the chapter called The Lion and the Unicorn in Alice Through the Looking Glass.

      In the book, the King of Hearts replies and says, ‘I only wish I had such eyes. To be able to see Nobody! And at a distance too!’

      The whole idea of that part is that Lewis Carroll had listed Nobody as a character at the end of the book. Talk about Carrollian madness.

      “One of the most underestimated characters of Wonderland.” The Pillar points toward a hazy figure arriving on a bicycle on the horizon.

      “That’s Mr. Nobody, I assume,” I say. “The man who we’re supposed to meet.”

      “Here is the catch,” the Pillar explains, flashing a wide fake smile at Mr. Nobody. “Those few men who pass valuable information through the desert are all called Nobodies in the drug industry. Why? Because you’re not supposed to know their names or see them again. Get it?”

      “So you drug people used Lewis Carroll’s book references in your sick business.”

      “On the contrary,” the Pillar says. “Nobody and the Executioner lived in Wonderland once.”

      Before I can comprehend this, Nobody arrives.

      He is a bald man, sweaty, too heavy for the meek bicycle he’s riding. He grips a large handkerchief, the size of a beach towel, and uses it to mop sweat off his forehead.

      Who drives a bicycle in the desert?

      “Nobody looks exhausted,” I comment.

      “That’s a double entendre, dear Alice.” The Pillar amuses himself. “Do you mean Nobody looks exhausted, or nobody looks exhausted?”

      “What’s your business here?” Nobody demands in a suspicious tonality.

      “The Executioner sent us,” the Pillar begins. I assume the word hasn’t spread yet about the Executioner’s death. “We want to ask you about a certain man you met here two years ago. The one who asked you to cook that hookah plague.”

      “Ah.” Nobody grins. “I remember him. I’ve also seen the plague’s effect on the news. So what’s in it for me? Why should I tell you about him?”

      “What do you want?” I say. “Money?”

      “I have enough of that,” Nobody says. “Offer me something I can’t resist, or I will tell you nothing.”

      The Pillar and I exchange brief glances.

      “What can a somebody offer a Nobody?” The Pillar rubs his chin.

      “If I were you, I’d make it fast,” Nobody says. “In case you haven’t heard, the plague has wreaked havoc all over the world. At this moment, people are killing each other in the streets. Whole towns are at war with their neighboring towns.”

      “What?” I haven’t had the chance to check the news since I landed in Mushroomland.

      “The world is ending much sooner than you think.”
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      The Queen of Hearts stared down from her balcony at the hordes of citizens wanting to break into the palace and kill her.

      If it hadn’t been for her guards, she’d have been killed and eaten by those lunatics by now. Those awful human beings. Not only had they humiliated her and every Wonderlander in the Circus, but now they wanted to kill her.

      “Margaret!” the Queen yelled. “You ugly Duchess!”

      “Yes?”

      “What happened with sending someone to find out if the Pillar found a cure?”

      “I contacted the Cheshire, who said he’d send someone after him,” Margaret said. “But I haven’t heard from him since then. Besides, the citizens ransacked many phone towers. It’s hard to connect with anyone now.”

      “So, you failed, as always.” The Queen stepped up that tall chair so she could shout at Margaret in the face. “I should have your head chopped off,” she said. “Who thought Lewis Carroll would just pop up and lash this madness onto us. He’s about to destroy the world before I can have my fun torturing everyone.”

      “I have an idea, My Queen,” Margaret said.

      “What now? All your ideas are as ugly as you.”

      “I saw a video of Lewis Carroll looking for the drug for his migraines, which isn’t sold in this world, as you know.”

      “Of course I know it. We used to call it Lullaby. The one pill exclusively made to handle Carroll’s hallucinations.”

      “He’s been walking around like a madman, killing pharmacists to stop the headaches. Why not fool him into thinking we have it and bring him here?”

      “Here?” The Queen’s eyes widened. “You know how much I’m afraid of him.”

      “He scares us all, but every monster has his weakness. Besides, you can always bring down a man with the power of your endless guards,” Margaret said. “They could torture him until he tells us about the cure. Bear in mind that the migraine is killing him. We could give him something that’ll worsen it. He will then be weak enough to spill the truth.”

      “The truth.” The Queen waved her hands, the chair underneath her rattling a little. “Everyone wants to know the truth these days. Look, this is your last chance to make things right. Find him and bring him to me – on his knees, if you can.”

      “Of course, My Queen. I’d say an hour or two, and you will have him in here.” Margaret said, having no idea how she could catch a monster like the Lewis Carroll man.
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      “How about we make you a somebody.” The Pillar grins back at Nobody.

      “You can’t keep living your life being a nobody.”

      Nobody doesn’t find it funny.

      But seriously, we have nothing to offer this man in this forsaken desert.

      “Then, I’m sorry.” Nobody turns around, about to drive away. “I can’t help you.”

      “Wait,” the Pillar says. “I have something for you.”

      What could the Pillar possibly have?

      And in a most devastating moment, the Pillar pulls out a golden key and shows it to Nobody.

      It’s the key the Hatter took from me.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Nobody stares at it with hungry eyes.

      I stare at the Pillar as well, only I’m both furious and feeling betrayed.

      Did he really fool me last time, playing me all along to get the key?

      “It is,” the Pillar tells Nobody. “One of the Six Impossible Keys.”

      “Thank you.” Nobody snatches the key from the Pillar’s hands while I’m still cemented in place with disappointment. “Now, tell me what you want exactly?”

      “What’s the cure to the plague?” That’s me asking. That’s me talking. It helps me put the Pillar’s betrayal behind my back for now.

      “There is no cure,” Nobody says, tucking the key in his pocket.

      Furiously, I pull him by his sleeves and roar in his face. “I swear if you don’t tell, I will make a somebody out of you, a somebody you will not like at all.”

      “But what I’m saying is true.” He is choking in my hands. I can’t help but notice my violent episodes are increasing. And I’m not sure if I like this side of me. “The man who cooked it said so. A plague that can’t be cured.”

      “Who is the man who cooked it?” I tighten my grip.

      “They call him the Scientist.”

      “No name? Just the Scientist?”

      “Yes, I swear to God.”

      “Where can I find this Scientist?”

      Nobody is reluctant to say for a moment. He glances toward the Pillar, who’s smoking his cigar, fully amused by my anger.

      “Tell me!” I shout at Nobody.

      His face reddens more, bubbling now, staring pleadingly at the Pillar.

      “He’s unable to talk, Alice,” the Pillar remarks. “You think you’re hurting him, but you’re actually killing him.”

      My hands snap away from Nobody. I stare at them as if they aren’t mine. What’s happening to me?

      “The Scientist lives in Brazil,” Nobody says, breathing heavily. “He is attending a festival at the moment.”

      “Having a party while the world is ending,” the Pillar says. “Neat.”

      “I’d go find him now if I was you,” the panting Nobody says.

      “Suddenly caring about the world?” The Pillar raises an eyebrow.

      “You don’t understand,” Nobody says. “It’s not just any festival. It’s the famous Brazilian Hookah festival!”
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      The moment Nobody tells us where to go next, the Pillar’s chopper shows up in the air, ready to pick us up.

      “This is when I usually disappear,” Nobody says and starts to frantically pedal away.

      “You’re going to let him leave with the key?” the Pillar says.

      It’s times like these when I don’t know what to do with him exactly. The kids shouting my name in the air distracts me from staring back at the Pillar. I turn and walk in their direction, smiling like a kid myself.

      Again, it’s funny how little things, like a child’s smile, make all the sense in this world of continuous nonsense. Even the Keys to Wonderland don’t matter much all of a sudden.

      “Hey, Nobody!” the Pillar yells. “You still have my key.”

      “Who’re you talking to?” Nobody twists his head back, mocking the Pillar. “There is nobody on this bicycle.”

      I actually admire this comeback as the chopper lands before me. The spiraling wind feels refreshing all of a sudden.

      “Then, I assume nobody is going to fall off the bicycle now.” I hear the Pillar suck on his cigar behind me, calling out for the man on a bicycle.

      I hear Nobody’s bicycle swerve and fall to the ground.

      “Ouch!” Nobody wails on the desert floor.

      I turn to look.

      “I think I heard nobody say ouch.” The Pillar strolls casually toward Nobody—which is a boggling sentence, in and of itself.

      I suddenly realize the absurdness of a bicycle in the desert. But I am not going to stir my head around that. I’ve seen madder things in my short life.

      The Pillar stands over Nobody and demands the key under the threat of the gun he is pointing at him.

      I sense something bad is going to happen. I turn back to the kids and distract them, so they don’t look.

      When Nobody argues he won’t give it back, the Pillar shoots his leg. This search for the cure is getting bloodier by the minute.

      But it works, and the Pillar gets the key back—my key!

      “Don’t kill me, please,” Nobody begs.

      “Only if you tell me the last missing piece of the puzzle,” the Pillar says. “Now that we know the plague was cooked by this Scientist, it’s time to tell us who ordered it in the first place.”

      “I thought you were sure it was Lewis Carroll,” I interfere from a distance. “Isn’t he the Wonderland Monster who’s behind this?” Of course, I still have my doubts about Lewis being a monster, but I haven’t been sure of anything for a while.

      “Who is it?” The Pillar lowers his gun toward Nobody, neglecting me.

      “Carolus Ludovicus!” Nobody finally speaks.

      This is the moment a whirlwind sweeps through the desert, almost knocking me off the earth.

      When it slows down, I see the Pillar is still pointing his gun. Even from this far, I can see the worried look on his face.

      Carolus Ludovicus?

      The name sounds villainous. Another drug lord from around here? Then what about this Lewis Carroll walking the streets of London?

      “You understand now when I told you the plague is incurable?” Nobody tells the Pillar.

      The Pillar says nothing, turns around, shoots the man dead without looking, and walks toward me.

      The look on his face is tense.

      “You didn’t have to shoot him ,” I say to him as he gets on the chopper. “I know he was a bad man, but I’m fed up with all this killing.”

      “Did I shoot someone?” The Pillar fakes an innocent face. The children laugh.

      “Yes.” I get in. “You shot Nobody.”

      The children laugh again, and now I get the joke.

      “Exactly.” The Pillar signals for his chauffeur to take off. “I shot nobody.”
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      Tom Truckle, protected by the asylum’s guards, welcomed his twin son and daughter and pulled them inside immediately.

      “Issue Plan-X now,” he ordered his guards, hugging his teenagers.

      But Todd and Tania weren’t fond of their father. They never had been. Tom knew they’d only accepted his call to shelter themselves from the apocalypse outside.

      Tom showed them to the underground ward and tucked them safely in the best cell possible.

      “It’s not clean,” Tania protested.

      “Horrible,” Todd followed. “Just like you, Dad.”

      “How about a little patience?” Tom argued. “Once all is set, I’ll get Waltraud or Ogier to clean it for you.”

      “Waltraud?” Tania raised her thick eyebrows.

      “Ogier?” That was Tom.

      Both of them laughed hysterically. Although boy and girl, sometimes when they laughed like this, he couldn’t tell who was who for a moment. All Tom knew was that his kids tended to be a little evil from time to time.

      “Enough with that,” he said. “Look, why don’t you two play with that lovely Flamingo in there?”

      Todd and Tania marched toward it, not lovingly but more like they were disgusted by it.

      “Okay.” Tom pulled them back, realizing he cared for the Flamingo more than anything. “Just wait here. I know who can show you discipline around here. Waltraud!”

      But Waltraud didn’t reply.

      Tom called for her again.

      And again.

      Finally, one of the guards told him Waltraud had left the asylum.

      “Why?” Tom questioned. “She loves it here. She adores the Mush Room.”

      “But she loves the world outside better now,” the guard said. “She took her baseball bat with her and told us she wouldn’t miss all those fights outside.”

      Before Tom could comment, his twins, Todd and Tania, summoned him again, complaining about something else in the cell. No matter how hard he tried to please them, he couldn’t, but he had to go grant them one more wish.

      “Yes, Tweedles,” he said. “I’m coming over.”

      Their mother used to call them Tweedledum and Tweedledee when they were younger.
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      The festival isn’t going to start until the sun goes down. We have no choice but to wait until then, which is a big risk. Our journey has taken about two days, and I remember Carolus saying it would only be three days before the plague took its course to end the world.

      But even so, I spend the time with the kids, showing them around and buying them clothes and candy. The Pillar provides the money for the clothes, but that doesn’t mean I want to talk to him.

      Every time I remind myself that he was the real Mad Hatter, playing me around to get the key, I can’t bring myself to look him in his face. I truly regret going back for him in Columbia. I should have left him to get eaten by the Executioner’s men.

      I am aware I still need him for this mission, so I won’t push it. But after this ends, the Pillar and I will part ways. I don’t care what his story is. It’s a sensitive issue when someone betrays me.

      I will even talk again to Fabiola about the Inklings. We should find a way to pay the Pillar back—although I don’t see how it’s possible. Maybe that’s why he bought it for me; to use it to manipulate me, make me feel in debt, so I would never stand up to him.

      Deep inside, I admit I feel he is a much better man than he seems to be. I mean, he saved me from the Executioner. But every time I tell myself that, he turns the table on me in a blink of an eye.

      My predicament is truly weakening me. I mean, even Lewis Carroll is some kind of a monster now. How am I going to live with that? Am I really supposed to not trust anyone but myself? Are these the rules of the game?

      The kids try their clothes on. They seem to be fond of brightly colored dresses. I don’t blame them. They lived in a dim mushroom world for so long.

      I make sure everyone gets what he wants, not knowing what I am going to do with them. I can’t take them back to the asylum. That would be like transporting them from one hell to another.

      But I’ll figure it out.

      Right now, I have to send them back to the chopper, so the Pillar and I can get ready for the hookah festival that night.
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      Inspector Sherlock Dormouse was about to order a lockdown on the department when the Lewis Carroll man walked in.

      Each and every one of the police officers stopped with their mouths open wide, staring at him. For one, he was scary as hell. And two, it made no sense for a criminal to walk into the department on his own.

      Inspector Dormouse didn’t feel the need to fall asleep now. How could he with that monster walking in his office? He watched the lanky man stroll through, not saying a word. He seemed to be looking for something.

      The man was tense, gripping his head and sweating like he had an intolerable headache. He was sweating and drooling. He was in dire pain.

      But he kept on walking, stopping next to the room where they locked criminals in—well, they hadn’t used it for some time because they never caught anyone.

      The Lewis Carroll man stood in front of the barred cell and turned to face the sweating Inspector.

      “Keys,” he demanded.

      “Keys?” Inspector Dormouse raised his eyebrows.

      “Keys.”

      “Keys?” the rest of the officers replied, eyes wide open with surprise.

      “Keysss,” the monster grunted.

      “Keys! How many times does he have to ask for the keys?” Inspector Dormouse yelled at the officers.

      One of them threw the cell’s keys on the Inspector’s desk. Sherlock Dormouse wished he was asleep now, so he wouldn’t have to hand them himself to the Lewis Carroll maniac.

      Slowly, he reached for them then started tiptoeing his way toward the monster. “There is no need to lock us inside the cell,” the Inspector managed to say, his lips shivering and his belly flipping like jelly. “We can just leave, and you can enjoy the department all alone. Right, officers?”

      All the officers nodded in silence.

      The Lewis Carroll man snatched the keys from the Inspector and opened the cell with it.

      Then he did something unexplainable.

      He entered the cell, locked himself inside, and gave the keys back to the Inspector.
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      It’s hard to fully comprehend what’s going on in the Hookah Festival, not with all this spiraling smoke around us.

      “I love it!” The Pillar raises both arms in the air, welcoming the show.

      “Of course you love it.” I roll my eyes. “All the hookahs you can smoke for a lifetime.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about, Alice. This is where imagination runs wild,” the Pillar says as we snake through the endless crowd. He inhales every flavor we come across as if it’s the battery of his soul. “Look at all this haze.”

      “There is nothing to look at. I can barely see anything.”

      “And that’s the point exactly.”

      “The point is not to see what’s ahead of me?”

      “The point is to see enough to get you going, and then keep the rest of it a mystery.”

      “And why would I want whatever is in front of me to be a mystery?”

      “Oh my, Alice. Can’t you see this festival is a metaphor for life? What good is it if you know what tomorrow holds for you? One hookah puff at a time, young girl.”

      Instead of arguing, or considering his logic, I see him greeting all fellow hookah’s he passes by. At least I can see that far.

      “Banana-flavored hookah!” The Pillar celebrates. “You have to try this one, Alice.”

      “No, thanks. I’ve had my share of dizziness already.” Would I risk experiencing the mushrooms’ effect again?

      “How about Blueberry?” he offices.

      “Aren’t we supposed to find the Scientist?”

      “But of course,” he burps. “Mr. Scientist!” Spiral bubbles form out of his mouth when he speaks. “Not here.”

      I don’t know if it’s funny or horrible when I see him act like a kid. Thank God I told the Columbian kids to wait in the chopper, or this would have turned into a kindergarten.

      “How about this one?” He hands me a hookah that writes random words in the air when you blow out the smoke. How this is possible, I have no idea.

      Who r u? The Pillar writes in the air, just like a 1951 Disney movie.

      I have to admit. I am tempted to try it. But I realize I am just wasting time while I have a lot of questions.

      “Pillar.” I pull him by his sleeve. “I had a vision where I saw Lewis Carroll in the bus accident.”

      This stops him from having fun.

      He faces me with a keen look in his eyes but says nothing.

      “Does that look mean you knew about this?”

      “Not knew, but the assumption had crossed my mind,” the Pillar says. “Bear in mind I have no idea what happened on the bus. I only found you after that, when I got into the asylum.”

      “So why did you assume Lewis Carroll was on the bus?” I say. “My brain is about to explode. It’s all so confusing. Why is Lewis a Wonderland Monster?”

      “Because it’s not exactly Lewis who you saw on the bus. Nor is he the man who plagued the world with his hookahs.”

      “Then who is that man looking so much like Lewis?”

      “Didn’t you hear nobody say his name? Carolus Ludovicus.”

      “I’m not following. Who is Carolus Ludovicus?”

      “The hardest Wonderland Monster to kill,” the Pillar says. “Because he is also Lewis Carroll.”

      Now my head spins even more.
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      We walk among the festive Brazilian crowd as the Pillar tries to explain things to me.

      “You remember when I told you Lewis Carroll’s real name?” he asks me.

      “Of course I do. This is the second time you’ve asked me this. Charles Lutwidge Dodgson.”

      “Charles was looking for a pen name to use for his book, Alice in Wonderland,” the Pillar begins. “Let’s skip why he needed a pen name for the book for now. What matters is that he spent weeks looking for a special name. One of his ideas was to try to translate his real name to Latin. Charles in Latin is Carolus.”

      “I’ve never heard this before.”

      “Because people are usually obsessed with books, not their authors.” The Pillar walks next to me in the haze.

      “And Lutwidge is Ludovicus?”

      “Now you get it,” the Pillar says. Fireworks play all around us. “But then you realize how villainous the name sounds. Interesting but villainous. So he decided to play with it a little. First move was to try Ludovicus Carolus.

      “And then?”

      “With a little wordplay, it became Louis Carol, and finally Lewis Carroll.”

      “I understand. But it doesn’t explain him becoming a Wonderland Monster, or is he?”

      “Let’s put it this way. Lewis took drugs like any other Victorian author in a time when it was a common and legal practice. And like most artists, they’re usually stimulated by pain or euphoric substances. Don’t make me count the endless names in history who’d prove my theory.”

      “I don’t agree with you, but continue anyway.”

      “Lewis’ headaches were the main reason for his addiction. A drug, or rather a cure, called Lullaby, a Wonderlastic invention,” the Pillar says. “The drug helped with his migraines, which he had explained as splitting his head in two. There is a famous scribbled drawing of him with a split brain found in his diaries.”

      “An image he drew himself?”

      “Yes. Lewis used to beat the migraines with art, poetry, and masterpieces until he desperately needed Lullaby.”

      “Which I assume the Executioner and his people provided back in Wonderland.”

      “Exactly, and the tricky part is that Lewis still lived in Oxford at the time. He had found a way to move between the two worlds and get his fix.”

      “Still, this doesn’t explain...”

      “Just bear with me. So the drug worked for a while until the Queen of Hearts found out about Carroll’s need. Since this was at the peak of conflicts in Wonderland, the Queen ruling with an iron fist and Carroll trying to create the Inklings to oppose her, she made sure the drug disappeared from the face of Wonderland.”

      “And then Lewis had continuous headaches without a cure.”

      “The headaches intensified so much he began to draw many of those split images of himself,” the Pillar says. “Sir John Tenniel, Carroll’s painter, and good friend noticed this and warned him of the consequences. But Carroll just loved his art and wouldn’t stop, even with his killer migraines. Tens of times, they found find him lying comatose on the floor in his studio. And when he woke up, he didn’t remember where he was and what he had done.”

      “I don’t like where this is going.”

      “I know. Sadly, it’s the truth. Carroll was turning into Carolus Ludovicus when he passed out.”

      “What? Like a case of Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde? Lewis had some kind of a split personality? This explains why the man in London is the real Lewis Carroll,” I say. “Poor Lewis. He just needs help. Someone to wake him up from this dark alter ego.”

      The Pillar stops to face me. I’ve known him long enough to know this is the moment when he drops a bomb on me.

      “It would have been easier if all that happened to him was discovering he just had a monster inside him,” the Pillar says. “One day, Lewis woke up from his episode and saw someone sitting opposite him at the table.”

      “Someone?”

      “Someone who looked like him.”

      I don’t say anything. I only tilt my head in disbelief.

      “Lewis Carroll was staring at Carolus Ludovicus in the flesh,” the Pillar says as the fireworks light the sky in red above us. “His other and darker self manifested as a separate and real being. A Wonderland Monster.”
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      Inspector Dormouse looked back and forth between his officers and the Lewis Carroll man. “Well, that’s the first time we’ve ever caught a criminal in this department.” He chuckled. “Unless you count last week’s rabbit a criminal, which I didn’t end up catching anyway.”

      The Lewis Carroll man said nothing. It made everyone worry. These kinds of Wonderland Monsters were never really constrained by bars. Something was wrong.

      “My name isn’t Lewis Carroll,” the monster finally spoke, gritting his teeth against the headache. “Carolus Ludovicus.”

      “Okay?” Inspector Mouse said.

      “Those bars mean nothing to me. I can break through anytime I want,” Carolus said. “But, I am giving you the pleasure of catching me, under one condition.”

      “And what could that be?” Inspector Dormouse asked.

      “Tell the Queen of England I want to meet her. I know how to stop the plague. But I’ll only do it if she gives me the cure for my headaches in exchange.”
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      I once heard this song that I liked so much. It’s called: The Show Must Go On by Freddy Mercury.

      The reason why it comes to mind while I snake my way through the endless smoke of the hookah festival is that it seems to describe what I am feeling.

      Think about it. In less than 48 hours, I’ve realized the Pillar betrayed me, I’ve met with one of the lowest scumbags on earth, the Executioner, and I’ve just realized the pain Lewis Carroll went through.

      I mean, who can live with his own split persona manifesting into a real enemy? An enemy who is in many ways you.

      The darker you.

      The you with all those thoughts you could never share with anyone.

      The you with all those ideas you never knew you had buried in a grave in the back of your mind.

      The you... who isn’t really you.

      Making sure I don’t let the Pillar out of sight, my mind is as foggy as the hookah smoke surrounding us. It seems to me, and I’m not the best candidate to say this, that the Cheshire was right. And he always will be. We’re all mad here.

      The one thing I’d add to his famous phrase would be: So there is no need to point fingers. The world is a marshmallow bubble of mess. Enjoy it while you can.

      A few minutes ago, I asked the Pillar if he knows why Carolus was on the bus. The Pillar said he knew nothing of the bus or what happened in it. He also said that whatever I had imagined was likely hallucinations from the mushrooms. I don’t know what to believe.

      “Alice!” The Pillar’s voice pulls me back into the real world. “Have you seen this?” He shows me a hookah with an elephant’s hose. “Nutty-tutty weird, right?”

      I fake a smile. “I’m going to ask you again. How will we get to that Scientist?”

      “Scientisto, if I may correct you,” the Pillar says. “I asked around, and that’s what they call him.”

      “They don’t know his real name?”

      “Nor does he have an address. But they say he looks like the mad uncle from Back to the Future.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “A fun movie from the eighties. You weren’t born yet. Don’t bother.”

      “So, that’s all?”

      “Not exactly,” The Pillar raises his voice against the fireworks and hailing crowd. Some special event is about to take place. “The Scientisto is like a god here. Common belief is that he will send his men to meet with you if he senses you’re special.”

      “And how are we supposed to do that?”

      “I was told the next event is a good opportunity.”

      “This one?” I point at the crowd in the distance. They’re standing next to a tall wall, and it seems the smoke lessens as I walk closer.

      “I believe so.”

      “How can we show him we’re special in that event? What is it called?”

      “How? I have no idea. What is it called? Oh, I know that, and I love it.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “It’s something Lewis would have loved a lot,” the Pillar says, snaking through the crowd. “It’s called Phantasmagoria.”
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      Settling among the others in the Phantasmagoria event, I see a big truck spurting out big chunks of fire in the air. The flames are thick and light up the night, high enough not to hurt anyone. However, the angle makes our shadows visible on the enormous wall we’re looking at.

      I am still not sure what this event or game is.

      “Phantasmagoria is one of Lewis’s craziest poems,” the Pillar says, sounding festive like everyone else. “No one really knows what it means, but it’s also the name of a form of theatre in France in the 18th century, and late in England in the 19th century. A very interesting and well known one actually.”

      “Theatre? The name sounds like something scary.”

      “It is, actually. The Phantasmagoria theatre used a modified magic lantern to project frightening images onto the walls.”

      “Frightening as in...?”

      “Skeletons, ghosts, and so forth. It happens all the time. Haven’t you ever been to the beach and had the campfire reflect your shadow in scary forms?”

      “I haven’t been to the beach,” I say. “But I get the idea.”

      “Some artists used semi-transparent screens, frequently using rear projection later,” the Pillar says. “The projector was mobile, allowing the images on the wall to change size on the screen, which, in our current case, will be the wall in front of us.”

      Glad to know what the wall is for. Also, I know the fire behind us is meant to cast our shadows on the wall now.

      “Of course, there are many variations of the practice,” the Pillar says. “Some were able to cast quick switching images to tell a short story, to show a girl run from a ghost. It was much loved in its time.”

      “And we’re going to play it here now, with the fire reflecting our shadows?”

      “Not just the fire, the hookahs’ smoke too. You can either use the smoke to manipulate the image or to add another layer. Be creative.”

      We start to stand in line next to one another, facing the wall. I’m starting to sweat heavily. The area is getting hotter because of the fire, never mind the Brazilian humidity.

      But I am rather enjoying this. The reflections on the walls are funny. People bend their bodies, stretch their arms, and sometimes use an external element to manipulate the shapes on the wall. There is a man whose reflection is a big duck. Another makes his body look like a boat. It’s brilliant. I think the kids would have enjoyed this.

      The Pillar borrows a few balloons from others and manipulates his image into a caterpillar sitting atop a mushroom. People go crazy when they see that. They love it.

      “Now, that’s something special.” The Pillar winks at me.

      “I wish the caterpillar was real,” a little girl comments. “I love him.”

      “He loves you too, darling.” The Pillar smiles.

      “How do you know?” The girl pouts. “You’re not the caterpillar.”

      I burst out laughing. The Pillar’s cheeks redden.

      We keep on watching others. Three men manipulate the image into three dogs eating peanuts. I tilt my head back to the Pillar for an explanation.

      “They all know the Queen of England eats their precious nuts here,” he says. “None are left for the masses, so they have to make fun of her.”

      “Uh-huh. So I am still lost at that something special idea. I see most people are doing incredible things. What could be more special than that?”

      “I have no idea,” the Pillar says. “We have to think of something that would attract a man who just cooked a plague to kill everyone on the other side of the world.”

      I have no idea what that could be. It occurs to me that I don’t know anything about Scientisto. “I wonder if the Scientist is also a Wonderlander.”

      “A very plausible assumption.” The Pillar looks impressed. “But, I don’t know of a scientist in Wonderland.”

      “Let’s just say he is.” I have a dangerous idea in my mind.

      “Okay. Let’s just say that. So what? Are you going to manipulate your image into writing Wonderland on the wall?”

      “No,” I say. “In fact, I don’t need to manipulate anything.”

      The Pillar stops his moves and stares at me. It’s that look again in his eyes when he admires my actions. “You have my undivided attention and heart-pounding anticipation.”

      I smile and slip my hands into the Pillar’s pocket, pulling out the key.
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      “That’s a very smart idea,” the Pillar says.

      “I know. I don’t need you to tell me that.” I hold up the key and adjust my angle, so it reflects on the wall.

      Of course, it doesn’t reflect immediately. The key is too small, and the fire is a bit far from where I stand. I run through the crowd, the Pillar following me until I find the spot with the fire nearest to the wall.

      Not just that. I spend some considerable time finding the right spot where the key’s reflection is big enough to be noticed. It doesn’t get that big, but it’s enough for the Scientist’s attention—that’s if my assumption is right.

      “Seems like it wasn’t a great idea after all.” The Pillar pouts, looking around for the Scientist’s men.

      But my stubborn genes tell me it should work. Even if the Scientist isn’t a Wonderlander, the key should attract someone’s attention. This isn’t possible.

      “I am afraid to ask, but I need my key back.” The Pillar shrugs.

      “You know it’s not your key,” I say, giving it back to him. “But I don’t want it. At least not now. And for the record, I don’t ever want to talk to you again after we save the world this time.”

      “Are you so sure you’re going to save the world this time?” He tucks the key in his jacket pocket and rubs off some smoke.

      It’s questions like these that make me doubt myself.

      Of course I am not sure I’m going to save the world this time. And it scares me to even think about it.

      I think about those children again. The world can’t end on their first day of freedom. They still have so much to enjoy and learn in life, or has the Executioner already sentenced them to death in his grip?

      I realize I would have preferred to choke him myself instead of listening to the explosion.

      And there is something else I realize now. That Fabiola was right. If you stare into the eyes of darkness, you will always get stained.

      “I’m thinking of pulling off my pants and letting out gas into the smoke, the Scientist will definitely notice me.” The Pillar rubs his chin. “I know it’s lame, but so were many of Carroll’s jokes.”

      Lewis!

      That’s the answer to how to get the Scientist’s attention. The Pillar’s key may be valuable to many Wonderlanders, but definitely not like the one I have in my pocket.

      Sorry, Lewis, I will break our promise. But I have to give it a shot.

      I raise the key in the air and stand in that same spot again. Carroll’s key reflects in a shimmering hue over the wall.

      “You have another key?” The Pillar can’t take his eyes off it. “Who’s the liar now?”

      I dismiss his comments, still staring at the wall.

      Then it happens. Not the way I expected, but close. A loud, deafening horn blares in the festival.
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      “Welcome back, Carolus.” The Queen of Hearts stood in the middle of the rain, two of her guards holding her umbrella for her. “It’s time we solve this matter.”

      “What matter?” Carolus spat rain in her face.

      “Your headaches,” she said. “You know, without me stopping the Executioner from giving Lewis his medication, you would have never been created in the first place.”

      Carolus grunts, trying to step closer, but he was chained in heavy steel and guarded carefully. Finally Margaret did her job right, the Queen thought.

      “I’m like your god, by the way.” The Queen smirked. “I could have given Carroll his medication anytime, and you’d have disappeared. You have any idea how unreal you are? You’re neither Carroll nor Carolus. You’re just a figment of his imagination that manifested somehow.”

      “Don’t provoke me,” Carolus growled and broke free from the chains. The Queen’s guards stepped away immediately.

      “Don’t threaten me!” The short Queen’s head ached, craning it up to him.

      “What are you going to do? Cut my head off?” He laughed, still spitting rain at her.

      “I don’t need to.” She grinned.

      Instantly, Carolus’s migraine returned. He fell to his knees, gripping his skull.

      “See?” the Queen chirped. “My men fooled you into thinking the pills they gave you were Lullaby when they only worsened your headache.”

      “Stop it, please!”

      “You should have asked for your cure back in Columbia instead of cooking up a plague,” she said. “But because you’re just a figment of someone’s imagination, you couldn’t think straight. All you thought of was ending the world for no apparent reason, just because you were in pain.”

      “It’s not just that...”

      “Stop it!” She kicked him in the foot. “Stay on your knees when I am talking to you. And listen to what I have to say.”

      Carolus said nothing. All he could do was grip his head before it exploded.

      “I will have the Executioner supply you with endless amounts of Lullaby.” She pointed her finger at him. “Under one condition.”

      “I’ll do anything,” the vicious monster said pleadingly.

      “If you tell me how to stop the plague.”

      “I can’t,” he stuttered. “The plague is unstoppable. I just told you I knew because I needed my Lullaby pill!”
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      The blaring horn puts the festival to a halt.

      Not only that, but most of the crowd around us scurry away like rats. The Pillar and I are left alone inside a haze of smoke and fire.

      Neither of us say anything for a long time. Anticipation? Fear? I have no idea. But I can hear the footfalls of dozens approaching us from behind the smoke.

      “It occurs to me that we’ve not been told if getting the Scientist’s attention could lead to our deaths,” The Pillars says, trying to see through the fog of hookah smoke.

      It’s hard for me to utter any words now. I realize what might be in danger is not the Pillar or me but Lewis’s key.

      Staring at it, I don’t know where to hide it. Was it stupid of me to use it? Lewis was clear about not losing it. An insane idea hits me. What if I swallow it? I’ve seen them do that in movies.

      But I am not going to swallow it. No way. I tuck it inside my shoe, wishing it to be a good idea.

      The footfalls are nearing now. Everyone else in this festival has disappeared.

      “Anything you want to say before you die?” the Pillar asks me.

      “Not to you,” I counter back. ‘I hate you’ is what my eyes say, even in this haze. Then I realize I’m curious about something. “Maybe it’s you who wants to tell me something before you die. The Executioner. What was going on between you two?”

      Unexpectedly, the Pillar’s face changes. It dims in such an unhealthy way. What happened between you and the Executioner, Professor Pillar?

      His dimming face doesn’t last long, though. His eyes widen as our pursuers show up from behind the haze of smoke.

      I am surprised I recognize them. But I’m not sure how they fit into all of this.

      “If I had a mushroom for every time I run into one of you,” The Pillar pouts, staring at the Reds.

      As usual, they are dressed in their numbered, red cloaks, their faces hidden underneath them.

      “You want to meet up with the Scientist?” one of them says, his voice deep and hollow, as if from another world.

      “Yes.” I stand up straight.

      “You will have to drink this before we bring you to him!”

      The Pillar looks away from the drink. “I’m not drinking that.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Hmm.” He hesitates.

      “It’s the drink he made you drink in the rabbit hole in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation,” one of the Reds explains.

      I sneer at the Pillar. He starts whistling, staring up as if admiring the night stars.

      Then I realize I have to ask something, “And how do you, Red, know about that?”

      “You don’t seem to realize who we are, Alice,” their leader says, his voice implying mockery. “Just drink this, or you will not see the Scientist.”

      I have no choice but to accept. What harm will that do? I am used to seeing things bigger in scale. It’s not that bad, actually.

      But as I bring myself to drink it, the Red’s sentence rings in my head. You don’t seem to realize who we are, Alice.

      Does that mean they’re working for the Pillar? Does that mean I have been fooled again?
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      The drink, unlike last time, puts me to sleep.

      It’s a different kind of sleep because I know I am sleeping. I know I am dreaming. And I don’t like where my dreams have sent me.

      I dream I am back in the Radcliffe Lunatic Asylum. I dream I am back on that couch in that dark psychiatry room.

      I hate this room.

      “So how deep have you gone into the rabbit hole, Alice?” the doctor, hiding behind his smoke and darkness, asks me.

      “I want to wake up!”

      “You’re not dreaming, Alice. This is your reality like I’ve told a thousand times.”

      “No, you’re a figment of my imagination. Some kind of a sick joke.”

      “Alice. Alice. Alice.” The doctor puffs his pipe. “Haven’t we talked about this before? The rabbit hole. Remember when I told you I would let you delve deeper into your madness until you couldn’t take the nonsense anymore? That’s the moment when you’ll realize you’re mad.”

      “I don’t believe you. I’m not mad. I am saving the world.”

      The doctor says nothing, trying to suppress a laugh, I think.

      “Have you ever considered that you’re the mad one?” I say. “Maybe this is your rabbit hole, and you think you’re some psychiatrist in an asylum.”

      “It seems that you haven’t had enough of the rabbit hole yet.” He sighs. “I think we’re done for today.”

      “I think so, too,” I retort. “Because I’d really like to wake up to go complete my mission.”

      “And where is it this time?”

      “Brazil.”

      “And you’re saving the world from what?”

      “A plague.”

      “What kind of plague?”

      This is when I hesitate. I don’t even know what kind of plague this is. All I know is that it has driven people so crazy they’re killing each other all around the world.

      In my moment of embarrassment and silence, I wonder what this plague really does to people. The Executioner said it’s something unimaginable. That’s why it has no cure. But really, what drives people mad enough to start killing each other all around the world?

      “I take it that you don’t know what kind of plague.” There is victory all over the doctor’s voice. “I’ll have the wardens take you back, but I’m afraid you need a higher dose of your medicine this time.”

      “Medicine?” I know in this dream I am always given medicine, but I haven’t paid attention to it.

      “Your medicine, Alice.” He sounds impatient or disappointed. I can’t really tell. “The pill I’ve been giving you for two years now. It’s called Lullaby if you remember.”
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      In spite of all the confusion, the mixed emotions, the drink’s effect is hilarious. I wake up laughing like I haven’t for some time. It’s the kind of laughing that cramps the stomach and makes you wiggle your feet or hands. And the funniest part of it is that I don’t know why.

      Could it be because everything around me looks so big?

      This room I am in is definitely hot and humid, but its doors are the size of a fortress. The windows are, too, and it takes me a while to realize they are, in fact, windows. And this desert of velvet I’m walking on is nothing but the sheets of normal-sized bed.

      I laugh harder when I see the Pillar the same size as me. He looks really annoyed, and it makes me happy.

      “See? This is the same way I felt when you drugged me in the rabbit hole, pretending you were the Mad Hatter,” I say.

      The Pillar is too annoyed to even answer me. He keeps shouting the Scientist’s name.

      “But wait a minute,” I say. “This means the Reds aren’t working for you?”

      “The Reds are hired mercenaries, Alice. I hired them last week like others hire them all the time,” the Pillar says. “They once worked for the Queen of Hearts, and some of them still do, but those don’t call themselves Reds anymore.”

      “Are you saying the Scientist has hired them now?”

      “Looks like it. Where are you, Scientisto!” he shouts.

      “I’m here,” a deafening sound answers. “I had to use the Alice Syndrome on you so as to keep my identity secret.”

      It’s true. All we see is someone huge talking to us. It’s hard to tell who he is. Still, his loud voice, in proportion with his size, is annoying.

      “So let’s cut this short,” the Pillar raises his voice, in case the Scientist can’t hear us clearly. “We know Carolus asked you to cook this plague for him. We need you to cook us the cure.”

      I am curious about how this Alice Syndrome works. This is not exactly like the one I experienced in the rabbit hole. I mean, here we’re really small. And what boggles my mind is that I know that we’re not small. It’s just the effect of the drink.

      It’s tremendously uncomfortable.

      “There is no cure to the plague,” the Scientist says.

      “Come on,” I shout. “What kind of virus has no cure? There must be one.”

      “This plague is like no other. It’s not a virus.”

      “Why does everyone tell us that?” the Pillar says. “You make it sound as if it’s not a chemical plague. Is it some kind of magic?”

      “Worse.”

      “Tell us, Scientisto,” I say. “Please.”

      “I’ll pay double whatever Carolus paid you,” the Pillar offers.

      “All the money in the world can’t cure the truth.”

      “The truth?” the Pillar and I ask in unison.

      “Yes. Carolus wanted a plague that wasn’t just incurable, but also ironic,” the Scientist says. “Like most Wonderlanders who were in the Circus, he wanted to laugh at the world. He wanted to give them a poison of their own.”

      “I’m not quite following.” The Pillar suppresses a thin smile on his lips. Of course, he’s amused about the idea. He just wants the Scientist to spell it out for him.

      “The Hookah of Hearts plague makes people tell the truth.”
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      Margaret watched the Queen of Hearts lay on her stomach on the floor, kicking her hands and feet. The Queen couldn’t stop laughing so hard, Margaret and the guards felt embarrassed for her. They also didn’t quite understand what Carolus said that was so laughable.

      “You infected the world with telling the truth no matter what?” Tears of joy sprang out of her eyes. “Brilliant. Bloody Brilliant!”

      The only one who shared her point of view was Carolus. Tied in a special execution chair, and still aching with migraines, he let out a few chuckles. He looked satisfied someone appreciated the idea, but he certainly didn’t get a kick out of it like the Queen.

      Hiccupping, the Queen walked up, her face red like a pumped tomato. She adjusted her dress, trying to suck the laughs in around her guards. But it was only seconds before she started again.

      “May I ask why this is supposed to be so funny, My Queen?” Margaret asked.

      “Don’t you get it?” the Queen said. “Imagine a father returns home to his wife and children. He shouts, ‘Honey, I’m home,’ And his wife goes like, ‘Why did you come back? I prayed to the Lord that you’d get hit by a train on the way.’ And the husband goes like, ‘Like I haven’t prayed the same thing for you all of those years.’ Then their child walks into the room and says, ‘Papa, you’re fat. And bald. My friends laugh at you. And Mama, your cooking sucks.’ And from then on imagine the trail of honesty escalating until someone physically hurts the other.”

      Margaret didn’t know whether to laugh or not, but she certainly hadn’t grasped the wickedness of the plague at first. Come to think of it, most of us passed the days by lying to each other.

      “Now imagine this happening at work,” the Queen said. “Imagine what kind of atrocities the employees would tell their boss. And so on and so on.”

      Then why haven’t I felt the need to swear at you, obnoxious queen, all day? Margaret fidgeted at the thought.

      “Imagine you had to tell the truth, Margaret, huh? You’d be spitting in my face now and telling how much you despise me.” The Queen stepped forward to face her assistant. “And what would that lead to? I’d order your head chopped off. But then you’d call the Cheshire before you died and order him to assassinate me. And then I’d give Carolus his Lullaby pill and order him to eat the Cheshire for lunch. Do you now grasp the magnitude of the plague?”

      “I guess I do.” Margaret fiddled with the blood-diamond ring on her finger. “Carolus managed to plague the world with the one thing people claim they demand the most. Transparency, honesty, and truth.”

      “The only things they are truly—pun intended—not capable of. It’s brilliant!”
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      It takes me a while to digest the truth about the truth about the truth.

      And as the drink’s effect starts to wear off and I start to return to my normal size again, it’s hard to imagine how Carolus came up with the idea. It’s even hard to imagine what a plague of truth would do to this world.

      In my mind, I try to think of the asylum as my small rat lab for a truth experiment. What would happen if I told Waltraud and Ogier how I felt about them? I’d end up in perpetual shock therapy until I fried like grilled chicken.

      And then what if Waltraud told Dr. Tom Truckle how she thought he was the maddest of all and that he belonged in a cell like every other Mushroomer?

      And what if Tom told himself he was addicted to his pills? He’d probably admit himself to the asylum.

      But what if every Mushroomer in the asylum told the truth? That wouldn’t work, right? Because in truth, every Mushroomer believes he is sane.

      I haven’t been out in the world much, as far as I can remember, at least. So I can’t really judge. But it seems like Carolus’s idea was sinister and effective. Apparently, people aren’t meant to tell the truth to each other.

      My eyes start to see things clearer now, but the Scientist’s image is still blurry. I guess it’ll only be minutes until I see who he is. Am I supposed to think he is someone I know?

      “And the truth shall set you free,” the Pillar muses. “Free enough to kill one another.”

      “Stop looking at the world from that angle,” I tell him.

      “Soon, there’ll be no angle to see the world from, dear Alice.” The Pillar sighs. “So tell me, Mr. Scientist, shouldn’t lying be a cure for the truth?”

      “It should,” the Scientist says. “But even if I knew how to cook that kind of cure, how long would it take to reach everyone? The Hookah of Hearts has been sold for more than a year. I designed it to take effect about a year in. Let’s say, hypothetically, I cook a cure of lying now. How will you give it to the people? How long will it take to work?”

      “So, all this adventure was for nothing?” I tell myself. “At least I saved the kids.”

      “And what world will they live in?” the Pillar muses. “Mr. Scientist, there must be a cure.”

      I know this tone from the Pillar. He is planning on threatening this man once he retrieves his full vision like me.

      And here we go. I can almost see everything in its normal size, including the Scientist.

      But this isn’t quite right, because the Scientist is one of the Reds. I can’t see his face under the cloak he is wearing.

      The Pillar, back to normal too, steps forward to pull the cloak, but is immediately stopped by the many other Reds squeezed into this room.

      “I wouldn’t come near me again if I were you,” the Scientist says from under his cloak. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      My first impression is not to struggle with those Reds. Because let’s think about it. Something here isn’t right.

      “Then I assume you have nothing against us leaving.” The Pillar flips his cane and pretends he’s walking away.

      “Not so fast, Senor Pillardo.”

      The words send a surge of fear through me. Is that the Executioner?
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      “And the beauty of this plague is that it doesn’t affect Wonderlanders,” the Queen continued telling Margaret, “along with most of the South American cities where it was cooked. Fantastic-ballastic!” The Queen hailed.

      “Does that mean that ordinary people can’t handle the truth?” one of the guards asked curiously.

      “Yes. Of course. Those two-faced hypocrite humans.” The Queen grinned, then her face dimmed all of a sudden, sneering at the guard. “Who gave you permission to speak in the first place? Off with his head!”

      Margaret watched the guards take him to execution, not really caring for him. “But truth or no truth, My Queen. We need to find a cure.”

      “No, we don’t. I changed my mind,” the Queen exclaimed. “The Jub Jub with the cure. I have a better idea.”

      “But you said—”

      “Don’t interrupt me, Margaret.” Like a monkey, the Queen jumped on her chair again, pointing a finger straight into Margaret’s eyes. “Forget everything I told you about sending someone after the Pillar.”

      “Forget about the Pillar?” Margaret thought the Queen had lost her mind—not that she possessed a healthy one in the first place.

      “Yes, Margaret. I have a genius plan. One that, if it succeeds, will have me ruling the world.”
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      The horror I see on the Pillar’s face is scaring me.

      And this time, there is no doubt about it. The Executioner is the Pillar’s bogeyman, no matter how he tries to hide it.

      “He doesn’t die,” one of the Reds answers in return. “The Scientist never dies.”

      “The Scientist is the Executioner?” I am thinking out loud.

      The Reds laugh at me, enjoying it a lot. I want to shut them up and tell them they’re nothing more than playing cards.

      “That’s impossible,” the Pillar mumbles.

      “Even if he didn’t die in the explosion, why send us here?” I ask them.

      “And why hide behind the cloak? It’s not like him.” The Pillar desperately wants to step closer but is held back by the Reds.

      “Maybe he’s disfigured from the bomb. Besides, wasn’t he depicted as a card with clubs for a head in Lewis Carroll’s book?” I comment.

      But no one answers me, not even the Pillar. A wicked silence fills the room for a while, and then one of the Reds nudges the Executioner as if to permit him to talk.

      Something isn’t right, but I can’t put my hands on it. I remind myself that we’re wasting time here. We only have twenty-four hours left before the plague reaches irreversible measures like Carolus said on TV.

      “It doesn’t matter how I survived,” the Executioner says from behind the darkness of his cloak. “I ordered the Reds to bring you to me for a reason.”

      “It’s the key, right?” I say. “You want the Wonderland Key. I’ll give it to you if you give me a cure.” I’m lying, of course. I’ll never give him the key, but I have to try my best. I realize it’s funny that I’m lying to get to the truth.

      “I don’t want the key,” the Executioner says. “At least not now.”

      “Then what do you want?” I am surprised the Pillar isn’t talking. He keeps staring at the Executioner, wanting to pull off the hood.

      “I want you to kill Carolus,” the Executioner says.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because I lied to you. The plague is connected to Carolus’s existence. Kill Carolus, and the world is cured.”
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      The Cheshire watched Edith and Lorina Wonder locking themselves with their mother inside the house. The three of them seemed to have been some of the few people who’d never tried the Hookah of Hearts. And only those were uninfected.

      It had taken the Cheshire a long time to reach the Wonders’ house. Not only was it the distance between London and Oxford, but he had to possess an infinite number of souls to get here. The driver, the old woman at the ticket booth, the police officer, and at one point, he’d had to possess a toddler when his mom turned out to be infected while the Cheshire was possessing her.

      “Possessing you is a dirty job, but somebody has to do it,” he’d mumbled when he’d had to enter a rat’s soul at the end of his ride.

      But he stood outside the Wonders’ house in a police officer’s soul, peeking inside to take a better look at Lorina and Edith Wonder.

      The two sisters were definitely on the dark side of evil. But were they who the Cheshire was looking for?

      The problem with finding Tweedledum and Tweedledee was that, like Alice, none of them could remember their faces. Why? He had no idea.

      All he remembered was how scary the twins were. Two lunatics walking through Wonderland. He also knew they were siblings. Brother and sister? Two brothers or two sisters? He couldn’t remember.

      Earlier, he had contacted someone who believed he knew who they were in this world, but that man turned out to be a liar. Now, the Cheshire roamed England, searching for the Tweedles.

      Why the Tweedles?

      Because only they and the Pillar were said to be able to enter Mushroomland and deal with the Executioner.

      The Executioner who had once managed to chop off the Cheshire’s head in Wonderland. If it wasn’t for the Cheshire’s knife right now, he’d be dead and gone.

      He stuck his face to the window to take another look at Lorina and Edith. Could they be Tweedledum and Tweedledee?

      They sure looked like it. But they weren’t twins.

      There was one way to find out. To possess one of them. Because the Cheshire, with all his powers, could never possess a Wonderlander.

      Since neither of the sisters was going to open the door for anyone in this kill-fest outside, he had no choice but to possess another rat to get inside.

      Yikes.
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      “Then why didn’t you say so when we met in Mushroomland?” the Pillar demands, still held back by the Reds.

      “What does it matter?” the Executioner says. “You want to stop the plague. I told you how to stop it.”

      “I’ll call Inspector Dormouse.” I pull out my phone. “I know he couldn’t do it, but I’m sure there are excellent police officers who could if he contacted them.”

      “That won’t work. Not just anyone can kill Carolus.”

      “I didn’t know Carolus could be killed,” the Pillar says. “He is a figment of Carroll’s imagination.”

      “True. And only Lewis can kill him.”

      “So we’re back to square one again,” I say.

      “He wouldn’t have sent for us if that was all of it.” The Pillar points his cane at the Executioner.

      “Smart, Senor Pillardo.” The Executioner laughs.

      “Is he suggesting I go meet Lewis Carroll through the Tom Tower in London and ask him?” I turn to the Pillar. “We know the Tom Tower doesn’t always work.”

      “No, Alice. I don’t think it’s that. He is suggesting that Lewis told you how to kill Carolus.”

      Hearing this, I close my eyes, trying to remember if he ever told me. But I am sure he didn’t. “I hate to disappoint the world.” I open my eyes. “But he didn’t tell me how to kill Carolus.”

      “Of course he did,” the Executioner says. “Carolus assured me Lewis told you how to kill him.”

      “He could have lied to you, just to let you think there was a cure,” the Pillar suggests.

      “I know a scared man when I see one, Senor Pillardo.” The Executioner grunts at the Pillar, implying something about their past, which I suspect I will never know. “And Carolus shivered when I mentioned Alice to him.”

      In spite of the Executioner having denied my existence and trying to kill me in Mushroomland, I try to think of this as a confirmation that I am the Real Alice. Ironic how killing Lewis Carroll’s split personality is the only way to find out now.

      “So.” The Pillar sighs. “I guess that’s it. We know how to stop the plague. Come on, Alice. We have work to do.”

      “Is that it?” I wonder. “Don’t you want to know how the Executioner survived?”

      “Why would I? Clearly the man is invincible.” The Pillar waves his hand. “Let’s go.”

      Reluctantly, I follow his steps to the door, watching the Reds make room for us.

      Then the Pillar pulls out his hookah, whips it at Reds, chokes a few of them, and heads straight toward the Executioner.

      “Time for some None Fu,” I say and begin the show.
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      Carolus banged his head against the wall.

      Part of it was the pain. But another part was his disappointment with the plan. He felt weakened needing to collaborate with the Queen of Hearts to get his medicine to relieve himself of the migraines.

      This wasn’t his plan at all.

      Tomorrow was going to be the third day the plague had taken hold of the world. It was supposed to be the peak moment to execute his real plan. The real reason he had infected the world with his hookahs.

      But now he’d become the Queen’s slave, and she was going to use his weakness in her favor after their secret conversation in her chamber. She had an even more insane plan of her own now.

      Not that he cared for her. All he needed was to play along until she gave him the Lullaby drug, and then, once the headaches were gone, he would proceed with his plan and force the Pillar to show himself.

      For now, he has no choice but to wait, but no longer than tomorrow, or everything he’d planned would be gone with the wind.
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      The Reds aren’t an easy fight, but my None Fu skills have progressed a lot.

      I hit the first two Reds with straight kicks to their faces, which sends them both with their backs against the wall. Then with two simultaneous fists, I punch their hollow faces underneath the cloaks. The first one drops into nothingness, leaving a red cloak lying on the floor behind him. The other, much stronger, strangles me with the fabric of his cloak, almost choking me.

      Turned around now, I see the Pillar mass-finishing a few other Reds. I wish I’d learned to use that hose of his hookah. It’s much more efficient than my yeeha-jumping techniques.

      The Red choking me is too strong. I kick him with my legs and try to free myself from his grip with my hands, but it’s all in vain. My choking noises are getting louder, like scattered vowels of lost words.

      “You’re saying something?” the Pillar says in the middle of his own fight. He strangles an attacking Red and then waves a hand behind his ears, pretending he can’t hear what I’m saying. “Louder, Alice. Can’t hear you.”

      I choke harder, now starting to lose my voice instead of getting louder. To top it off, another Red attacks me from the front. I stretch my legs against his chest to stop him from approaching. Now I’m squeezed between the two.

      “That must be an awkward position you’re in,” the Pillar says, whipping his hose at other Reds. “Is that None Fu, too?”

      My soul burns with revenge. I’m provoked like I have never been before. If I manage to kill the two Reds, it’ll be mainly to prove to the Pillar I don’t need him.

      A crazy idea presents itself. I pick up Lewis’s key and stretch my hand back into the Red’s face, attacking him with the small golden weapon.

      Surprisingly, it works.

      Well, kind of, as he sneezes red bubbles all over my hair and face. At least my neck is free now.

      Freed from his grip, I land on the floor and pull the Red’s cloak and bind it with the other Red’s cloak in a heavy knot. The two mercenaries struggle to free themselves. No one must have done this to them before.

      “Now that’s None Fu,” I tell the Pillar, kicking another Red in the face.

      “See? I knew you could handle yourself. That’s why I didn’t help.” He is about to pull off the Scientist’s cloak when three of them strangle him from behind, pulling his hookah away.

      “Need some help now?” I kick the Scientist in the back then hit his head, knocking him unconscious.

      “Not in a million years,” he says but struggles to free himself.

      I use the Scientist’s hand like a baseball bat and hit the first Red with it, then slap the other with the other hand. It’s not much of a fight but enough distraction for the Pillar to handle the rest.

      Then I plunge through the door, still pulling the Scientist’s heavy body along.

      Outside, it’s pitch black. I don’t have the slightest idea where we are. All I see is a silver Jeep parked at the curb. I keep pulling the Scientist, the Pillar still fighting inside.

      The Scientist is a bit heavy, so it takes some time to sit him in the backseat. I kill a couple of Reds and then jump into the Jeep and ignite the engine.

      I have no intention of waiting for the Pillar. Besides, I see a few attacking Reds in the distance. I push the pedal into the darkness, leaving the Pillar behind.
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      With the fog lights on, I chug my way into some sort of jungle, with no idea where I’m heading.

      The car bumps every other second. I squint, leaning forward, my chest on the wheel. For a moment, I wonder how I’m such a good driver. If so, why did I crash the school bus in the past?

      It’s only a few minutes before an army of Jeeps pops up behind me. Their lights are much stronger than mine. I feel like a thief exposed by the watchtower’s light while trying to escape a prison.

      The worst part is that I don’t know where I am going. How can I contact the Pillar’s chauffeur to pick me up?

      “Hey, Scientist!” I shout at the back of my Jeep. “Wake up!”

      I hear no reply from the comatose body in the back.

      Instead, I hear the Reds in the Jeeps behind me. They’re telling me to stop and give the Scientist back, or they’ll let their animals loose after me.

      Animals?

      “Scientist! Wake up. How am I supposed to kill Carolus?”

      This time, I get back a sort of response — a snore.

      Then I hear the animals let loose behind me. They don’t sound like dogs. I hear them treading the earth so loud my Jeep shakes. What kind of dogs are those?

      Adjusting the rearview mirror while hitting another bump in the road, I see silhouettes of oversized animals, eager to eat a piece of me. They’re panting, not like a dog, but...wait...they’re not panting.

      They’re roaring.

      Am I being chased by lions?

      “You still have a chance to stop!” one of the Reds says.

      “And you have a chance to back off before I kill your precious Scientisto!” I roar back, mostly shaking when I see they’re really lions in the rearview mirrors.

      Not the usual lions you see at the zoo. These are a bit heavier. Fatter. Rounder. Dotted with black spots, and they have sharp, irregular teeth.

      I let out the loudest shriek, my eyes bulging out, hardly gripping the wheel. I grip the wheel harder when I’m about to lose control of it.

      It’s the teeth that have me panicked.

      I know those teeth. I’ve seen them before. They look like the Bandersnatch teeth in my bullets.
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      The lions are so close they bump their heads against the back of my Jeep.

      I wonder why this Scientist hasn’t woken up yet. I didn’t hit him that hard, did I?

      Clutching the pedal to its max, a light suddenly appears in the sky.

      Finally, the Pillar’s chopper.

      I hear the kids rooting for me up there. “Alice save us!”

      “Alice needs someone to save her,” I mumble, trying not to think about the lion running parallel to my Jeep now.

      “I’m throwing you a rope to pick you up!” the chauffeur says, as a rope dangles before my eyes.

      “I need two. I have to bring the Scientist along. He must know more than what he has told us.”

      “I only have one rope. Attach him to it, and I will send it down to you again!”

      “How am I supposed to attach him to the rope while driving?” I scream.

      I pull my umbrella and squeeze it between the chair and the clutch, so the Jeep keeps speeding, then grip the rope and jump in the back. There is a metal belt that I bind to the Scientist’s body, and then I tell the chauffeur to pull it up.

      Another lion slashes his paws at me in an acrobatic move, and I fall back to the driver’s seat.

      “I’m sending it back!” the chauffeur shouts.

      That’s the same instant when the car starts slowing down.

      “No!”

      One look at the dashboard, and I realize I’m out of fuel.

      In a flash, I grip the rope and begin to tighten the belt around my waist. For some reason, it’s not working. It won’t click closed.

      “It’s not working!”

      “That’s not good.”

      “No shit. I know it’s not good.”

      “No, Alice, you don’t understand,” the kids shout. “There is a cliff ahead of you.”

      “This is some Hollywood movie I’m in,” I mumble again. “Lions, Reds, and a cliff. All I need is an earthquake.”

      The Jeep keeps slowing down, and one of the lions manages to jump inside.

      I can’t even scream now. I don’t remember Alice in Wonderland dying in Wonderland.

      The belt finally clicks, and I tell them to pull me up.

      The lions snatches my shoe away then pulls on the tip of my jeans. He could easily have my feet for an appetizer now, but I guess he’s into the whole meal.

      Embarrassed, I have no choice but to pull off my jeans, but not before I pull out the key and tuck it between my teeth.

      I stare at the roaring lions and the maddening Reds below me and let out a sigh.

      But it’s not long before the Reds start laughing hysterically at me. The kids too.

      Damn my pink underwear, shining bright in the dark of the Brazilian jungle.
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      Up in the plane, the children welcome me and give me a blanket to cover my legs until further notice.

      “Thank you,” I tell the chauffeur.

      “You’re welcome,” a voice answers.

      Then the Pillar appears out of the cockpit. He smiles and high fives a few kids.

      “How did you get here?” I say.

      “I stepped through the door,” he winks. “Never had a thing for entering a plane through a window.”

      “Pillar!”

      “Ah, you mean, how did I fight hordes of Reds on my own without even staining my suit with their blood?” He rubs a feather off his sleeve. “I’ve always had a thing for staying clean and tidy, right children?”

      “Pillar clean!” They raise their hands.

      “Besides,” the Pillar continues, “if I hadn’t survived, you wouldn’t have been saved from the Reds.” He leans back into his favorite couch and presses a button. A screen of the beach rolls down behind him, and sounds of chirping birds fill the plane.

      One of the kids strolls over, wearing an ice cream man outfit. “Ice Cream. Banana flavor. Mango flavor. Even strawberry. One penny each.”

      The Pillar leans forward and tips the boy, rewarding himself with an ice cream cone. “Ice cream, kids?” he turns to the others.

      “Yeah!”

      It’s a shame I’m drooling over the ice cream in this humid oven of a chopper.

      “Ice cream, Alice?” He smiles.

      I sneer at him.

      “And, please, no need to thank me for saving your pink butt.”

      The children can’t stop laughing, their noses stained with some red strawberry flavor.

      “I had to leave you behind.” I stick out my neck. “The same way you betrayed me in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation.”

      “You left me?” The Pillar pouts like a bratty child. “I’m shocked. I thought you had to save the Scientist and didn’t have the chance to think about me.”

      “Stop playing with my head. You know I left you on purpose.”

      “But you’re glad that I’m alive, right?” he says. “Come on, aren’t you children glad I’m alive?”

      The children gather around him, some of them kissing him. I wonder why they like him so much. It’s as if they’re sharing a special connection I can’t put my hands on. The same way I sensed he and the Executioner kept a secret.

      “Are you glad I’m alive, my chauffeur?” He cranes his neck at the cockpit.

      “Of course, Professor. I need someone to tell me how to drive this plane properly.”

      We hit another air bump.

      “Watch out for those clouds you keep bumping into.” The Pillar raises his ice cream cone.

      “It’s not a cloud, Professor,” I hear the chauffeur snicker from inside the cockpit. “It’s a big mushroom in the sky.”

      The kids laugh at this, too. Suddenly I’m the most boring person on set. But I don’t care. It’s time for the next step in stopping the plague.

      “I think we better know who the Scientist really is.” I point at the comatose body on the plane’s floor.
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      “First, I need to know where I’m going,” the chauffeur interrupts.

      “London, of course,” the Pillar says. “Alice needs to find Carolus and kill him.”

      “Oki doki!”

      “I’m still not sure how I’m the one who’s supposed to kill him ,” I say.

      “I’m not sure either. But I believe the Scientist. He didn’t tell us this last precious detail until we pushed him hard.”

      “Yes, but how? I mean, just shoot him?”

      “I doubt the likes of Carolus will die that easily. If only Alice can kill Lewis Carroll’s split persona, then there has to be a certain method to do it. Didn’t Lewis ever tell you how when you met him?”

      “Not that I remember.”

      “I guess he only wanted to give you the key.” The Pillar eyes it in my hand. I grip it harder. “Don’t worry. I won’t take it from you. We need the Six Keys all together anyway. I have one. You have one. That’s about fair.”

      “Lewis told me not to show it to you in particular, in case you want to know.”

      “I don’t.” He dismisses me. “But, I do want to know how you can kill Carolus before tomorrow night, or the world will be toast.”

      “And how am I supposed to find that out?”

      “Well, let’s start with the Scientist, the Executioner, or whoever he is.” The Pillar walks toward the body, about to pull the hood back. “I’m sure he hasn’t told us everything. Nice pants, by the way.”

      I sneer at him. “Aren’t all Reds just hollow underneath the cloak?”

      “He isn’t a Red, that’s for sure.” He grips the hood.

      “How do you know?”

      “Didn’t you see how the Reds nudged him to make him talk or stop talking?” the Pillar says. “My assumption is the Scientist was their prisoner. They just wanted us to think otherwise for some reason.”

      “So pull it off, then.”

      “Are you ready, children?” He acts like a magician again.

      Along with the children, I nod eagerly.

      Then he pulls the hood back.

      It’s not the Executioner, and I am not surprised. I had a feeling the Reds were lying to scare us.

      But I never guessed it would be the March Hare.
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        QUEEN’S GARDEN, BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      The Queen wouldn’t tell Margaret her new plan, and she enjoyed how it drove the Duchess crazy.

      “Tell me, Margaret. Aren’t the world’s presidents having a meeting in the United Nations Office at Geneva?”

      “Yes, tomorrow afternoon. Why?”

      “I want to attend it.”

      “But you declined the invitation earlier.”

      “That was when I was concerned with stopping Carolus from ending the world.”

      “What’s changed? His plague is still going to end the world. We haven’t found a cure.”

      “You won’t understand, Margaret. You know why? Because you’re ugly.”

      “It’s dumb people who usually don’t understand.” Margaret folded her arms.

      The Queen knew how much Margaret hated her but couldn’t oppose her, not before they found the keys. She enjoyed such suppression a lot, even better than painting white roses red.

      “Well, then we’re about to change that,” the Queen said. “Once this plague is over, teachers should tell students that it’s ugly people who don’t understand, and that dumb people only look horrible. Now back to what I was saying.”

      “All ears, My Queen.”

      “Get me on a plane to Geneva to meet up with the presidents of the world tomorrow. Remind me, what was the meeting about?”

      “The plague, of course.” Margaret sighed. “The world’s only concern at the moment. They’re looking for a solution.”

      “Of course, I knew that, Margaret. Did you think I was dumb—I mean ugly like you?” The Queen grinned.

      “And what about Carolus, if I may ask?”

      “He’s coming with me.” The Queen prided herself. “Those presidents of the world have no idea what I have prepared for them. It’s so amazing I feel taller already!”
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        THE PILLAR’S CHOPPER

      

      

      

      “Professor Jittery?” I cup my hands over my mouth.

      The March Hare snaps out of his sleep, stretching his arms out like a blind man. “Where am I?”

      “Relax.” The Pillar knocks his butt with his cane. “You’re on my plane.”

      I sneer at the Pillar and take the March Hare in my arms to calm him down. I have no idea how he is the Scientist, but I still feel for him since we met in the Hole. One look at him, and you realize he is nothing but a child in an old man’s body.

      “Oh, I remember now,” he rubs his head. “You hit me on the head, Alice.”

      “I had to, so I could bring you here with me. You have no idea what kind of adventure we had while you were unconscious. I still can’t believe you’re the Scientist. Why would you do such a horrible thing like cooking this plague?”

      “Because he wants to go back to Wonderland.” The Pillar stands over us, about to pull the March’s long hair and smash him into the wall, I think.

      “Is that true?” I pat the March Hare, who’s still shivering in my hands.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Explain it to me, please ,” I say.

      “As if we have all the time in the world.” The Pillar looks at his pocket watch.

      “Two years ago, Carolus visited me in the Hole,” the March begins. “I had no idea how he got in, let alone how he escaped Wonderland. I even thought he was Lewis in the beginning.”

      I turn to look at the Pillar.

      “It happened a lot in Wonderland. People mistook Carolus for being Carroll,” he says. “We didn’t even know about Carroll’s split persona for some time.”

      “Okay. Tell me more, Jittery.”

      “Carolus promised me he’d get me out of the Hole in exchange for cooking the plague, which he knew about from meeting Nobody in Peru,” the March says. “I said no.”

      “I know you’re a scientist, among other things,” I say. “But why would Carolus think you could cook this unusual plague?”

      “Because of a plant I accidentally came across in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation.”

      “A plant that makes one tell the truth?” I ask.

      “In the strangest ways,” the March says. “I think it’s not from this world, but from Wonderland. It must have crossed over somehow when one of those portals opened.”

      “Cut the chit-chat, and get to the meat of the matter,” the Pillar says.

      “I refused Carolus’s offer, although he was too tense that day, suffering from his migraines as usual. He offered to bring me back to Wonderland, but I still refused because I knew he was lying to me.”

      “How can you be sure?” I say.

      “Think about it. Lewis Carroll was never trapped in Wonderland, and neither was his split persona. Lewis was the one who locked most of the monsters in,” the March says. “Lastly, Carolus made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      “What was it?”

      Just as the March is about to tell me, we hear the sound of another engine in the air.

      “Who’s following us?” the Pillar asks his chauffeur.

      “The Reds!”

      And they are starting to shoot at us, midair.
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      “What was the offer you couldn’t refuse?” The Pillar aggressively pulls the March by his ears.

      “He offered to help me get rid of the one thing that made the Reds follow us up here in the air.” the March cries.

      “You mean some kind of a detector?” the Pillar says.

      “No.” The March’s eyes dart upwards. “The light bulb in my head. The one Black Chess installed to know what I’m thinking about.”

      The Pillar sighs, his neck stretching as he stares up at the ceiling. His stare is so intense that I feel the need to protect the March. The sound of showering bullets outside makes things worse.

      “Guess what, kiddo,” the Pillar tells the March. “If Black Chess had access to that light bulb in your head, they’d have known how to stop the plague, because they have no use for a disease that will end the world for good like that.”

      The March’s ears tense in the Pillar’s hands, and at the same time, I hug the kids, worried they’ll get hit with the bullets. “Have you ever had a light bulb in your head?” the March grunts back.

      The Pillar says nothing.

      “Then you have no idea what you’re talking about.” The March pulls away from the Pillar’s grip, not like a strong man would do, but like an angry child. “What you’re not paying attention to is what is really going on, Pillar!”

      The March spits all over the Pillar’s face.

      “Tell us, March.” I squeeze the Pillar’s hand. “Tell us the whole story. Why did you pretend you’re with the Reds? I noticed they nudged you to tell us the things you told us in that room in Brazil.”

      “I’d better help my chauffeur with firing at the Reds.” The Pillar disappears into the cockpit, although I know he can hear us from there.

      “After I cooked him his plague, Carolus betrayed me,” the March says. “That was two years ago. I didn’t see the point in telling you when you visited me, because the plague wasn’t known to the public then.”

      “I understand.”

      “Three days ago, he kidnapped me from the Hole and hired the Reds to imprison me in Brazil.”

      “So the Pillar was right. Everything you told us down there was influenced by the Reds.”

      “They drugged me with a different plant that forced me to say whatever they told me to say, and they were secretly threatening me with a knife, but none of you noticed.”

      “And the Executioner part?”

      “That was the Pillar’s suggestion because he always feared the Executioner, so we went with the flow, letting you believe whatever you wanted to believe.”

      “What was the point of all of this?”

      “I don’t know,” the March says. “I don’t think even the Reds know. But it was all Carolus’s plan.”

      “Which means he knew we’d end up in Brazil. How about the part about only me being capable of killing him? I’m not sure that’s even true.” I face the March Hare again. “Or?”

      “Actually, that’s the one thing that is true,” the March explains. “If you remember, I only told you this part later in the conversation when the effect of their drug was wearing off. It still hasn’t completely.”

      “And that’s all you remember?”

      “For now. I’m sure I’ll remember more when it wears off completely,” the March says. “But the part of killing him, I heard it when one of the Reds was talking to him on the phone yesterday.”

      “But you didn’t hear how I can kill him?”

      “Sorry, no. They didn’t discuss it.”

      “Let’s say this is true. How is killing Carolus going to stop the plague?”

      “There is only one explanation,” the March says. “That I cooked it that way.”

      “Is that possible?”

      “It is, but I can’t remember if I did. Why would I cook a plague that can only be stopped when Carolus dies?”
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      “Look.” The Pillar returns, rubbing off powder from his suit. “This whole story doesn’t make sense. I know this kiddo isn’t lying.” He points at the March Hare. “Because I know he’s one of the Inklings. But whatever Carolus staged for us, there is something that doesn’t make sense.”

      “And?” I say.

      “Your only hope is that you get back to London and kill Carolus.”

      “Even if I do, I don’t know how.”

      “I’m sure you do, Alice.”

      “I don’t. Stop counting on me that much. There are things that I don’t know.”

      “You know more than you think.” The Pillar steps up. “Like the key Carroll gave you and you didn’t tell me about. Try to remember. He must have given you a clue how to kill his split persona.”

      “He didn’t even mention it.”

      “Well, then let’s have a tea party here on the plane with this loon and his light bulb and watch the world end from above.” The Pillar steps away and starts rummaging through some stuff. “I hope we have enough fuel to last after the end of the world.”

      “All right,” I snap. “I will try my best to kill Carolus.”

      “Good girl.” He pulls out two machine guns.

      “But first, I need to send the kids to Fabiola to take care of.”

      The Pillar stops, stares back at the kids, that serene smile flashing again. I think those kids are the only ones he smiles at that way. I wish I could know more about his connection to them. “Of course,” he says. “Although the Vatican is already a mess. I’m hoping Fabiola can accommodate you safely in her church.”

      “So to the Vatican first?” asks the chauffeur.

      I nod at him.

      “Oh, God. I miss Fabiola so much.” The March Hare claps his hands.

      The Pillar looks back into his guns and straps on a backpack.

      “And where are you going?” I grimace.

      “Get closer to the Reds’ plane and open the back of the plane,” the Pillar shouts at the chauffeur. He stares at me with admiration as the back door slides open. “It was nice meeting you, Alice.”

      The air swirls like angry ghosts into the plane, as the Pillar puts on his goggles.

      “I have a war of my own,” he says, turns around, and jumps midair onto the Reds’ plane, which is a little lower than ours.

      The door slides back to a close. All of us are totally astonished.

      “Where is he going?” I ask the chauffeur.

      “To hell, my dear Alice.” The chauffeur nods. “To hell and back.”
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        THE REDS’ PLANE

      

      

      

      “Is that the Pillar who just jumped on our plane?” Ace, the leader of the Reds, asks.

      “It’s him, Ace.” said number Three.

      “So, he’s about to do it?”

      “It looks like it,” said number Three. “It was inevitable if you ask me.”

      “Bring my parachute,” Ace ordered. “I’d get your parachute too, if I were you.”

      “So, we’re abandoning the mission?”

      “We’ve done all Carolus asked of us,” Ace said. “He wanted us to bring him Alice, and I believe she is on her way to London now. Our job is done.”

      “And the Pillar?”

      “We should be all gone when he enters the plane,” Ace said. “His war isn’t with us.”

      “I heard he’s unstoppable when he’s angry.” Number Three said, strapping up. “You said his war isn’t with us, Sir. May I ask who the Pillar’s real enemy is in his war?”

      “His past, number three,” Ace said, and jumped out, leaving the rain of bullets attacking the plane behind.

      The Pillar had arrived.
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        RADCLIFFE ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      A rat, with a cell phone between its teeth, scurried its way through the sewers into the asylum.

      “That’s the worst thing that has happened to me, possessing a rat’s body twice in one day,” the Cheshire thought.

      First, he had possessed Edith’s body in the Wonders’ house to make sure she and her sister weren’t the Tweedles, but then they proved to be ordinary useless humans like others.

      Now, he was getting curiouser and curiouser.

      He scurried farther among the Mushroomers who’d spotted him and tried to slap him dead with their shoes.

      Some rats die in the worst ways, he thought again. Had any of those ugly humans ever thought how it’d feel being killed under a giant shoe? And what happened when the first hit didn’t kill the rat? Were they going to finish their kill with another hit?

      Not that the Cheshire liked rats. As a cat, he sometimes ate them, although he thought they tasted awful. What did you expect from something that lived in sewers?

      But he’d stand up for a rat against any human on any given day.

      Still scurrying away, his phone rang in his teeth. He shuddered to the vibration and decided enough was enough.

      He possessed a Mushroomer and stooped over to pick up the phone from the rat he’d once possessed.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s Margaret.”

      “I’m still looking for Tweedledee and Tweedledum,” he said, seeing that none of the other Mushroomers paid attention to him. Now that was the beauty of living among insane folks. They wouldn’t give attention to such a sentence like the one he’d just uttered.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary now. Plans have changed.”

      “I’ve almost lost one of my nine lives in my quest, and you tell me plans have changed?”

      “The Queen is about to make things worse with one of her stupid plans again.”

      “What? She decided to cut off the headless horseman’s head?”

      “Worse. We’re on our way to the UN headquarters in Geneva. We’re meeting with the presidents of the world.”

      “Got an appetite for some sightseeing while the world is going down?”

      “The presidents of the world are supposedly discussing how to deal with the plague.”

      “I bet that’s a camouflage for something else.”

      “They’re actually planning how to get the elite people of the world to escape if the world really ends tomorrow,” Margaret said. “They will even have part of the fake conference broadcasted on TV, but that’s not the issue.”

      “I think I know what the issue is. The Queen is about to turn this conference upside down somehow.”

      “Yes. She wouldn’t tell me how, but what worries me is that she and Carolus became friends all of a sudden.”

      “That’s wonderfully weird in a very sinister way.”

      “I think he told her a secret about the plague that we don’t know of, and they made a deal of some kind. I don’t know what it is.”

      “Frankly, I don’t care. I’d be happy to see everyone in the world die, and I have nine lives. I wouldn’t mind living in this world, although it means I’d end up possessing rats and cockroaches.”

      “I think you better come to Geneva, Cheshire. I have to go now.”

      The Cheshire hung up, not really caring about what the Queen had in mind. He’d come here to find the Tweedles, which he thought was a fun pursuit. If it wasn’t Edith and Lorina, then he suspected it’d be Dr. Tom Truckles children. The Twins. Todd and Tania.

      And he was about to find out. Only one thing stopped him now. He realized that as a Mushroomer, he was locked behind bars now. How he wished he hadn’t let that rat go.
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        ST PETER’S, THE VATICAN

      

      

      

      “Get in, children,” Fabiola urges them.

      I make sure the March Hare and chauffeur get in safe as well. The world outside in the piazza has gone bonkers. The basilica is the last resort for the uninfected at the moment. The early morning twilight slants through its dome, reminding me I have less than twenty-four hours to kill Carolus.

      “Where is the Pillar?” Fabiola asks.

      “He jumped out of the plane,” I say. “I have no idea why.”

      “Good.” She took the March Hare in her arms. “Missed you, buddy. Really missed you.”

      “I love you, White Queen. It’s been so long. I want to go back to Wonderland.”

      “Someday, March. Someday.”

      Watching the old March playing child and mother with Fabiola is a bit strange. I like the March. I can feel the purity of his heart when I talk to him, but how is he supposed to be an asset to the Inklings?

      The children gather around Fabiola, as well.

      Fabiola is like a universal language. Every color, ethnicity, and gender throw themselves in her arms. She is like a light at the end of a dark tunnel. It’s either the fear of the dark or the freedom of light in her arms.

      I sit next to a few uninfected in the church, watching Fabiola organize everything. She makes sure all entrances are perfectly locked, that there is food for everyone and that no one has gotten infected somehow while inside.

      “You did a great job, Alice,” she tells me. “I’m repeatedly impressed by your insistence to make the world better.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “It was a bit of a darker ride in Columbia, however.”

      “I know.” She holds my hands. “The Executioner?”

      “How come there are such bad people in the world?”

      “I don’t specialize in analyzing bad people. I prefer to look for the good in people and help them bring it out. It’s a better way to look at the world.”

      “Not with the Pillar, I guess.”

      She almost lowers her gaze. “The Pillar is a man who often has the chance to be good yet prefers to walk the other side.” Her voice is a bit shattered. “I feel no salvation for him.”

      Well, putting it that way makes sense. I have to admit I am confused about him, but she just described my problem with him exactly. Every time I fall for his charm or sarcastic look at the world, he throttles me back with a bad move.

      “He fooled me into showing him where I had hidden one of the keys last week,” I say.

      “I heard he posed as the Mad Hatter,” she says.

      I lower my head. Heroes shouldn’t be fooled that easily.

      “It’s all right, but you should know he was going to give it to the Queen of Hearts.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I have my sources. He made a deal with her and Black Chess.”

      “So, he’s working with them now?”

      “I don’t think so. All I know is he promised the Queen to get her the key in exchange for something. And like I told you before: the Pillar is not on anyone’s side but his own.”

      “Are you telling me he shouldn’t be part of the Inklings at all costs?”

      “I’m telling you that you should search the Inklings tile by tile when this is over to make sure he didn’t buy it for a reason of his own,” Fabiola says. “The least I can imagine is that he’d like to know what you’re planning.”

      “You really need to tell me more about him sometime, Fabiola.”

      “When the right time comes. So I take it that you didn’t get the key back yet. It’s important that you do.”

      “Not yet. I saw him with it and was planning to get it back when we returned, but then he jumped out of the plane in Brazil.”

      “Brazil?” Fabiola tilts her head and looks back at the kids. “Did you get those kids from Brazil?”

      “No, Columbia. They were slaves for the Executioner.”

      “Oh, my God, how didn’t I see it?” Fabiola runs back to the kids and kneels down to check their hands. Once she sees they’re missing two fingers, she hugs them tighter, tears forming in her eyes.

      “Is there something I should know about those kids?” I stand helpless, a bit too irritated with so many truths being kept from me.

      “No.” She wipes off her tears. “You did good, Alice.” She pulls me closer with one arm and hugs me as well. “Damn you, Pillar, for opening up those old wounds.”

      “I’m sorry, Fabiola, but I think I deserve to know what’s going on.”

      “You want to know what’s going on?” she sobs between the kids’ shoulders. “I know now why the Pillar pretended he was the Hatter and stole the keys from you last week.”
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        MUSHROOMLAND, COLUMBIA

      

      

      

      The Executioner’s men had no warning.

      Still mourning the death of their leader, they were about to have a meeting to elect a new one. Millions of dollars, drug money, was about to come in this week, and someone had to lead the way. And since they had lost too many children to this Alice girl, they had to plan to kidnap and enslave more children soon. Poor children, orphans, were their best candidates.

      But none of this went as planned.

      Why?

      Because of the man in the blue suit with white stripes and golden buttons. The man in the hat with a little bit of bad skin as if it was about to peel off. The man with the hookah who always wore white gloves.

      At first, he looked like a silly magician out of a Hollywood movie or something, getting out that plane with two machine guns in his hands and strings of bullets on his back.

      Although they had seen him earlier, quirky and full of life, he had turned into a man with no expression on his face. A dull look, heartless and uncaring.

      The Pillar shot left and right. Up and ahead. No mercy. No second thought. Not wincing for a moment. Not retreating.

      Blood spattered all around and on his suit. He didn’t care.

      On his face. He didn’t notice it.

      He loaded his guns again and walked like Clint Eastwood shooting left and right.

      None of them had a chance to match his skill.

      Those who were new in the business wondered who this man was. How he had acquired such skills, and how in the name of mushrooms and grins, he dared infiltrate Mushroomland.

      But those who’d been here for a long time knew him well. Those were the ones who began running first, although he chased them one by one and finished them.

      Those were the ones who knew his name — Senor Pillardo, who had once been one of them.

      Everyone had feared Senor Pillardo, but why he was shooting at them now remained a mystery to all.

      One of the last survivors, lying panting on the grass, saw the Pillar standing among the piles of dead drug traffickers. He watched him retreat back to his plane, about to take off.

      Suddenly the dying man knew him. “You’re…” he stuttered. “It can’t be!” he watched the Pillar taking off, and knew that the man in the blue suit wasn’t finished yet.
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        ST PETER’S, THE VATICAN

      

      

      

      Fabiola doesn’t tell me why the Pillar took the key. She doesn’t tell me what’s so special about those children. And it drives me crazy.

      I can’t force her to tell me. The White Queen has this kind of aura that makes you trust her, no matter what. If she decided not to tell me, she must have a good reason for it.

      I watch Fabiola spend most of her time taking special care of the Columbian children – I realize not all of them are Columbian, but from all over the world -- while the March Hare tries to remember more about the plague.

      “What boggles my mind is how I could cook such a plague.” He trotted across the church, left and right.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “I mean, no matter what Carolus promised me, or forced me to do, I could never have designed something that could hurt anyone in the world. It’s just not me.”

      I believe him.

      “You think he drugged me, so I had no control of myself?”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my shoulders. “Maybe you’re like him and have a split persona.”

      “That would be horrible.” He brushes his long beard. “I don’t think I’m horrible. Do you think I’m horrible?”

      “Calm down.”

      “I think I have to.” His eyes shot up again. “I think my light bulb flickered.”

      I don’t know what to say.

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t think much or someone will see my thoughts. Fabiola, do you think I can hide in your confession booth?”

      “If it’ll make you feel better.” She approached me. “So, still no idea how you will kill Carolus?”

      “I went through all my meetings with Lewis, and I still have no idea.” I look at my watch. “Shouldn’t you know something?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I don’t mean to interfere, but you looked like you were intimate in the vision I had about the Six Inklings.”

      Fabiola looks like she’s suppressing a smile. “Well, he always talked about your umbrella. He liked that gadget, the same way he liked the Vorpal sword he gave me.”

      “I remember that.” I chuckle. “I’d love to see you chop off bad guys’ heads with it again.”

      “Don’t count on it. I’ve devoted my life to peace. That was the Pillar’s effect that day. He makes people dip into their dark sides. He’s good at it.”

      “So, what about the umbrella?”

      “Maybe it’s the Bandersnatch teeth bullets or the way it glowed when you shot the Cheshire with it in the cat throwing festival.”

      “You think so?”

      “It’s our last chance.”

      “All right.” I sigh. “I’ll have the chauffeur fly me to London.”

      “Wait!” The chauffeur strolls over and shows us video footage from his phone.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Senor Pillardo—I mean the Pillar.”
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      A man in a blue suit seems to have succeeded in doing what no government has ever been able to accomplish.

      The unnamed hero, flying an uncharted plane, raided all of the Columbian drug locations in as little as one hour. Reports are still unclear how he did this, but some locals say they saw him kill each and every member of the drug cartels owned by the infamous criminal called the Executioner. Locals reported seeing this man on his own with two machine guns, on foot, shooting them left and right.

      Then, a few minutes later, he bombed Mushroomland, where the most expensive drugs were grown.

      “This man come. Shoot all bad men. No mercy. One time,” one of the locals says. “He shoot. They die. Simple. He Jesus Christ machine gun.”

      Another older Columbian woman says, “I see movie Men in Black. Good guys. Shoot aliens. This man better. He is man in blue. Shoot. Kill. No reply.”

      “I have to admit I have never seen such a daring human being, reported an Englishman living in Columbia. I mean, he was Rambo on mushrooms. Terminator on crack. He shot them with uncanny accuracy, said nothing, got back on his plane, burned everyone else.”

      The same instant the world is trying to survive the most lethal plague in history, a single man ends the reign of the drug cartels. Maybe he is part superman, wearing blue. Maybe he is heaven-sent to save us. In any case, maybe there is still hope in this world.
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      All of us watch the news in awe.

      The children clap their hands, most enthusiastic about it, although I am against them watching it. It is Fabiola who insists they do. I can’t understand what the deal is with the children yet.

      “Why did he go back to do this?” I ask Fabiola.

      “You never know what’s on the Pillar’s mind.” She looks away. She is lying. She knows why. I’m starting to lose my patience.

      “In spite of all his bad doings, he rid the world of those bad people.”

      “Did he?” She looks back. “Or did he just promote more violence in the world?”

      I am confused. She has a point, but the Pillar may also have a point.

      “Do you know of a reason why he would go back to do this while we’re in the middle of stopping Carolus?” I ask her.

      “I have no idea, Alice. You said it yourself. He went back when you needed him. Trust me. He just wants to evoke chaos. And even if he doesn’t, you’ll figure out he has an agenda of his own. I hope he returns and gives you back his key.”

      “You’re right,” I say, trying to keep my focus on what matters. “I suppose I will let the chauffeur fly back to London.”

      “We’ll have to delay that a bit,” the chauffeur says. “The chopper needs some maintenance. But not for long. Don’t worry.”

      “Besides, you won’t find Carolus in London,” Fabiola says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My sources have told me the Queen of Hearts captured him and is taking him with her to the UN’s meeting in Geneva.”

      “Geneva? The Queen and Carolus? Something isn’t right here.”

      “I know. That’s why you have to kill him sooner. Who knows what the Queen has planned for us all.”
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      Since the Cheshire couldn’t find another rat to possess, he resorted to a fly in the end.

      Now, this was risky business.

      For one, he had to leave his phone behind for good now. Second, he was prone to getting killed at any moment. Humans loved to kill flies.

      To tell the truth, it was tempting, like killing ants. Just a calculated slap and the fly was history.

      But soon, he found himself another host — one of the asylum’s wardens.

      The Cheshire strolled through the ward like had before when he possessed Ogier’s body and scared this Alice girl a few weeks ago. Oh, boy, was that fun. That look on her face would have made one hell of a selfie.

      But enough with that poor girl thinking she was the Real Alice. It was Tom’s kids he was looking for.

      He gestured at a few other wardens on his way. Everyone seems concerned with something called Plan-X. This loon Dr. Truckle thought he’d survive the apocalypse in this asylum.

      But frankly, what did the Cheshire care? All these humans, dumb as a bum.

      And here he was, staring at Tom’s children, Todd and Tania, with that famous Cheshire grin on his lips.

      The two obnoxious kids stared back. There weren’t scared of him. Not at all. They grinned back.

      Although he’d heard the news about the Pillar and Alice leaving Columbia, and the Queen’s disinterest in sending someone after the Pillar, the Cheshire felt excited, staring at Todd and Tania.

      I bet I found you after all Tweedledee and Tweedledum. This will be fun.
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      The March Hare, still hiding in the confession booth, watched the few uninfected people sitting outside. They were waiting for Fabiola’s return. She had taken Alice and the children and went to check on that plane they were talking about with that mousy man who called himself the chauffeur.

      During their wait, a priest entered the room.

      The March could only see him from behind. He was watching him stand behind the podium, about to talk to the people, who were dead silent. The March wondered if it was out of respect or fear of the man at the podium.

      One thing was definitely odd about this priest. He smoked a cigar.

      “Hallelujah!” the man said. “All you lazy, obnoxious sin washers.”

      The March’s eyes widened. The uninfected people stiffened in their places.

      “Seriously,” said the priest. “Is this all you can do when the shit hits the wall?”

      The March was confused. Was that Carolus in the priest’s outfit?

      “All you whining, crying, wailing wusses of the world.” The priest raised both arms. “Going to church, your arches bent over, your heads lowered, and your whole existence just a mess.”

      The uninfected looked extremely offended.

      “Is that all you can do? No wonder each villain in this world is treading on your sorry existence, making money out of you, poisoning your food, and just toying with you left and right.”

      The March thought this couldn’t be Carolus now. This man was shorter, and he thought he recognized the voice.

      “Forgive me, father, for I have sinned,” the priest mocked them, dangling out his tongue. “Sinned? Really? You? Have you ever really been introduced to sin? What did you do? Lie to your spouse? Seen a crime and not told anybody about it? Were late for work? Tell me. What was your worst sin ever?”

      The March recognized the voice now.

      “Have you ever killed someone with your bare hands and hated it?” The priest walked sideways. The March saw he was all soaked in blood, still smoking his cigar. “Have you ever stared evil in the face and grinned at it? Have you ever met a villain? A real one who kills for grins and giggles? Have you ever been kidnapped as a child and sent to work for drug lords on the other side of the world? Have you ever met the darker side of yourself like Lewis Carroll did? Have you ever had to deal with it over and over again, and swear you’d never pass it on to the world, but write the all-time best children’s book instead?”

      The uninfected looked rather embarrassed that March could see.

      “If I were you, I would feel ashamed for the rest of your life,” The priest looked around. “If I were you, I wouldn’t hide in here and cry and pray for someone to save my sorry butt because I think I’m a good person. If I were you, I’d turn and face the villain.”

      The March’s ears stood erect, seeing how some of them had been influenced by the priest’s talk, about to push the church’s gates open and deal with the plague.

      “Go out now! Stare darkness in the face and kick its ass!”

      Just before they did, the March Hare saw Fabiola enter the church, yelling at the priest. “How dare you come in here with that blood on your hands and talk to them like that?” she roared like he’d never seen her for a long time. “Get out of here, Pillar!”
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      When I get back to the basilica, I see Fabiola scream at the Pillar.

      I don’t actually hear most of what she says. I am looking at the Pillar. He takes off the fake priest’s outfit, showing the blood-stained blue suit underneath. His face is slashed with bruises and cuts, and he needs medical attention.

      More than anything, he looks like someone who needs a hug to me. You can’t kill so many people and feel okay, not even if you are the Pillar.

      “I want you gone.” I hear Fabiola now. “I don’t want to see you ever again.”

      “Why would you say something like that to me?” He sounds sincere.

      “You’re a terrible man.” The veins on her neck stick out. “A terrible, terrible man. Get out.”

      “I just killed everyone who worked for the Executioner, Fabiola. Does that not count as an act of righteousness to you?”

      “You don’t want justice, Pillar. All you want is blood.”

      “How can you have justice without blood?”

      Wow. The conversation is taking a heavy turn.

      “Ask the kids,” he approached them. “Are you happy the Executioner and his friends are all dead now?”

      The kids hurray.

      “Stay away from them.” Fabiola stands in the way. “They don’t need a role model like you in their lives.”

      “Yeah, I understand.” The Pillar wipes blood off his lips. “I’m the bad guy, after all.”

      “Don’t try to have anyone sympathize with you,” Fabiola says. “You fooled Alice and took the key from her. You made a deal with the Queen of Hearts.”

      “I did.”

      “Why?” I cut in. “Why give the key back to her?”

      “First of all, I have the key with me. I haven’t given it to her yet.”

      “So why were you going to give it to her after you played me?”

      “I said I made a deal. I didn’t say I was going to keep my end of it.”
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      “I don’t understand,” I say.

      “The Queen asked to meet me a few days earlier, asking me if I’d join Black Chess,” the Pillar says. “I said no, but then she offered to tell me the whereabouts of the Executioner, which she knew was very important to me. I’ve been looking for the Executioner for so long—don’t ask me why.”

      “See?” Fabiola says. “He only stands on his side.”

      “Wait, Fabiola, please.” I sense I’m about to hear something else that I don’t like. “Does this mean we weren’t in Columbia to find the cure?”

      The Pillar hesitates. “No. I brought you along so you could help the children out. Sooner or later, I was going to kill the Executioner and his men.”

      “But you didn’t kill him before he told us about the Dodo location,” I argue.

      “That’s because I needed to find the whereabouts of the March Hare, save him and then get you with him and the children on the plane and go finish my work. I knew he was behind this from the beginning.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “The March Hare extracted all kinds of drugs and cures from plants in Wonderland. It was him who extracted the Lullaby, which helped Lewis Carroll with his migraines. No one but him could have cooked it.”

      “Frankly, I don’t know what to say to you,” I say. “I mean, you do all the worst things in the world. You lie, cheat, manipulate, but then somewhere between the lines, you have a good cause. I am so confused.”

      “Don’t be,” Fabiola says. “Whatever cause he had, he risked the end of the world by taking you along. What if something had happened to you while you were there?”

      It’s a plausible thought, but it depends on whether ridding the world of the Executioner was as important as saving lives.

      “So, do you have any idea how I can kill Carolus?” I ask the Pillar, hoping he’ll tell the truth this time.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “I think your best bet is that the March remembers all the details of what happened with Carolus. I believe the solution lies in the Hare’s ears – it’d be a shame having them stick out all the time for nothing.”

      “We’ll take it from here,” Fabiola says. “Now get out of here, Pillar.”

      The Pillar nods. He looks defeated in a way. Like I noticed before, he can hardly stand up to Fabiola. We all watch him walk out the door, wondering if we’ll ever see him again—or if we ever want to see him again.

      “And please stay away from Alice.” Fabiola stabs the words in his back. I know if there’s one thing he likes the most, it’s to be near me. “Once the Inklings are set to go, we won’t need you.”

      The Pillar slowly turns back. “Why do you hate me so much, White Queen?” he says. “I lost this for you.” He waves his right hand in the air and points at something.

      I blink, trying to interpret what he means. Lost what for her, Pillar? What in the church was he pointing at? Was he pointing at God? Has he lost his faith to her? It doesn’t make sense.

      Fabiola stiffens. The Pillar’s words cut through her somehow. She fights the tears and stands straight, saying nothing.

      “Get out, Pillar.” She kills him now—and me. “Go pay the Queen of Hearts with the key in exchange for your revenge. Go spill blood and spread mayhem wherever you want, but not near us.”

      The Pillar turns around and walks out. As he does, he stops near one of the uninfected and scares her. “Boo!”
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      The Cheshire, in Todd’s body now, grinned at his sister.

      “You look awkward,” she retorted. “Go find Dad and make fun of him.”

      “So you’re not Tweedledee?” the Cheshire said.

      “What? You’ve read those Alice in Wonderland books now? Aren’t you too old for that?”

      “No one’s too old for those books, don’t you think?” the Cheshire said. “So you’re not Tweedledum, either?”

      “I’m not,” she says. “What’s wrong with you today?”

      “I guess it’s the Alice in Wonderland books.” The Cheshire cocked his head.

      “You know what happened to me the first time my teacher read the book to us in class when I was younger?”

      “No. What happened?”

      “She kept reading it to the class, so fascinated by it,” she said. “And I was like eleven or so. I couldn’t fathom the books. My mind was reeling, truly.”

      “And then what happened?”

      “I raised my hand after she finished and said, ‘Teacher, is this Lewis Carroll mad, or is he mad?’”

      The Cheshire laughed aloud.

      “My teacher was mad at me when I said that and spent the rest of the day explaining how this book was the pinnacle of literature and that the author was never mad and never took any drugs.”

      “And we all know what that means, of course.”

      “That he was mad and took drugs.” She snickered.

      “You know what’s madder? That we love this book so much.”

      “I guess we’re mad too,” Tania said.

      “We’re all mad here.” The Cheshire grinned.

      “Oh, my God, Todd,” Tania said. “Do that again.”

      “What? We’re all mad here?”

      “That’s bombastically amazing. You look just like the Cheshire.”

      “Oh, come on. Who could match the Cheshire’s creepy grin in that Disney movie?”

      “No, seriously. Yours is even better,” Tania said. “Please do it again.”

      “You know what I can do better? I can make my head disappear, too.”

      “Haha. Don’t get carried away.”

      The Cheshire grinned. “Wanna see? Look.”

      But of course, his head didn’t disappear because sometimes he was still bound by the body of the one he possessed. It seemed that not only was Todd not one of the Tweedles, but he also wasn’t a good sport. His head wouldn’t budge.

      “You made me laugh, anyway,” Tania said. “You should do that grin a lot. I think girls will like it. Girls like all kinds of weirds things, trust me.”

      “Are you having fun, children?” Dr. Truckle entered the cell.

      “Lotsa fun and grins.” The Cheshire put his hands around his father’s arm in hopes of possessing the man’s body to find his way out of the asylum.

      To his surprise, he couldn’t get into Tom’s body.

      The Cheshire, still trapped inside the teenager, stared suspiciously at Dr. Tom Truckle. To his knowledge, it was only Wonderlanders he could not possess. Who are you, Dr. Truckle?
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      “I think you were a bit harsh on the Pillar ,” I tell Fabiola.

      She dismisses my comment and checks on the March Hare in the confession booth. “Did you remember anything of importance yet?”

      “Nothing, White Queen,” he replied. “But I feel the drug wearing off. I should remember all that happened soon enough.”

      “Then you have no choice but to go to Geneva,” Fabiola tells me. “Take your umbrella. I have a feeling it’s the way to kill Carolus.”

      “It makes sense. If Lewis gave it to me, then maybe it’s the weapon to kill his darker half with.” I stare at the laughable umbrella that has saved my life repeatedly.

      Fabiola’s phone rings. “Go check if the plane is ready. I need to answer this.”

      I don’t go out but call the chauffeur who’s outside somewhere. He landed the chopper on top of a locked building so that he wouldn’t bump into citizens looking for a fight.

      “All set,” the chauffeur says. “Come over. We’ll be in Geneva soon enough.”

      I hang up and tell the White Queen, but she shocks me with the latest news.

      “I know what the Queen is up to.”

      “I’m so curious about your sources inside the Queen’s castle,” I say. “What is it?”

      “You know the Geneva meeting will have the world’s most prestigious presidents, right?”

      “Sure.”

      “It will have the president of the United States meet the Queen of England. The Israeli presidents meet the most prestigious Arab president. The Russian president will meet the Ukrainian president and so forth, to name a few.”

      “Those presidents’ nations are in continuous conflict with each other,” Fabiola says. “Usually, in every world meeting of this kind, they settle for courtesy and etiquette, choose not to clash against one another or say what’s really on their minds.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Most of the world’s leaders hate each other, Alice. Their countries hate the others’ countries too.” Fabiola holds me by the arms. “Everyone in the world knows that. But we always find a way to make peace in the world. You know how?”

      “I get it now,” I say. “By not telling the truth.”

      “That’s why the Queen took Carolus with her. He has some of the plague’s scent left. She is going to pour it into their tea at the meeting. And you know what will happen then?”

      “Every president will tell the truth,” I say absently.

      “The bad truth none of us can handle.”

      “And then the world will be in continuous wars, nations against nations. It’s what the Queen loves most.”

      “How is this different from a plague?”

      “Alice. What happened to you?” Fabiola says. “In a plague, everyone dies. Poor, rich, powerful, weak, buyer, seller. In a war, a lot of people get rich. You sell weapons, give the illusion of safety to those you protect. It’s a different ball game.”

      I am not quite sure I really understand the difference, but I know the Queen needs to be stopped first, even before killing Carolus. Maybe the two things have to be done at once.

      “This is a bit too much for me.” I shrug.

      “I know,” Fabiola says. “That’s why I’m coming with you to Geneva.”
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      The Cheshire, disguised in another cellmate, sat next to Tom Truckle in the plane going to Geneva.

      He’d persuaded him he knew how to get in, and that Tom needed to be there since the world’s presidents would discuss the consequences of the plague, something Tom was interested in.

      The Cheshire had to do it because, as much as he was looking for the Tweedles, he was incredibly curious about Dr. Truckle’s identity.

      “Are you sure we can get in?” Tom asked, looking at the world below.

      “I’m sure. I’ve always had my secret ways to get into the Queen’s meetings.”

      “Well, I sure hope so. I’ve always suspected that the world’s elite people had planned a way out of the apocalypse, like a ship in the sea, or even escaping to the moon. I read about it.”

      “Of course. I’m as curious as you are. Let’s hope we expose their plans.”

      “But you never told me why you admitted yourself to the asylum, Jack.” Dr. Truckle said. “I always thought you weren’t mad.”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “I think you’re in love with that bonkers girl, Alice.” He elbowed him. “What’s with that girl? Why is everyone so interested in her?”

      “She is special.” The Cheshire grinned. Possessing Jack’s body didn’t fall under the rule that he couldn’t enter a Wonderlander’s body. Because let’s face it. Jack wasn’t a Wonderlander anymore. He was dead. A figment of his own imagination.

      Which rather irritated the Cheshire. How could he possess a nobody’s body? It was mindboggling, even for a cat.
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      Margaret watched the Queen rub her hands with enthusiasm.

      Soon the presidents would all enter the main hall and have their conference. The first part was planned to be aired for the public—well, the few channels that hadn’t been brought down by the angry public yet. The second part was going to be a closed meeting where they’d arrange the escape of the richest people in case the plague had no cure.

      The Queen made sure there wasn’t going to be a second part of the meeting.

      She’d injected the tea with the truth serum already, and even called it the Tea to Truth. “Oh, the Mad Hatter would’ve loved this if he were here. The real Mad Hatter, I mean.”

      “I still don’t understand trying to make the world’s most powerful presidents clash against each other when the world is going to end anyway,” Margaret had to say.

      “I know what I am doing. Didn’t I say don’t question me? Besides, villains always do it in James Bond movies.” She stood on a high chair, checking out her beauty in a mirror. “Do you think I look good for the end of the world?”

      “If you’re planning to take a photo with you to the afterlife,” Margaret mumbled.

      “I heard you,” the Queen said. “Don’t you think I’m not planning to conquer the afterlife after I conquer the world, ugly Duchess.”

      Margaret shrugged, having no idea what to do. She had already been angry enough, hearing what the Pillar did to her investments in Columbia, but this wasn’t the right time to teach this hookah man a lesson. She needed to deal with this crazy Queen first. What did she know that Margaret didn’t?

      It must have all happened in her conversation with Carolus. If the Queen’s guards would only let her meet with this man.

      “I’m ready,” the Queen chirped. “Now, did you call Fabiola?”

      “Yes. She didn’t recognize my voice. I told her I was a rebelling guard from Buckingham Palace who wished the Queen’s reign would end,” Margaret said. “I told her that you are taking Carolus to Geneva and that she and Alice have to come and save the world by killing Carolus.”

      “Fantastic. I bet she took the bait.”

      “Like a starving fish,” Margaret said. “She is coming here in a while.”

      “Great. That’s the deal between me and Carolus. He gave me what was left of the plague so I could put in the tea in exchange for handing him this Alice girl.”

      “I thought he wanted the Lullaby pill.”

      “He needed the pill when he had migraines. I gave him one to ease his pain, but his real plan was to lure Alice. He first asked me for the Pillar, because he knew that the easiest way to find Alice was through the Pillar, but I told him I have faster and easier ways to get her.”

      “So, this whole plague was to help him find Alice?”

      “Some loon, right?” The Queen grinned. “He said he wasn’t sure who the Real Alice was. That the only way he’d find her is to threaten the world’s safety.”

      “I’m not following, My Queen.”

      “Think about it. The Real Alice will always stand up to save the world like we were told in that prophecy. Apparently, Carolus believes in it.”

      “Strange way to find the Real Alice, but he has a point. Still, why does he want to meet her so bad?”

      “Maybe he wants to kill her, but don’t ask me why. All that matters is that I get the world’s presidents into a war. And it’s always good to get rid of any girl named Alice, in case she is the real one.” She rolled her eyes.

      Margaret watched the Queen enter the meeting hall. She thought it was a good idea she’d also told Fabiola the Queen’s plan. Now maybe this annoying Alice would find a heroic way to stop the Queen from her executing her plan, and then she would die in Carolus’s hands.

      Now that’s what they called two birds with one stone.
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      Fabiola changes into modern clothes inside the plane.

      She comes to show her formal, businesswoman dress. And she looks rather shy or confused.

      “You look good,” I say. And she does. I don’t think she realizes she has an athletic feminine-looking body. Or maybe it’s me who just doesn’t know who she was before she became a nun.

      “I haven’t changed my nun’s dress in years.” She’s almost blushing. “It’s a bit uncomfortable for me.”

      “You’re always beautiful, White Queen,” the March says, although he should be trying to remember the exact incident with Carolus.

      “You are,” I say.

      “I don’t want to look beautiful,” she says. “I want to look convincing enough that we can get through the UN’s building gates.”

      “Don’t worry,” the chauffeur says. “I’ve taken care of that. The Pillar sent me fake invitations for the three of you.”

      This doesn’t warm Fabiola toward him, though.

      “I think, as much of a mystery as he is, he still tries to help,” I say.

      “You don’t know him, Alice,” she says. “He shouldn’t have killed more people. You think he solved the world’s drug problem? Tomorrow, another Executioner will be born.”

      “I understand.”

      “This is exactly what I was talking about when I told about you staring darkness in the eyes, and not getting stained with it.”

      “I think I get it. I felt so much hate and anger in Columbia, I was about to go on a rampage, too.”

      “The Pillar never got it. That’s why he isn’t a good man. He wants to fight fire with fire, not admitting that he likes it.”

      “I have to say he does like it.” I stretch my arms. “But forget about him. You know what I like about this moment?”

      “What?”

      “The three of us are on a mission together. Three more and the Inklings will be complete.”

      “I’m an Inklings’ member?” The March giggles. “So frabjous.”

      “You know what would be frabjous?” I tell him. “If you remembered any useful details about the plague. Maybe there is a cure, after all.”

      “I’m trying my best.” His ears dangle a bit. “Believe me, I do. I’ve even looked through all my pockets for a clue, but...”

      Suddenly his ears stand erect again. His eyes bulge out like usual.

      “What is it?” Fabiola says.

      “I found something in my jacket’s pocket. It’s a hidden pocket I totally forgot about.”

      “And what did you find in there?” I ask.

      The March says nothing. He elevates his hands, showing four thin tubes, like the ones you use in a chemistry lab.

      “What are those?” I inquire.

      “I still need to remember that, but...” His eyes dart between me and Fabiola. “I think this could be the cure.”
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      “Where is Alice?” Carolus’ face twitched.

      “Calm down,” the Queen told him, not facing him but the presidents of the world from behind the curtain overlooking the huge meeting room. “She is on her way. Besides, didn’t I give you a Lullaby pill?”

      “It was just one pill. Not enough.”

      “Well, then save your anger for Alice when she arrives. I have no idea why everyone is so interested in this girl.”

      “Because she is the Real Alice.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Who else would walk around trying to save the world?” Carolus said. “It must be her.”

      “That’s the Pillar’s doing. He wants something from her, probably the whereabouts of the keys. That’s all. She isn’t Alice.”

      “She must be.” Carolus’ head ached. His jaw looked tense.

      “I think you should wait in the other room for her to arrive,” the Queen said. “You can’t show up at the meeting anyway. Everyone knows you’re the madman with the hookahs.”

      “Not even when Alice arrives?”

      “You can do whatever you want to her when she comes, but not in the meeting room. I need the press to document and videotape the presidents swearing and humiliating each other when the tea’s effect begins. Wait for her when she leaves the room. I’ll get my guards to help you catch her.”

      “I don’t need your guards. You don’t know what my plan is.”

      “I surely don’t.” The Queen rolled her eyes. Lewis’s split persona had always been cuckoo in the head. “And I don’t want to. All I care about is seeing the presidents clash against one another.”

      “Good luck with that.” Carolus turned around.

      “Wait,” the Queen said. “I just need to make sure we understand each other, that what you told me about the plague is true, or my plan will be useless.”

      “I told you the truth.”

      “’The ‘truth’ is not the best word to use on this occasion.”

      “Rest assured. What I told you about the plague is a fact. You go rule the world while I get Alice.”

      “Agreed.” The Queen rubbed her hands and entered the meeting.

      Once she got inside, a butler offered her tea.

      “I don’t need tea,” she mumbled, sitting down. “Do I look like I need to tell the truth?”

      The butler, who was Indian, walked away confused, cursing those arrogant English people who’d wrongfully occupied his land for years. He suddenly realized how much he despised them.

      The Queen of Hearts smiled, listening to his mumbling. Good. The Tea of Truth was working.
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      “You need to remember,” I tell the March while inside the special limousine the Pillar rented for us. “Are those tubes the cure?”

      “First of all, they aren’t just tubes. They are syringes inside.” He examines them in his hands. “But I think they are.”

      “Think isn’t good enough,” Fabiola says.

      The limousine crosses the gate, and we’re parking next to the most important presidents in the world. I watch each one of them get out of his car, surrounded by the bulkiest guards. It’s ironic to see this kind of luxury and protection while the world is withering away everywhere else.

      “If everyone is a president around here, who are we?” Fabiola asks the chauffeur.

      “You’re Queen and Princess of Bonkerstan,” he announces, handing over our fake passports.

      “That’s not a country ,” I comment.

      “That’s not even a real word.” The March chuckles. “Oh, I’m the Minister of Cuckoology. Love that.”

      “You know how many countries exist with such weird names?” the chauffeur says. “The world is too big, and the weirder the country’s name, the more no one cares. Just flash your passport on the way in. Act like a queen and princess. If asked, tell them you have a cure for the plague and show them the syringes. You need to get inside and stop the presidents from drinking the Queen’s tea.”

      “So I didn’t need to dress like a businesswoman,” Fabiola says. “I’m a queen, after all.”

      We step out of the limo, and we’re the only ones without protection or guards. I see Fabiola hide her Vorpal sword inside her dress and raise an eyebrow at her.

      “In case your umbrella isn’t good enough,” she says.

      “Time to kick some butt,” the March Hare says.

      We both shoot him a straight look. He shouldn’t be joking. He should remember things.

      We wave at the other presidents on the way in. Most of them stare at us from head to toe, wondering how it’s possible we’re here.

      “Bonkerstan!” I celebrate, waving my umbrella.

      Suddenly, all kinds of reporters surround us.

      “Are you here to save the world? “A woman sticks her mic into my face.

      “Of course,” I say. “Me and my mother.” I point at Fabiola.

      “You speak English?” the reporter wonders. “Could you please tell us where Bonkerstan is on the map?”

      “It’s not on the map.” I am improvising. “We asked it not to be included.”

      “We need to protect our resources.” Fabiola catches up.

      “Really?” another reporter asks. “What kind of resources?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” I begin to stutter. What did I get myself into? “It’s more of...”

      “Jub jubs.” Fabiola saves me again. “We produce about fourteen million jub jubs a year.”

      “What’s a jub jub—“

      “I think it’s more like thirteen million.” Now I cut in.

      “Of course.” Fabiola distracts the reporter until we get into the building. “Considering the last million was all infested with marshmallows.”

      “I’m sorry,” the reporter tenses. “But who are you, really?”

      Fabiola and I say nothing. We’re only a few meters into the building, and this reporter could expose us.

      “We are the ones who have the cure!” the March steps in. Then he turns to me and Fabiola. “I mean it. I found a note in my pocket. It says all we have to do is inject the infected with this syringe.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” I pull out one of the syringes and dart into the building. Fabiola and the March follow me. All the reporters are commenting on how bonkers we are.
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      “Sit here,” the Cheshire told Tom Truckle. “It’s a bit far from the presidential area, but we’ll be able to see and hear everything.”

      “Thank you, Jack. I didn’t think you’d be so useful.”

      “I didn’t think I’d be either.” The Cheshire took in a long breath. It was good being in Jack’s body. Young, healthy, and feeling so alive. Why hadn’t he done that long ago? Something told him he’d stay in the boy’s body for a long time. Maybe it was time to forget about the Cheshire and just be Jack.

      He enjoyed how most of the girls giggled at him. Jack was attractive and athletic. All the Cheshire needed was to learn how to act like Jack.

      “Oh, tea,” the Cheshire said, taking what the butler was offering. “My father used to love his five o’clock milk—I mean tea, of course.”

      “Did he love flying saucers too?” Tom said, squinting at something in the distance.”

      “No, we cats—I mean, my father never believed in extraterrestrials.”

      “I’m not talking about that. I am talking about teacups and flying saucers.” Tom was pointing at saucers flying their way now.

      “Duck, Dr. Truckle!” The Cheshire pulled him under the stairs with him.

      Teacups and saucers and vases were flying and crashing against the walls everywhere, accompanied by presidents swearing and shouting at each other.

      “What is going on?” Tom wailed.

      “Nothing much,” the Cheshire said. “World War Wonderland—I mean World War III.”
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      We’re too late. The hall is a teacups and saucers festival.

      The most surprised of us is the March Hare, staring at the presidents of the world swearing and throwing teacups at each other.

      And the worst part is that it’s all being caught on TV.

      “Each one has his own war,” Fabiola says. “The Arabs and Jews are throwing all kinds of china at each other.”

      “My God,” I say. “The words they say to each other. Humiliating.”

      “It’s a centuries-old conflict,” Fabiola says. “And it seems all this peace talk was nothing but a front. The Tea of Truth proves that.”

      “North Korea and South Korea, too.” The March points at them in the far corner.

      “Is that the Russian and Ukrainian presidents?” I point.

      “Not sure,” Fabiola says. “But I’m sure that’s the American president throwing china at the Queen of Hearts.”

      “She is enjoying this,” the March says.

      We watch her atop a high chair raiding the American ambassadors with her favorite teacups.

      “The Queen shoots teacups better than Tiger Woods on a golf course,” a voice says behind us.

      A voice we all know well — the Pillar.

      “I thought I told you...” Fabiola begins.

      The Pillar pulls her down instantly. A series of teacups swoosh above her head and knock a reporter down to the floor. Fabiola looks more annoyed he saved her this time. She waves his hand off and looks the other way.

      “Is she always that way?” the Pillar asks me. “I thought nuns had manners.”

      “We don’t have time for this.” I tuck a syringe against his chest. “Dip this into the American president’s neck.”

      “I’m going to kill him?”

      “No. It will cure him of the plague. Sadly, we only have four. So our best shot is to save the American president, Iranian, Israeli, and Egyptian.”

      “I’d say the China and German presidents are good ones, too,” Fabiola says. “We’re not sure if offending the Germans won’t give birth to another Hitler.”

      “Basically the most powerful presidents.” I duck as another saucer almost knocks me down. “The aim is to cool the world down and stop them from telling the truth about how they feel about each other.”

      “You want one in your chest too, Fabiola?” the Pillar says.

      She dismisses him and turns toward the presidents. “I’ll take the Jews’ and Arabs’.”

      “You should take the American president,” I tell the Pillar.

      “Why me?”

      “Just do as I say,” I demand. “I’ll make sure you’re doing well and then go look for Carolus.”

      “Ah, I forgot. First, make sure World War III won’t happen and then make sure to save the lazy human who’s done nothing to find a cure.”

      “That’s it.” I’m not going to argue now.

      “I think you will need to stay longer, Alice.” The March grits his teeth against all things crashing around us.

      “Why?”

      “You need to inject the Queen of Hearts.”

      “She is a Wonderlander. She can’t get infected with the truth.”

      “Not if it’s inhaled from the Hookah of Hearts, but she injected it into the tea, and that’s a different story. I just remembered.”

      “Well, you should have remembered about two years ago,” the Pillar says. “No wonder she is all bonkers, shooting saucers like a short, stocky alien in a movie I never saw.”

      “All right.” I grit my teeth. “So, I’ll inject the Queen.”

      “Did you notice we’ve been discussing this a bit too long?” Fabiola urges us. “Let’s get going.”

      “But they always have long chats in movies when bullets are showering all around them.” The Pillar has one of those childish episodes again.

      “Stop it,” I shush him. “Let’s go. In the chest, remember?”

      “Wait,” the March itches his ears. “I just remembered something else.”

      The Pillar rolls his eyes.

      “The syringes don’t work when you pinch them into the chest,” the March says. “It has to be the...”

      “The what?” I am as impatient as the Pillar now.

      “In the butt.”

      Fabiola and I are so shocked we can’t utter a word. But the Pillar curves an eyebrow and has a smile on his face. “Fantabulous. Why didn’t you say so from the beginning?”
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      Carolus was close to hitting his head against the walls. It hurt so much. He needed another Lullaby pill. Why hadn’t this terrible Queen given him more than one pill?

      “Cool down,” he spoke to himself. “It’ll only be moments before Alice comes looking for you outside. Be patient.”

      But he couldn’t. He fell on his knees, his head buried in his hands. “I hate you, Lewis Carroll!”

      While on the asphalt floor outside the meeting hall, he heard a voice in his head. A voice so evil he could not dismiss it.

      Stand up. You’re close to achieving what no one has in years. You’re so close.

      “Yes, my master.” Carolus propped himself on one knee, the pain surging into his spine now.

      The voice continued.

      The plan with the plague has been brilliant. Two years we have waited for this to happen. We had to bring wrath onto the world to get the attention of one girl.

      “Of course, master,” Carolus said. “I must not give up. It’ll only be minutes until she comes out, and the plan is complete.” Slowly, he began to rise to his feet, a dark grin forming on his face. “I’m sure this plan will be taught in history books. It’s the plan of the century.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            99

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        UN HEADQUARTERS, GENEVA, SWITZERLAND

      

      

      

      Watching Fabiola swoosh her Vorpal sword at whoever tries to stop us is both maddening and fascinating.

      The best part is how good she is. She fights like an expert samurai, and it makes me more curious about her past. I watch her curve behind a few presidents and stab the first with the syringe, not emptying all of it so she can still save a few others.

      The German ambassador looks so relived after his injection as if he’s just been to the bathroom.

      “Just the butt, or do we have to pull down the pants?” the Pillar says, dodging punches from a bodyguard who seems to want to hit anyone he comes across.

      “Just do it!” I jump on top of a table and kick a few guards in the face with the back of my umbrella.

      A lost teacup knocks me down a moment after. I summersault back on the floor. A few None Fu techniques come in handy now.

      “Bravo, Alice!” The March claps his hands, a fraction of a second before a huge pie slams into him. He starts licking at it.

      I watch the Pillar inject the Iranian president in the butt and suppress a laugh. If only I could take a snapshot of that moment. It looks hilarious. The Pillar looks embarrassed that he did it. But the consequences are amazing. A smile on the president’s face, trying to calm everyone down and listening to the sound of reason.

      However, there is this reporter from outside still tailing me. “Didn’t you say Bonkerstan has a cure?”

      No time to explain now. I sprint on top of the tables and reach for the Queen of Hearts. If I could only get my hands on her, I’d inject her right away.

      But she rewards me with a backhand like a professional tennis player. I stagger back, birds twittering around me.

      On the floor, I see the Pillar trying to get hold of the American president. But it seems the president is fixated on throwing saucers at the Queen of Hearts. I wonder how this will look in tomorrow’s headlines.

      They’re so close. It’ll only be seconds before this fight turns physical.

      The TV is broadcasting.

      “I’m close to getting him, Alice,” the Pillar says. “You close in on the Queen from the back, and we’ll do’em both in one move.”

      The TV reporter tailing me doesn’t like the sound of that at all.

      I prop myself up and jump on the Queen, knocking her to the ground. The broadcasting crew is shocked by my move—as if none of what’s going on around them is shocking.

      I look as if I’m strangling the Queen, who only chirps one sentence, off with her head!

      Once I get hold of her, I realize the Pillar is gripping the American president as well.

      “Time to save the world.” The Pillar snickers, bending the president over as if he is going to punish him for being bad by slapping his butt.

      Saying it looks surreal is an understatement. I can’t believe this is happening.

      In one move, the Pillar and I inject the American president and the Queen of England with the syringes in their butts with grins of victory on our faces.

      “Yes!” the Pillar says.

      Turning my head, the reporter tailing me is dangling her tongue like a Mushroomer. Behind her, the camera crew have this unexplainable expression on their faces. They don’t know whether to laugh hysterically or cry.
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      “Is that Alice sticking her hands in the Queen’s...?” Tom Truckle stood speechless, staring at them.

      “It’s your fault if you ask me.” The Cheshire, still posing as Jack, cops a laugh. “You’re the one who let her out of the asylum.”

      “But even if she is the craziest of the crazy, why would she do that?” Of course, Tom knew this wasn’t the Queen of England but the Queen of Hearts. He’d thought that last week’s events at the Event were the craziest he’d ever experience, but this topped that a million times. “I really could use my pills now.”

      “I see you gulp a lot of those,” the Cheshire commented. “Are they good?”

      “I don’t even know. I just take them to stay sane in this world gone mad.”

      “Do they have a name? I could buy me some.”

      “You won’t find them anywhere. They’re called Lullaby.”
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      I leave the meeting hall looking for Carolus.

      There is no need to stay. Most of the presidents have been cured and are apologizing for what happened, talking world peace now—and of course what to do with the real plague that’s threatening the world.

      I also left Fabiola trying to see if the March can cook more of this cure, although it’d be impossible to inject the whole population in their butts to save their lives.

      Just a few feet out of the meeting hall, Carolus Ludovicus grins at me, although he still looks to be in pain.

      “I was waiting for you,” he says.

      “For me?” I am confused. Why would someone who I need to kill wait for me? But I have nothing to do but talk now. The sun behind me sets low, and I haven’t figured out how to kill him yet so I can save the world.

      “I’ve been waiting for you for years, Alice.”

      “Years?” I’m more and more confused.

      “Since the first day I materialized into life. You have no idea how many headaches I had to give Lewis until he was weak enough to let me out into the world.”

      “It’s a pretty hard concept to grasp, that you’re his darker side, I mean.”

      “The Cheshire likes to say ‘we’re all mad here.’” He’s half circling me from a distance, his head tilted to the right a bit. “He is wrong. ‘We’re all schizophrenic here’ is the right phrase. Lewis is no different from the rest of us. Darkness lurks in all of us.”

      “Don’t compliment yourself.” I’m still buying time. “You’re just a figment of your imagination.”

      “Isn’t Jack the same?” His stare is piercing through me. “But you love Jack and don’t love me.”

      “Don’t compare yourself to Jack. What do you want?”

      “I want what you want.”

      “I don’t think so.” I slowly step closer to him. Maybe I need to lock him up somewhere until I figure out how to kill him. “You want to laugh at the world by showing them that they can’t handle the truth.”

      “And isn’t it fun?”

      “No, it isn’t. If you want fun, ride a roller coaster. Now, what do you really want? Why aren’t you running away from me when you know I’m the only who can kill Carroll’s split persona?”

      “Why do you think I’m not running, Alice?” He dares me and slowly limps toward me.

      This is strange. I don’t understand what’s going on.

      “You think I made the March Hare cook this plague to end the world?”

      “It’s a plausible assumption.” I’m not going to stop. I try not to be scared of him. It’s like playing tip-top, only waiting to see who will kill the other first.

      “And why would I want to end the world?” He flaps his eyes sideways, and balloons start falling from the sky.

      This is surreal. I never thought balloons could scare me this much.

      “So explain it to me. You plague the world but still don’t want anyone to die. Either I’m mad, or it’s you whose screws are loose.”

      “None of us are mad, Alice.” Closer. “I created this plague for one reason—other than having fun by laughing at humans killing each other because of the truth, of course.”

      “I have an asylum I have to go back to, so cut it short because I don’t have all night. Sleeping early is good for mad girls like me.”

      “You want short? Okay.” He stops, his cheeks twitching against the pain. Maybe I don’t have to kill him at all. Maybe the migraine will. “I created this plague to find you.”

      “You wanted to see me? Why not send an SMS?” I keep approaching.

      “Because how do I know you’re the real Alice?”

      Now I stop.

      “I had to create an end of the world scenario because only the Real Alice would stand up to face me,” he says. “If you weren’t the Real Alice, you wouldn’t be standing here this very moment.”

      There is a lump in my throat. “And why did you want to find me?”
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      Fabiola finally escaped the guards who caught her, thinking she was a terrorist. Funny how mad people think of you as mad once you cure them.

      “Where is Alice?” She bumped into the Pillar.

      “Outside. She’ll kill Carolus to stop the plague.”

      “Something’s not right, Pillar. You have to save her. I mean, save him.” She hit the Pillar in the chest.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The March Hare just remembered why Carolus imprisoned him in Brazil.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he feared the March would remember his plan and expose him.”

      “His plan? You mean the plague?”

      “No, the real plan behind the plague.”

      “You mean Carolus doesn’t want to end the world?”

      “No. He wanted the plague to lead him to the real Alice. It was a test so he could find her.”

      “Find her?” The Pillar thought for a moment. “Find her, and what? Kill her?”

      “That’s a possibility, but I don’t think that’s it.” She was trying to frantically find an exit, as the guards had locked them for security.

      “Then why did he use the plague to lead him to Alice?”

      “Don’t you get it?”

      The Pillar’s face drooped as if he’d just aged twenty years. “Lewis Carroll!”
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      “I had to find you so I could finally kill you, Alice Wonder.”

      I am about to laugh at him. “That’s not even my real name.”

      “You’re right,” he says. “I needed to kill you with my own hands, Mary Ann.”

      He begins approaching again, his balloons showing the night all around me. I wonder if they are some kind of weapon. He sounds so confident.

      “Back off.” I point my umbrella at him. “Or I’ll shoot.”

      “You know the Bandersnatch bullets won’t kill me.”

      The worst thing is that I do know. What could possibly kill Carolus?

      “I thought Lewis told you how to kill me.” He stopped again. Carolus surely likes to chat a lot.

      “Everyone keeps telling me Lewis must have told.” I am going crazy. “But he hasn’t.”

      “Maybe he did, and you just missed the message.”

      “No! He didn’t.” I take a deep breath after losing control for a moment. “He showed me to his studio. I saw one of the doors to Wonderland. I saw the rabbit in his pocket. I saw the photographs of the girls he took. He talked to me, and he was nice to me.” I realize tears are about to trickle down my cheeks. I can’t help it. “He never even told me about you.”

      “That’s because I am the part he likes to forget the most,” Carolus says. “Like everyone else, no one wants to admit their dark half exists.”

      “You sure do talk too much.” I hold back the tears. “What do you really want? You would have killed me already if that’s what you planned all this for.”

      “I like a fair fight,” His shoulders twitch now. “It th-th-thrills me.”

      This is when I realize the full beast is facing me now.

      “How fair can this get? I don’t remember how to kill you.”

      “So-so let me remind you.” The grin on his face could kill a few people in this life alone.

      “Tell me.” I am reluctant, but if he wants to play, let’s play.

      “Lewis must have given you something precious and told you not to tell anybody about it.”

      “He did,” Sorry, Lewis. A lot of people know about the key. It’s too late to pretend I don’t have it. “A key.”

      “Never realized what it’s for?”

      “No.”

      “How about you check that small button on your umbrella weapon for a start?”

      “Button?” I look and find it instantly. I remember pushing it before. It opens a small groove where a bullet should fit in, except no bullet ever did.

      “Now, try to load your umbrella with the key.”

      My heart races. I pull out the key, about to fit it in.

      “Not all keys open doors, Alice,” Carolus says. “Some keys open skulls.”
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      It’s hard to tell how long it takes to squeeze the key bullet into place.

      At first, my shaking hands drop it. Then, as I kneel to pick it up, it suddenly rains, not balloons, but icy waters.

      With blurry vision, on my knees, I feel the earth, looking for my lost key, well aware of Carolus running in my direction.

      Faster, Alice. Don’t think about him coming at you. Just do what you have to do. A fraction of a second could save lives.

      I find the key, not looking in the monster’s direction, tuck it in as I’m standing to my feet. I grip the umbrella with a fist of steel, close one eye to aim better, and...

      “Stop!” The Pillar grips my umbrella.

      I’m still gripping it, too, and I won’t let go. What’s with the Pillar? But what really stops me from shooting Carolus is that he stops once he lays his eyes on the Pillar.

      “It’s a trick,” the Pillar says behind me. “Don’t shoot him.”

      “What do you mean? Killing him is the only way to save the world.”

      “No. It’s also the only way to kill Lewis Carroll for good.”

      This throws me off. What did he just say?

      “Carolus infected the world to find you, not because only the Real Alice will be brave enough to confront him, but because only the Real Alice will have Lewis Carroll’s most precious key.”

      Carolus is slowly getting madder now. “Don’t believe him. The Pillar is a liar. Always has been.”

      “I’m not lying, Alice.” The Pillar’s voice is stable, smooth, nothing rocks him away. “Didn’t you ever ask yourself why Lewis didn’t remind you of the whereabouts of the rest of the keys when he gave you this one in the Tom Tower?”

      “It crossed my mind, but I never understood.” I’m still aiming at Carolus.

      “Because he doesn’t know. Lewis only has one key in his possession. A special key. One that opens skulls, like Carolus said. Lewis gave you the key, the bullet, that kills him.”

      “Why?”

      “In case he couldn’t defeat his split persona, Carolus Ludovicus, his inner demon,” the Pillar says. “Lewis Carroll trapped all Wonderland Monster, except one. His darker part, which he couldn’t tame or control. Killing this part kills Lewis. True, they are like night and day, darkness and light, but they are one.”

      “You were ready to die so you could kill Lewis?” I stare at Carolus.

      “I hate him!” Carolus drops to his knees. “All these migraines. All this pain he went through, and he still loves those terrible kids. He still writes those stupid books and poems to make people laugh. I hated how he still had a passion for life after all that he’d been through – both of us have been through. I wanted him to unleash his anger on the world after the Circus. Why does he still love human children after the Circus? I never understood. Why he lives with his pain, not telling anyone about it. It drives me crazy. Lewis Carroll must die.”

      I’m shattering on the inside. It’s not the icy rain. And not even the exhaustion I feel. It’s the darkness I see inside Carolus Ludovicus. How come this kind of hatred exists in the first place? “I still have to kill him,” I tell the Pillar.

      “Why?”

      “Look at him. I won’t let a monster like him run away. He will run away like the Cheshire. I am not going to let the villains escape every time. And the plague. If I don’t kill him, the people in the world will kill each other.”

      “Saving the world might not be like in the movies, Alice,” the Pillar says. “It’s not really about killing the villain right away. It’s about saving lives first. We’ll figure out how to face the plague on our own.”

      “No.” I cement my feet and make sure I have a clear shot of Carolus. “This kind of darkness in the world has to end.”

      “Remember when you told me Fabiola told you about staring darkness in the eyes?” The Pillar’s voice is unusually soft. “Don’t let it stain you, Alice. Don’t let bad people turn you into an equally violent hero.” He hesitates then says, “Don’t be like me.”
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      Carolus disappears in the rain, behind his floating balloons, just like the darker side in all of us. The Pillar says it’s better this way. That there is nothing wrong with having a dark side. It helps us know and appreciate our better side.

      It’s hard to take moral advice from a serial killer, but Fabiola tells me the same when she arrives. It takes her a whole minute to pull my finger free of the trigger.

      Hypnotized by this strange world, they show me back to the Pillar’s new plane. I get on. Fabiola makes me a cup of warm milk. The Pillar jokes that it reminds him of the man we met in Mushroomland who thought he was a bottle of milk.

      His joke doesn’t resonate with me. I just let a monster go. The world is so dark right now. I’d really like to sleep.

      Sometime later, we land in the Vatican. Fabiola brushes a kiss on my forehead. “At least you now know you’re the Real Alice.”

      Then she disappears out of the plane. It occurs to me that the world sounds too quiet outside, but I’m too tired.

      I fall asleep again.

      The next time I wake up, I’m in my cell back in the asylum. They’ve bought me a new bed. It’s clean. Comfy. I am thinking it’s too late for such luxury. The world will end in a few hours.

      Next time I wake, the Pillar hands me that bottle of milk again.

      “I’m not the Cheshire, don’t worry.” He jokes. “Drink it. You’ll be good tomorrow.”

      “Wait. I thought there was no tomorrow?”

      “I guess you didn’t hear it while you were asleep.” He stops on his way out. “The March remembered what happened exactly. It turns out Carolus instructed him to design a plague that would wear off in three days.”

      “Impossible.”

      “It’s true. Of course, the world is left a bit damaged. A few million divorces, coworkers who never want to see each other again, and a few thousand dead. The same as you might read in the daily news. But we’re still alive.”

      I try to smile, but my lips feel as rigid and fragile as china. I’m afraid if I laugh I’ll break in two.

      “And nothing is impossible, by the way,” the Pillar says before leaving. “Only losing hope is possible.”
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        THE PILLAR’S CELL, RADCLIFFE ASYLUM, OXFORD

      

      

      

      
        
        A FEW DAYS LATER

      

      

      

      I am slowly tiptoeing my way up to the Pillar’s cell. There is hardly anyone blocking my way. I’m suspicious.

      When I arrive, there are many Mushroomers lined up next to the Pillar’s cell. They’re craning their heads up, watching the news on the Pillar’s private TV.

      Closer, I see Tom Truckle, and two teenagers beside him, sharing the Mushroomers’ stare at whatever is being broadcasted.

      “Alice!” the Pillar chirps from his couch, a hookah hose tucked between his lips. “Come watch this.”

      I walk among the Mushroomers. They all look happy I am better now. Even Tom makes way for me to step up into the Pillar’s cell.

      “We’re wanted criminals, me and you, isn’t this amazing?” The Pillar points at the TV.

      I read the headlines: A serial killer and his daughter invaded the UN’s headquarters yesterday, along with a strange-looking old man, trying to invoke chaos. It’s unclear whether they wanted to kill the American president or the Queen of England.

      “It’s strange no one’s talking about the plague,” I remark.

      “The plague is one day old. That’s too old for news channels.” The Pillar drags on his hose, wiggling his feet. “But us trying to kill the president, that’s news. They’re discussing if they should send us to Guantanamo.”

      “We’re that dangerous?”

      “I had no idea,” the Pillar says.

      “I’m glad they didn’t drag Fabiola into this.”

      “They can’t.” He waves his pipe. “Politics. It’s like saying Jesus Christ came down and peed into the Queen’s pot of nuts. Conflict of interest is what it’s called. Keep looking. It gets better.”

      “Why are you so stoked about this?”

      “Because I just saw it ten minutes ago. Just keep watching.”

      I watch the host receive a bulk of papers, read and make a face about it. She says, “Apparently, only two of the criminals will be sent to Guantanamo. The elder man, Professor Carter Pillar, must have been there by mistake.”

      “What?” I turn to him.

      “Just keep watching. It’s so frabjous I’m going to vomit butterflies.”

      The host continues. “Professor Pillar turned out to be a national hero, having ended the reign of drug cartels in Columbia on his own.”

      “You’re a national hero?” I point accusingly at him.

      “For only five minutes. Just keep looking.”

      “Okay.” I look around. “Did you see Jack by the way?”

      “He escaped. We don’t know where he is. Don’t worry. He always comes back. Now, look!”

      This time the host has decided to change her mind again. “Sorry for this confusion, but the newest thing we know is that the three of them, Carter Pillar, Alice Wonder, and Jittery Jinks, all escaped lunatic asylums during the plague, which explains their mischievous behaviors, including the horrible matter of killing hundreds of innocent Columbian men.”

      “Told ya. Hero for five minutes,” the Pillar says.

      “This will only make my problems worse.” Tom Truckle grunted. “I should have never let you two out of here.”

      I am speechless. It’s a mad world indeed. But aside from needing some time to reflect on what happened with Carolus, I need to find Jack. Did he escape, looking for me?

      “Where are you going?” The Pillar pulls me back. “You haven’t seen the best part.”

      This time, when he points at the TV, a broad laugh from the heart escapes my lungs.

      They’re airing a still image of when the Pillar and I were injecting the Queen and the American president. From this angle, this picture looks so misleading. The Pillar looks as if he has his hands up the president’s butt, mine in the Queen’s.

      And it’s not just that. The grins of victory on our faces prove without a doubt we’re the looniest loons in the world.

      The Pillar tries to suppress the laugh for a second but then explodes. He throws the hookah and pulls my hand and starts dancing with me.

      Then the Mushroomers start laughing.

      A few wardens snap out of the shock of what they’re looking at and join us laughing hysterically.

      Even Tom’s teenagers laugh with us.

      Everyone laughs, but Tom, who pulls out a load of pills and swallows them without water. He then stiffens, unable to control the laughs. Trying to shout at us doesn’t work. The veins on his neck stick out with anger, and I’m afraid he is going to have a heart attack.

      Then a miracle happens.

      Tom Truckle begins laughing like a madman. I don’t think he knows what he is laughing about, but it’s progress from him.
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        BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      “Get your hands off me!” The Queen roared at Margaret, trying to mend her wounds. “I have an itch as big as an apple on my butt.”

      “Royal butt heals faster than all” A young man entered her chamber all of a sudden.

      The Queen and Margaret look perplexed.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not Jack,” the Cheshire said. “I just borrowed him for a while. Very useful fella. Good looking, too.”

      “What do you want?” the Queen said.

      “I want you to meet my friend.” The Cheshire welcomed Carolus inside.

      “What is he doing here? We made a deal. I thought he was going to kill Alice while I ruled the world.”

      “Funny how none of this happened.” The Cheshire enjoyed a slump into a sofa and stretched his leg, his boots in the Queen’s face.

      “You look like you want your head cut off,” she said.

      “You know you’ve never succeeded in doing that, not even in Wonderland.”

      “What do you want?” Margaret said.

      “I want the four of us to be friends.”

      “And why would we accept that?” Margaret said.

      “Because it seems to me like this Alice is really the Alice.”

      “I’m not going to listen to this nonsense again.” The Queen stood up.

      “Think about it. She had Carroll’s key. And if that isn’t proof enough, how about that she just bought the Inklings bar and is looking for the Six Members?”

      The Queen’s face tightened. “Who told her about the Inklings?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” The Cheshire stood, too. “What matters is that, even if this girl is delusional, she isn’t stopping. She has a heart made of breathing fire.”

      “Suppose she is,” Margaret said. “Where is all of this going?”

      “We need to start to work together. Let’s forget our pasts and grudges and unite to get the Six Keys, and then we can bite at each other all we want.”

      Margaret looked at the Queen for advice.

      “Listen,” the Cheshire said. “Carolus is a madman when he needs his pill. I have incredible powers. Margaret is a ruthless woman. And you, My Queen, there is no one as evil as you are.”

      The Queen felt pleasure. She liked the compliment.

      “So be it,” she said. “If the Inklings are gathering, then I may as well welcome you and Carolus into Black Chess. But as long as you do as I say.”

      “Thank you,” the Cheshire said.

      “And don’t ever grin in my presence. God. You’re a creep.”

      “As you wish,” he said. “Did you ever know Tom Truckle, the Radcliffe Asylum’s director is a Wonderlander, by the way?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I tried to possess him, but couldn’t.”

      “Can’t be. I’m sure I’d recognize most Wonderlanders.” The Queen dismissed him.

      “If you say so,” the Cheshire played with Jack’s deck of cards. “Why should I care?” he shook his shoulders. “So, what’s our next move?”

      “The third key, of course,” Margaret interfered. “We have the one with the Pillar, and we know Alice has one. I may have an idea where the third one is.”

      “Great, but not now,” The Queen said. “I need to play with my dogs for a while. And you, Cheshire, get rid of Jack’s body. Jack is dead. I don’t want to see him walking around.”

      “But, My Queen.” The Cheshire couldn’t help but flash his grin at her. “I’m planning to do horrible things with his body.”

      “How horrible?”

      “Horrible as in using him to learn everything about this Alice girl.”

      “Now, that’s brilliant.”

      “And it’ll get even better once I find the Tweedles.”
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        THE INKLINGS, OXFORD

      

      

      

      I am cleaning the floor when the Pillar enters the bar.

      “No news of Jack, yet?”

      “Nothing,” I say. “Like you said, I think he will just show up on his own like he always does.”

      “Can’t argue much with a boy who is a figment of his own imagination.” The Pillar knocks his cane on the ground. “How about you, are you feeling all right?”

      “For letting a monster go?” I stare right at him. “Yeah. I’m fabulous.”

      “Listen. I didn’t know the plague was only going to last for three days. Besides, killing Carolus will always kill Lewis.”

      “Did you notice that all we do is compile Wonderland Monsters one after the other? It’s like I’m useless.”

      “You’re not useless. You’re learning. If you think you’ll become an overnight hero like in comic books, you’re dearly mistaken.”

      “And what about you, Pillar?” I put the broom aside.

      “What about me?”

      “Did you become a ruthless killer overnight, or did you have good training?”

      “You’re starting to sound like Fabiola.”

      “Maybe I should learn from her.”

      The Pillar reverts to silence.

      “Look, I’m never going to forgive you for fooling me and taking the key. And I’m not going to ask what’s with you, Fabiola, the kids, and the Executioner. I respect that each one of us has his own past,” I try to be as forward as possible. Frankly, the man is irritable in all the wrong ways. “But be warned. Once I don’t need to learn from you anymore, we won’t talk again.”

      “I understand.” He flips his cane. “Don’t worry. I might be gone sooner than you think.”

      “Good.” I try not to say a word, so I don’t soften to him in any way. Then the stubbornness inside me takes over. “Now, you need to leave. The Inklings only welcome those who can walk on the white tiles of chess.”

      “I hate chess.” He wiggles his nose. “But I wasn’t here for this. I just met with the March Hare. He told me there is a small aftereffect for the plague that has just ended.”

      “What kind of aftereffect?”

      “Everyone in the world will unwillingly tell the truth again from five to six PM today.”

      “Everyone? Us included?”

      “Yes. It doesn’t matter whether we smoked the hookah or not. It’s kind of contagious. Everyone who was out there in the world for the last three days must have caught it.”

      “So, it didn’t end?”

      “Actually it’s nothing harmful, according to the March.”

      “How so?”

      “He says the aftereffect is a bit personal. Everyone will either confront themselves with a truth or someone dear to them.”

      “A benign truth?”

      “If you want to call it that.”

      “Okay then.” I turn back to cleaning. “You need to go now.”

      “If I had a smoke every time I hear this,” The Pillar mumbles. Then he hesitates, as if he wants to tell me something. I see him in the mirror on the wall. Fiddling with his cane.

      The silence seems to stretch for ages. But eventually, he turns around and leaves.

      “Pillar,” my tongue betrays me.

      “Yes?”

      “You think it’s a bad thing that the only way the world experienced peace was to lie?”

      “Only if you think the opposite of truth is lying.” He doesn’t turn around, his hands on the handle of the glass door.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means it’s true we avoid the truth at all costs every day in our lives. But we don’t really lie. We make up things. Like a beautiful novel where we fake all our needs for a good hero. By the end of the book, you know it’s fiction, that it’s not true, but you’d be mistaken if you think it’s false either.”

      My mind is reeling with ideas and metaphors again. How does he do that?

      “Listen.” I stand up. “I may have been a bit harsh on you.”

      “No, you weren’t. I’m terrible.” He opens the door to leave. “But don’t worry,” he sounds as if he’s going to break my heart like no one has ever done before.

      And he does. The last words the Pillar says almost bring me to my knees.

      "You will not see me again for another fourteen years.” The Pillar says, closes the door behind him, and disappears forever.
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        LONDON. THE HOUR OF TRUTH, 5 PM

      

      

      

      In the hour of truth, Margaret Kent stood in front of her mirror again. She couldn’t get her eyes off her fake beauty. All those plastic surgeries and the money she spent did a good job in fooling the citizens everywhere. Her face had earned her a few good jumps in her career, a lot of money, and even admiration and respect.

      But if it was so good, why couldn’t Margaret forget her own ugliness whenever she looked into this mirror?

      Unable to help it, Margaret brought a chair and smashed it into the mirror. She hit it until her arms tired, and her makeup thinned. Then she fell to the floor crying.

      This hour of truth was incredibly devastating to her.

      A few miles away, the Queen of Hearts also stared into the mirror. However, she didn’t worry about her looks. She had made peace with her looks years ago. It wasn’t the looks.

      The Queen piled up chair after chair so she could stand on top of them. All she ever wanted was to be taller. Even a little bit taller would have sufficed. Every head she chopped was in hope to make others shorter – and so she’d be taller. If not in physical measures, then in the eyes of those she ruled.

      Sometimes she told herself she didn’t really mean to kill anyone.

      But the question always remained. How high could she stand on the chairs in front of the mirror?

      At the highest point, where she felt a tinge of satisfaction, all the chairs tumbled down again.

      Picking herself off the ground, she ran to the door and yelled. “Off with their heads!”

      The guards looked puzzled, not sure whose head she wanted to chop off this time.

      “I’m sorry, My Queen,” one brave guard offered. “Whose head would you like us to cut off?”

      “Since you opened your mouth”—she pouted—“Then it’s you. Off with your head!”

      How she wished the hour of truth would soon end.

      As for Carolus, he now lived in a small room in the Queen’s garden, waiting for his pills to calm him down every few hours. The rest of the time, he kept reading that scary book called Alice in Wonderland. Oh, how it gave him a headache. He understood nothing of it and ended up looking forward to finding a way to put an end to this Lewis Carroll someday.

      The truth brought nothing but headaches to him, so he gave in to sleep.

      In the streets of London, the Cheshire had locked Jack in a basement while he strolled out, jumping from one body to another.

      The Cheshire used those people’s bodies to do horrible things. The least of which was using the body of a ninety-year-old woman and lighting a car on fire.

      But whatever he did, something was missing. What? It was simple. The Cheshire longed to know who he really was. Sure, he was a cat many, many years ago. But cats don’t have names—not really, people make them up and think that the cats care.

      In the hour of truth, the Cheshire realized that he could be anyone he ever wanted, except one: himself.

      Farther and farther, Tom Truckle still kept the secret of his identity, which wasn’t that hard to figure out, but most people just didn’t notice. And to make sure he wouldn’t feel the need to tell anyone, he locked himself up in the VIP floor of the asylum, now that the Pillar was gone.

      But if the hour made him realize anything, then it was his utter loneliness in this world. His children didn’t love him, nor did his wife, and hardly did anyone else.

      Tom ended up talking to his best friend in the world. The flamingo, which turned out to be a perfectly lovable animal.

      In the few last minutes of the hour of truth, he told the flamingo who he really was. The flamingo’s eyes widened, wondering how no one ever noticed.
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        OXFORD. THE HOUR OF TRUTH, 5:30 PM

      

      

      

      Alice, at the hour of truth, was a bit off her rocker. She was about to kill the lights in the Inklings when she saw Lewis Carroll sitting on one of the tables.

      “I’m not imagining you, am I?”

      “No,” he said, resting one leg on another, his hands gently set on his legs. “It’s one of the privileges of the Inklings. Sometimes I can pass through and meet you in this world.”

      “So what are you? Dead?” Alice stood frozen.

      “It’s complicated, and I don’t have much time to tell you,” he said. “I’m here to thank you.”

      “Thank you!” His funny, curious rabbit peeked out of his pocket.

      “For what?”

      “For not killing me—Carolus, I mean.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Alice said. “How did you let that happen, Lewis? I can’t believe something so evil could come out of you.”

      “It’s a long story. Now is not the time to talk about it.”

      “Then what do you want to talk about?”

      “That you have to stop worrying if you’re the real Alice or not,” he said. “I’m telling you, it’s you.”

      “Yes, sure,” she said reluctantly. “But how can I be sure you’re real in the first place? How can I be sure anything is real?”

      “How can anyone be sure, Alice? People walk in a haze all day. You think they’re sure of anything? The trick isn’t to be sure.”

      “Then what is the trick?”

      “The trick to believe.”

      “Believe that things are true no matter what?”

      “No. Believe in yourself.” He stood up. “I need to go now, so again, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “By the way,” he stopped before disappearing. “You never asked me why I was grateful you didn’t kill Carolus.”

      “Isn’t it obvious? So you don’t die?”

      “Everyone dies, Alice,” Lewis said. “I thanked you because if you had killed Carolus, I’d never have known if I could beat him myself.”

      Alice considered it for a moment. It was a good point of view. “Wait. I just realized you’re showing up in the hour of truth. Does that mean you’re real?”

      But then Lewis was gone, and the lights went out.
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        THE HOUR OF TRUTH, 5:43 PM.

      

      

      

      In the Vatican, Fabiola sat alone in her private room in the back.

      She was about to take off her white dress and fold it next to the Vorpal sword on the table.

      Slowly, she began unbuttoning her dress. From this day, she was not going to be a nun anymore. It had only been a matter of time.

      She stared at her arms and shoulders and almost closed her eyes. They showed traces of her past in the most unusual ways.

      Fabiola changed into modern clothes, jeans and a t-shirt, took her Vorpal sword and opened the door.

      She stopped by the children from Columbia. The children nodded understandably. They knew what was going on, and they liked it.

      Then Fabiola walked past the people who loved her and cherished her.

      Smiling at her followers, she cursed the Pillar under her breath. She cursed him for so many things, but mainly for reminding her she was no nun. That no matter how she tried to hide it, she was a warrior. And World War Wonderland was only a week or two away.

      Some of her people cupped their hands on their mouth, staring at her arms. Was this the nun they had loved and cherished all along?

      But Fabiola had no choice. Black Chess surfaced. The Inklings were gathering. The prophecy had proven to be right. The girl was the Real Alice, even if she didn’t always seem apt to the mission.

      She stepped out of the church, asking to be forgiven, for she was about to stare darkness in the eyes, hoping she’d be as strong as Alice and not get stained like in the past.

      She turned and said goodbye to her people, still staring at her hands and shoulders covered in tattoos. She knew it was shocking, even to herself, after all this time. But she could not escape who she really was. The Pillar made sure she’d return to her old self, and she hated him for that.

      Throughout the piazza, walked the White Queen, gripping her Vorpal sword, wearing the tattoos that mostly said:

      I can’t escape yesterday because I’m still the same warrior now.

      On the other side of the world, the Pillar was sitting on a bank in Oxford University when the hour of truth came. He’d managed to resist the truth for half an hour. But it was no use. Whatever this curse of truth was, it was madder than fiction.

      He was fiddling with the key when the hour’s effect empowered him. There was no going back now.

      He pulled out an envelope and tucked the key inside.

      Slowly, he walked out of the university to the nearest post office. He borrowed a pen and wrote on a small piece of paper:

      Here is the first key. Alice has another, so you have two out of six now. As for me, mission accomplished. I’m done and gone. None of you will ever see me again.

      The Pillar slid the piece of paper into the envelope and licked it to a close.

      He borrowed the pen again and wrote on the back of the envelope:

      To the only woman I’ve ever loved.

      Then he wrote the address on the back: The Vatican.

      While trying to slide the envelope into the box, his glove stuck in a nail sticking out from the side. He took off the white glove, just for a moment, and found himself staring at an old heart-wrenching memory. He was staring at the two knuckles missing from the fingers on his right hand.

      
        
        The END...
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        BIG BEN, LONDON

      

      

      Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock were dangling their feet, sipping tea, and eating brownies on top of the Big Ben tower in London. Mr. Tick was tall, lanky, with a head that looked like a cantaloupe. He wore a long coat, but short enough at the bottom that his rainbow-colored socks showed from underneath. He didn’t wear boots, but sandals, which gave way to his big toes. Mr. Tick had three hairies on top of his head. He spent a significant time nourishing and combing them. He wondered whether to comb them to the left, to the right, or spike them up with gel. Maybe going freestyle was the next move.

      But Mr. Tick’s most precious item was the golden watch that dangled from his pocket. A watch that Mrs. Tock liked to make fun of.

      “You’re on time, Mr. Tick,” she said. “Just like you’ve always been.”

      “I’m not on time, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick said. “It’s you who is always late, Mrs. Tock.”

      “That’s my job. I have no choice,” she said, leaning on her cane, the back of her short, stocky figure arching forward. “The Tick always arrives first, then the Tock follows. The rules of time since the beginning of time.”

      “Complaining much?” Mr. Tick’s chin turned up and away from her. He was staring at the city of London buried in heavy rain, drinking raindrops from a teacup in his hand. “Blame it on the Gods of Wonderland. They’re who made us that way.”

      “Sexist Gods,” Mrs. Tock said. “Why do women always come second in their calculations? I’d prefer to be a Tick, not a Tock. I’d have loved to always arrive sooner, not later.”

      “Too late for that,” Mr. Tick mocked her. “Look at you. You’re old, short, stocky, and can barely walk with ease. I think being Mrs. Tock suits you fine.”

      “Yeah?” She sneered, her white hair flapping to a breeze. “And you’re tall. Too tall. Bald. And thin. The characteristics of a loon.”

      “We’re all loons in Wonderland,” he said, amusing himself. “Besides, I’m not bald. I have three hairies.”

      This comeback irritated Mrs. Tock. So she hit him in the knees with her cane. Mr. Tick’s skinny frame collapsed to his knees. Immediately, she plucked out one of his hairies.

      “Ouch,” he said.

      “Ouch, indeed.” She sneered again. “Now you only have two. Bother me further, and I’ll cut off your head like the Queen of Hearts does.”

      “You can’t do that to me, vicious woman.” He slowly stood up, snatching the hairy back from her hand. He spat on it then plastered it back on his head. “I’m Mr. Tick. I work for Time itself. I can’t die.”

      “Not if I kill you first. And you know what’s good about being Mrs. Tock? I’ll die after you since I always come second.” She stuck out her tongue. “Which will give me the pleasure of watching you take your last breath.”

      “All right.” He waved his watch in the air. “Just bloody calm down. Go play with one of your cards to kill time, lazy woman.”

      “And you go sip your tasteless six o’clock tea like you do every day, monotonous man.”

      “I hate you so much now.” He sighed. “You used to be fun when we were in Wonderland.”

      “That’s because Wonderland was fun, enough that I overlooked your shortcomings, you tall and stupid Mr. Tick.”

      “Ah, those days may never come back.” He sighed again. “Remember when we were allowed to stop time?”

      Now she glowered. “Oh, my. That was frabjous. I remember how we messed with the Hatter’s mind when every hour stayed six o’clock for six years, and he would go mad trying to change it.”

      “I do. I do.” He chuckled. “I really miss those days. I wonder if the Real Alice will ever show up so we can go back to Wonderland.”

      “I wonder.” Now she sighed, hugging his tall frame by the waist.

      Emotions surged through Mr. Tick’s soul. He stared at Big Ben. The famous clock was a few seconds late. Mr. Tick cursed the human inaccuracy. “Look at what those humans did to Big Ben, Mrs. Tock.”

      “I know, Mr. Tick. Horrible. Even I don’t arrive that late.”

      “Tell you what.” Mr. Tick gripped her by the shoulders and lifted her up to look in her eyes. “How about we play, like in the old days.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His eyes veered sideways toward Big Ben. “Let’s stop time again!”

      “Really? In this world?”

      “Absolutely. Let’s drive people mad.”

      “A very mimsy idea, Mr. Tick. I was starting to get bored out of my mind.”

      Mr. Tick put her back down, then pulled out his pocket watch, fiddling with its hands. “Clock. Clock. Clock. Tick. Tac. Tock.” He started humming.

      So did Mrs. Tock.

      Slowly they watched London freeze into a dull and grey portrait of people, traffic, and amazing architecture caught under inanimate drops of rain, now hanging in midair.

      Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock couldn’t be happier. No one had the power to do this but them. After all, they were working for Mr. Time himself, and they had been unhappily married since the beginning of… well… time itself.
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      Now that the time on Big Ben had frozen at six o’clock, Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock descended to the streets. It was so much fun with everyone stuck in their place and position.

      A man talking on the phone, his mouth left agape.

      A woman strolling a shopping cart, still bent over it, one leg up behind her.

      A speeding car stopped with an aura of its shadow stretching behind it, like in the Road Runner cartoon.

      “What now, Mrs. Tock?”

      “I’m enjoying this. Look at those people frozen, unaware of what’s happening to them. Do you want to slap a few people on the face?”

      “Not fun enough.”

      “Empty their pockets and leave them broke when they wake up?”

      “Still not fun enough.”

      “You could lift me up so I can poke their noses.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Oh,” Mrs. Tock said. “I think I know what you will consider fun enough.” She smirked.

      “You nasty little short Tock.” His eyes widened. “You always know how to please me.”

      Mrs. Tock’s cheeks reddened. She shrugged her shoulders and walked the streets. The first thing she did was push a car near the edge of the bridge, so when they brought time back, the driver would have no time to veer it back and would splash into the River Thames.

      Mr. Tick caught the idea and started manipulating people’s positions. Now two strangers, man, and woman were kissing. Another two, one slapped the other. Then there was this businessman — Mr. Tick took his clothes off. Now he’d wake up naked in public.

      On and on, they spent the next few minutes preparing the world for chaos. They even pulled a couple of news reporters from their desks and placed them ready with their microphones and cameras on the streets so that the news would go viral on the spot.

      “Oh, fantastic!” Mrs. Tock knocked her cane on the ground.

      “I can’t wait to watch what happens,” Mr. Tick said, fiddling with his time-stopping watch again. “Ready?”

      “So eager to see the world in chaos.”

      But right before Mr. Tick could bring back time, his phone buzzed. An old banana cell phone that hadn’t beeped since about fifteen years ago — who’d call time, anyways?

      “Someone’s calling me?” Mr. Tick said.

      “It’s a message,” Mrs. Tock corrected him. “Why haven’t I received one too?”

      Then her phone buzzed.

      “You’re Mrs. Tock. You’re always late, that’s why.” Mr. Tick glanced at his phone and read the message. Mrs. Tock struggled with opening hers, as she wasn’t tech-savvy.

      “What does it say?” she asked.

      “It’s an offer,” Mr. Tick said. “Someone knows we’re bored to death.”

      “What kind of offer?”

      “An offer from a Wonderland Monster.” Mr. Tick’s eyes met hers.

      “Oh.” She considered this. “Well, we love chaos, but we’re not quite Wonderland Monsters.”

      “That’s what I’ve been thinking. We don’t belong to either Black Chess or the Inklings. I think we should decline the offer.”

      “But what’s it about?”

      “It’s an offer to hurt someone.” Mr. Tick shrugged. “Really hurt someone.”

      “Why would a Wonderland Monster think we’d accept that?”

      “Because we’re bored. And honestly, as time, we’re known to be cruel.”

      “That’s it?”

      “And because it’s about Alice.”

      “Alice?”

      “Yes, Alice.”

      “Alice who?”

      “Alice. Alice.”

      “The Real Alice?”

      “Just Alice.”

      “Did they find her?”

      “Not sure yet, but they think we’re supposed to do something to her to confirm she is the Real Alice.”

      “Alice is dead.”

      “That’s not what the message says.”

      “Hmm…” Mrs. Tock said. “Wouldn’t it be frabjous if Alice is alive. What else does the message say?”

      Mr. Tick neared Mrs. Tock and whispered in her ear. Mrs. Tock’s eyes bulged. She almost lost balance with her cane. “Really?”

      “I think we should do it,” Mr. Tick said. “I’m curious – and very, very bored.”

      “Of course, we should do it.” She sneered all of a sudden. “I never thought so much fun was possible. But first…”

      “I know,” Mr. Tick said, rubbing his watch. “Let’s first bring back time and watch this beautiful chaos in the streets of London.”
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        LECTURE HALL, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      Hi, my name is Alice. Could be Mary Ann. Who knows? What matters is that I am a person who saves lives. I really exist.

      So I am sitting in a Physics 202 class at Oxford University, trying to learn. Having gotten permission from Dr. Tom Truckle to attend classes, I’ve been coming to college for the last two weeks. If I’ve learned anything about studying in college, it’d be that learning sucks.

      The professor is talking gibberish about the scientific possibility of time traveling. He mentions Einstein a couple of times. I am about to raise a hand and tell him about the Einstein Blackboard at Oxford University, the one I used to travel back to Wonderland.

      But who’d believe me if I told the story? Better keep it to myself.

      The Real Alice from Wonderland is now a lame student in college, taking the road usually taken by every young boy and girl in the world. Grow up, study, get your certificates, get married, have kids, and die. Thank you very much for attending the joke called life.

      They end up not knowing about the Wonderland Monsters trying to bring this world down every week — although it’s been two weeks now and no monster showed up.

      I think I have grown a measure of pessimism lately. How can’t I when I am sitting all alone in a long row in the auditorium? All by myself. It’s been the same since the first day I arrived.

      Students don’t talk to me here. Someone spread the news about the girl who killed her classmates in a school bus a few years ago. That mad girl, you know her? Stay away from her. She is bad news.

      At least they don’t know I live in an asylum.

      And here I am. The professor speaks. The students listen. I am the lonely black sheep trying to fit in this world.

      On a few occasions, I want to scream at them and tell them how I saved their asses every week. But I’m a mad girl, after all. Everything I say is laughable, even if it’s the sanest thing in the world.

      Somehow, in all this mess, all I think about now is Jack. Wouldn’t it be fun if he were here with me?

      But Jack is gone. I have no idea why. Since two weeks ago, when I traveled to Mushroomland, he hasn’t shown up. I feel guilty leaving him behind in the asylum and hope to God nothing bad has happened to him.

      The lecture ends, and I get out.

      I take the walk of shame into the hall, eyes stuck on me, whispers behind my back, and a blurry future in front of me.

      Future? The word resonates because I wonder how it’s possible to think of my future when I hardly know enough about my past.

      Who am I? Mary Ann? Alice? The Real Alice? An orphan? Who are my real parents? Is any of this really happening?

      Still walking, I come across a peculiar picture framed on the university’s walls. A photo of one of its most memorable professors. Professor Carter Pillar.

      Funny how he looks like a nerd in the photo — a few years back, I suppose. The photo must have been taken before he read the Alice’s Adventures Under Ground books. Before he went mad and killed twelve people.

      Am I ever going to see you again, Pillar?

      Last time I saw him, he told me he’d see me in fourteen years. I know he looked like he meant it. As he is sometimes a vicious and morally conflicted man, it’s hard to confess this: I miss him.

      Fourteen years is a long time, professor. I’ve been thinking about it for the last two weeks. And I wonder: does it have anything to do with the number written on my cell wall? January 14th?

      I walk through the Tom Quad and leave the university. Outside, people are gathered. The streets are in chaos. Car accidents everywhere. A man has drowned in the river, they say.

      Everyone is bothered, concerned, and worried. All but me. Because it looks like a Wonderland Monster has arrived.

      Is it a bad thing to admit I’m happy? Oh, how bored I have been without a Wonderland Monster in the picture.
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        THE INKLINGS BAR, OXFORD

      

      

      

      Back in the Inklings, I am thinking there is a new mission for me. But I am wrong.

      Fabiola, once the White Queen and the Vatican’s most loved woman, is sitting by a table near a bar, drinking beer. She is surrounded by all sorts of drunk customers who have more tattoos than hers. It’s a drinking contest. Fabiola is winning. I can’t believe my eyes.

      Fabiola gulps. A man gulps. Man falls unconscious to the table, and all Fabiola says is, “Next!” Then she burps and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Hey, Alice,” she says on my way in. “Want in?”

      I don’t even answer her. I roll my eyes and move on to the March Hare.

      The genius professor is cleaning the floor, talking to himself in whispers. I think he is thinking in equations, or of a new design for a garden. He still thinks Black Chess installed the light bulb in his head. Maybe he is right. Sometimes I wonder: don’t we all have light bulbs in our heads?

      The March is also surrounded by a few of the children we saved in Columbia. They follow him everywhere, but he refuses to give up his broom.

      “He is like a child.” I wink at the children. “You need to ask him politely.”

      They laugh at me and say, “He is a child, Alice.”

      “March,” I say. “How have you been?”

      “Better than Fabiola.” He nods toward her, but she doesn’t hear him.

      “Yeah,” I say. “What’s with the drinking contest?”

      “She is upset.”

      “Why?”

      “A little earlier, a few women who knew her from the Vatican came all the way here asking for confessions and advice.”

      “Oh. What happened then?”

      “She told them, ‘If you want to ask Him something, just raise your hands and say it.’ Then she offered them a beer. One of the women left crying. Another said Fabiola was possessed by the devil. This one before them isn’t the White Queen anymore.”

      “I see.”

      “And then someone came and asked for the Pillar.”

      “I suppose this didn’t end well at all.”

      “She threw a glass at him and threw him out.”

      “I wonder why she hates him so much,” I say.

      “I wonder if she can ever forget her days in Wonderland.”

      “So, you know how Fabiola was before becoming a nun?”

      The conversation is interrupted by Fabiola. “It’s time to start real Inklings work.”

      “I was hoping you’d tell me a new Wonderland Monster arrived,” I say.

      She wipes her mouth again, looking a bit tipsy. “Worse.”

      “Really?” the March says.

      “Is this about the chaos on the streets of London?” I say.

      “The chaos is only a handshake with darkness.” Fabiola kicks a man out of his chair and tells him to leave, then pulls the chair over and sits. “Sit down. This new mission is different.”

      I sit. “A scarier Wonderland Monster?”

      “That’s too soon to tell. What we have here is an offer.”

      “An offer? From whom?”

      “From the most vicious killer in history,” Fabiola says. “A murderer. He always arrives on time. Not a tick too soon, and not a tock too late.”
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      There isn’t much time to digest the sentence Fabiola uttered. The bar’s door flings open. A man and a woman enter. Everyone else leaves immediately.

      The man is tall and has an oval head. Like a cantaloupe. The woman is stocky, short, and mean. There is something wicked about them. Not exactly morbid. But a feeling of inevitability surges through me. Then I realize who they are — time itself.

      “You think she is the one, Mrs. Tock?” the tall man asks the short woman as if I am a silent picture on the wall.

      “Could be.” Mrs. Tock knocks her cane on the floor. “Hard to tell. But she’s got that look.”

      “What look exactly?” Mr. Tick says.

      “The look that says, ‘I can’t go back to yesterday because blah blah blah.’”

      I find myself staring at my tattoo.

      “Meet Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock,” Fabiola says, obviously not fond of them. “The two creeps that messed up time in Wonderland.”

      “Pleasure to meet you again, White Queen.” Mr. Tick plays with his hairies. “Sad to see you go from warrior to drunk, though.”

      Fabiola grips the chair tighter but suppresses her anger.

      “How does it feel to deceive people into thinking you’re an angel in the Vatican?” Mrs. Tock says. “Or, tell you what, let’s skip the subject for now. We’re here for the girl.”

      “Me?” I say.

      “Didn’t Fabiola tell you about the offer?” Mr. Tick says.

      “She was about to.”

      “Let me summarize it for you.” He grabs a seat and sits, tapping his pocket watch. “I’m afraid we have little time.”

      “But, you’re time.” March Hare says.

      “Shut up, March,” Mrs. Tock says. “Go play with kids. Or eat your cereal.”

      I’m about to stand up for him when Fabiola grips my hand. I sit back, reluctant to know what’s going on.

      “We have an offer from Black Chess,” Mr. Tick says.

      “So, we’re playing with open cards now?” Fabiola says.

      “Why not? The Inklings are ready. So is Black Chess. All in the name of World War Wonderland.”

      “Get to the point,” I demand. “Who in Black Chess sent you?”

      “The big guys, which I’m not going to reveal,” Mr. Tick says. “Trust me. My offer is more tempting than knowing who really runs Black Chess.”

      “I’m listening,” I say.

      “She is feisty, Mr. Tick,” Mrs. Tock remarks.

      “A desirable trait if she really is her,” Mr. Tick says.

      “Cut the crap,” I say. “Why are you here? Talk or leave.”

      “Before we talk, let me ask you a question,” Mr. Tick says, leaning forward. “What do you know about time travel?”
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      “That’s it.” I stand up. “You better leave now.”

      “Wait, Alice.” Fabiola pulls me back again. “Time travel is real. Not like the Einstein Blackboard, which only sends you back to Wonderland.”

      I sit down.

      “Only Mr. Tick and I,” Mrs. Tock says, “can execute time travel.”

      “Although there are a few conditions that have to present themselves to do it properly,” Mr. Tick says. “But you don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Why do I need to worry about it in the first place?”

      “Because of our offer,” Mrs. Tock says. “We want to make you time travel.”

      “What kind of offer is that?” I say.

      “We want to send you to the future,” Mr. Tick says.

      “Is this a joke?”

      “We’re time, darling,” Mrs. Tock says. “We don’t joke.”

      “Ask older people,” Mr. Tick adds. “Or the man who just missed his ride outside.”

      “Or the student who’s going to fail tomorrow’s test because he didn’t respect us, time, enough and ended up sleeping through his classes,” Mrs. Tock says.

      “Or the man who is going to die in” — Mr. Tick stares at his watch — “about three seconds before he ever did what he always wanted to do.”

      “And why?” Mrs. Tock snickers at Mr. Tick.

      “Because he thought that time, us, is on his side.” Mr. Tick high-fives Mrs. Tock. He has to lower his hands though.

      “We get it,” Fabiola says. “Tell us why you want to send Alice to the future. Why would Black Chess openly offer us this? What’s the point?”

      “Didn’t you figure it out yet?” Mrs. Tock sneers.

      “Here is the deal,” Mr. Tick says. “Black Chess will use our services because we have common business interests. They want to send Alice into the future so she can locate what’s left of the Six Impossible Keys.”
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      “Wouldn’t it be more convenient to send me back in time to know where I hid them?” I ask.

      “And risk the possibility that you may have changed their location in the past twelve years and then forgot about it?” Mr. Tick says.

      “Or better, the possibility of you using them for your own cause while you’re in the past?” Mrs. Tock says.

      “I’m not sure I’m following,” I say.

      “The logic is that in the future, the keys should have been already used and that either Black Chess or the Inklings have already won the Wonderland Wars,” Mr. Tick says. “Also, there is one other advantage.”

      “Which is?”

      “The rules of time are that you can bring objects back from the future, but not from the past to the future,” Mr. Tick says.

      “Aren’t you time? Change the rules,” I say.

      “We’re actually working for Time. Mr. Time doesn’t want to be known at this time in history. But we have full authority to talk on his behalf,” Mr. Tick says. “So just humor us. We can’t send you into the future without your consent.”

      “So let’s say she follows this loony plan and brings back the keys from the future,” Fabiola says. “Why would Black Chess help us do that?”

      “Black Chess’s problem is the whereabouts of the Six Impossible Keys. Taking them by force from you isn’t the trouble. They believe they are stronger,” Mr. Tick says. “So the idea is to bring the keys, have them in your possession, and fight us when we try to take them from you. They’re up to that challenge.”

      If I accept, we’ll have to have a plan to hide the keys immediately. Maybe I can find a way to send a message back to the future. It’s risky.

      “What do you think, Fabiola?” I say.

      “I say no. Because you’re the only one who knows the whereabouts of the keys. Sooner or later, you’ll find them here without their help. They need us. We don’t need them.”

      “Wouldn’t you want to know for sure if you’re the Real Alice?” Mr. Tick asks me. “Think about it. All the evidence you gathered from the past could have been given to you. Maybe the sneaky Pillar played you into thinking you were the Real Alice. How do you know he didn’t plant the keys you found in the basement of your house and made you think you’d found them yourself?”

      “I met Lewis Carroll’s ghost in here,” I say. “He told me I’m the Real Alice.”

      “It’s a ghost. An apparition. Who said it can’t be manipulated?” Mr. Tick argues. “But the future never lies. You will definitely know if you’re the Real Alice by finding all the keys there and knowing what happens to you in the future.”

      “I’m not so keen about my future without my past,” I say. “I think I’ll decline. Please leave now.”

      “She leaves us no choice, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick tells his wife.

      “I hate it when people don’t accept our kindness.” Mrs. Tock shakes her head.

      Suddenly the March Hare stiffens in place as if electrified by an invisible current. He falls to the floor.

      “We planted this. Cyanide in his milk,” Mr. Tick says. “To wake him up, he needs an antidote. And only we have it.”

      Fabiola reaches for her Vorpal sword, but neither of the two loons flinch.

      “I wouldn’t do that, because the only way to save the March Hare is to go back in time and relieve him from his poison,” Mrs. Tock sneers, all the joy in the world flaming in her eyes. “Cyanide is incurable.”

      “Besides, it’s time that cuts like a knife. Not a Vorpal sword,” Mr. Tick mocks Fabiola. “So please sit down and accept our offer.”

      I stare at their ugly faces without flinching. I muster the look of the unafraid, but my knees are shaking. Not the March Hare. Please don’t kill him.

      “Think of it as a school trip on a bus,” Mr. Tick tells me. “Except you don’t have to kill your classmates this time.”

      “You’ll also get to know Jack’s fate in the future,” Mr. Tick says. “I think you want to know about that.”

      “Shut up, you creeps.” I grit my teeth. “Let’s do it. Send me to the future.”
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        MARGARET KENT’S OFFICE, BRITISH PARLIAMENT, LONDON

      

      

      

      Margaret Kent had her acquaintances gathered around her. The Cheshire, Carolus Ludovicus, and a crew of Red mercenaries. She sat back in her chair, imagining she would be Queen when this was all over. It was simple, really. She would get the keys, chop off the Queen of Hearts’ head, and play football with it in a festive celebration broadcast on live TV.

      But it was a long road to freedom.

      “Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock offered Alice the deal, and she took the bait,” Margaret said. “It’s only hours, and the Six Impossible Keys will be ours.”

      “Meow.” The Cheshire moaned happily, still disguised in Jack’s body, which made him look weirder.

      “Don’t meow in my office.” Margaret groaned. “This is Parliament, not a barn.”

      Carolus laughed next to the Cheshire. He had just gotten his Lullaby shot, a sedative that kept him calm enough not to kill anyone, or to look for Lewis Carroll to kill him.

      Margaret actually felt nauseated, having a man looking like Lewis Carroll and another looking like Jack Diamonds in her office. It seemed so wrong, but she didn’t want to give it much thought now.

      “My point is that sending Alice into the future is taking place at the Inklings,” she said. “It’s your job to surround the place, and make sure to get the keys by force when she wakes up.”

      “What if she tries to trick us?” Carolus asked.

      “Then you bring her to me. We’ll torture her until she tells us where the keys are.”

      “Could I volunteer to do the torture?” the Cheshire said. “I’d like to see the look on her face, being tortured by Jack, the love of her life.”

      Margaret smirked. “Nasty idea. Brilliant.”

      “We’ve always been two messed-up individuals,” the Cheshire said.

      “Me too,” Carolus said eagerly.

      “One happy family.” Margaret rolled her eyes. “Wait and see how much we’ll want to kill each other when we find the keys.”

      “Meow.” That was Carolus this time.

      Margaret glared at him.

      “You said you don’t want the Cheshire to meow, not me,” Carolus said.

      “Your meow sucks,” the Cheshire said.

      “Yeah?” Carolus said and stared him in the eyes.

      “Yeah,” the Cheshire retorted. “It lacks cat subtlety.”

      “What the hell is that?”

      “Something, only cats, can do,” the Cheshire said.

      “Like grinning?” Carolus grinned, mustering a Lewis Carroll look. Which really irritated Margaret.

      “Your grinning would scare only a child,” the Cheshire argued. “Mine makes a soldier piss in his boots.”

      “You mean a cat piss in his boots. Want to punch me in the face to show me how to grin and meow? Ha!” Carolus began to lose his temper.

      “Seriously,” the Cheshire said. “You’re nothing without a pill, thinking it’s a man. You’re a ghost of a man at best.”

      “Girls!” Margaret rapped her hand on the desk.

      “He started it ,” Carolus grunted.

      “What?” The Cheshire rolled his eyes. “Is this high school on mushrooms all over again?”

      “You never went to school,” Margaret shouted. “Stop it, and let’s talk about the Inklings.”

      “What about it?” the Cheshire said.

      “I heard rumors it has a secret tunnel you can use to escape,” Margaret said. “So go make sure Alice won’t escape when she wakes up.”

      “Will do,” Carolus said.

      “Aren’t you coming?” the Cheshire asked Margaret.

      “No.” She sat back in her comfortable leather chair, tonguing a pen in her mouth. “I have to tell the Queen about my plan with the keys.”

      “She doesn’t know yet?” Carolus asked.

      “Not yet, and there is a reason for it ,” Margaret smirked.
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        SOMEWHERE IN THE FUTURE

      

      

      

      I wake up in a big bed inside a white room with cushiony drapes and modern furniture. I am suffering from a headache. Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock told me it would subside soon. It’s surreal to imagine another version of me lying on a couch a few years ago in the backroom in the Inklings, while I am here in the future. All at the same time.

      I straighten up, remembering that the March Hare’s life is at stake. I haven’t had enough time to get to know him, but he reminds of Constance, whom I saved in my first mission. Both are pure children at heart, and all I want to do is hold them tight and protect them.

      But where am I? How many years into the future? And how has the Inklings turned into this beautiful room I am in?

      The headache begins to subside, and I get off the bed. This room is big and beautiful. Mostly white.

      I am wearing a white dress. The tiles on the floor are black and white, like a chessboard. Except they’re made of elegant, expensive, shiny material like I have never seen before.

      There is a window to my right, overlooking a garden. It catches my eye. I can’t help but look.

      The garden is vast. Endless. Full of lilies and greens. It reminds me of… wait… is that a hedgehog the shape of a rabbit?

      It is.

      No. Not a rabbit. A March Hare.

      I realize the garden is another fabulous replica of Wonderland, probably designed by the March Hare — in the future.

      Does this mean he is alive? Does this mean I will succeed in getting back the keys and saving him?

      Too many ideas roam in my head and stir that headache back again. It’s surreal being in the future. All those possibilities.

      I turn and face the room again.

      I walk to a wardrobe — probably my wardrobe. When I open it, my mouth hangs open. Look at those beautiful shoes. And at those endless, beautiful dresses. All mine? I pick one after the other and take a better look at them. They don’t look my size. A little bigger, belonging to someone a bit chubby.

      Then it occurs to me. I am in the future. I could have gained weight. How old am I?

      I put down the dresses and locate the mirror in the room. A wall mirror. Beautiful as well, with calligraphy on the white frame.

      Standing there and staring at my reflection, I look much different. Not just older. I have gained weight. Not much, but it explains the dresses. God, I have a couple of wrinkles under my eyes. I must be in my early thirties.

      I can’t tell whether this is fun or shocking, seeing myself so many years into the future. So I let it go.

      “But wait, Alice,” I say to my reflection. “You live in what looks like a good house. You’re probably rich. Does this mean…?”

      The words are stuck in my mouth. But I think all of this means that the Inklings won. There can’t be another explanation. Whatever the Wonderland Wars are, I’m sure I wouldn’t be living as luxuriously in the future.

      Unless we won.

      “We won!” I raise my hands in the air and shout like a kid with a trophy. “Yeah!” I bend my elbow and wave it in the air as if I am surrounded by an audience of millions.

      Really? We won?

      I run back to the window and open it. Why isn’t there a soul outside?

      “We won!” I scream out at the garden. “Suck on this, Black Chess.” I jab my finger at no one.

      I am jumping in my room. Left and right. Wondering where my friends are. What happened to them in the future? Fabiola. The March Hare. The Pillar. Where are they?

      And Jack? Is it possible I found a way for Jack to stay in this world?

      All kinds of thoughts weigh down on my shoulders. I can hardly breathe from the excitement. I need to meet someone to get answers.

      I run to the door, hoping to meet whoever is living with me in the house.

      But then I stop. My heart drops to the floor when I hear a voice outside. It’s not the voice of a Wonderland Monster.

      It’s a sweet voice.

      Of a child.

      But it scares the heck out of me.

      Why?

      Because a little girl is standing by the door. She is about six years old. She has blond hair, flabby cheeks, and an incredibly amazing smile. She is holding a lollipop and licking it.

      She looks at me.

      Then she says, “What’s taking you so long, Mum?”
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        THE PRESENT TIME: BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      Margaret stood before the Queen, watching her feed peanuts to her dogs. The Queen awarded them one each, only after they slobbered and licked her feet. The Queen liked the feeling while she drank bone broth of the people whose heads she had chopped off last week. Human bone broth gave her power, like drinking an enemy’s blood from their skulls.

      “Brilliant plan, Margaret,” the Queen said. “I thought you were dumb. But you turned out to be a little better than that. Rather stupid, which is way better than dumb.”

      “Thank you, My Queen.” Margaret wasn’t going to comment. Like always, she sucked in all the humiliation until she got what she wanted. “But that’s not just it.”

      “What could you have possibly done better than getting the keys from Alice by sending her to the future?”

      “The fact that only I control the aspects of this plan, My Queen.”

      The Queen stopped feeding her dogs. She spat out the bone broth at them. The poor pets moaned and lowered their chins to the floor. “What do you mean, Margaret?”

      “I mean, the keys will be delivered to me, not you, My Queen.” Margaret tried not to snicker or smile. When doing business, a poker face was her mask.

      “I’m not sure I heard you well.”

      “No, you did,” Margaret said, hands laced before her. “And I’m not going to repeat myself.”

      “Holy Lords of Wonderland.” The Queen sighed. “Are you blackmailing me?”

      “Who said I’m blackmailing you, My Majesty?”

      “You said the keys will be delivered only to you and not to me.”

      “That’s right, but it doesn’t mean I will not deliver them to you.”

      “I’m paradoxically, nonsensically, unexplainably confused.”

      Because you are dumb little thing. “Why so, My Queen? I will deliver you the keys, under one condition.”

      “You are blackmailing me.”

      “I wouldn’t call it that. Think of it as a small employee in a large company asking for a raise in exchange for the things they do and never take credit for.”

      “It’s still blackmail.” The Queen chewed on a nut. “So, you want a raise?”

      I want to be the queen, but it’s too soon to bring that to the table. “No. I don’t want a raise.”

      “It’s Mary Go Round all over again. You’re blackmailing me, but you’re not blackmailing me. You want a raise, but you don’t want a raise. A puzzle?”

      “Not at all.” Margaret took a single step forward. “I will give you the keys if you give me what I want.”

      “Which is?”

      “You know what I want.”

      The Queen dropped her nut. She finally got it.

      “I want what you have taken from me.” Margaret’s eyes moistened, although she’d sworn to hold back her emotions. “I want what made me become your tool for so many years. It’s time you bring it back.”

      “You know I don’t want to give that back to you.” The Queen stared at her from top to bottom.

      “But it’s mine. Not yours.”

      “I believe things are only yours if you have them.” The Queen smiled flatly. “How can they be yours if you don’t?”

      “They were mine once.”

      “But they aren’t now. See the logic?”

      “Then, you get no keys.” Margaret collected herself and took a step back. “And, you know what I can do with them.”

      “I don’t think you know what the keys are for, Margaret,” the Queen said. “And you know I can chop your head off right now.” She glanced at her bowl of bone broth on the table. “How I’d love to drink your brain in that bowl.”

      “Suit yourself.” Margaret turned and walked to the door.

      “Wait.” Margaret didn’t turn and face the Queen, so she’d keep up the tension. “I will give you what you want, but you must know you will be my enemy then.”

      “I understand.”

      “I hurt my enemies bad, Margaret.”

      “I’ve witnessed that.”

      “As you wish,” the Queen chirped. “What’s wrong with getting the keys in exchange for this stupid thing you want from me?” she mumbled. “Bring me the keys. You get what you want.”

      “Thank you,” Margaret said, and walked out to the hallway, her chin up. She mustered her Duchess face as she dealt with all kinds of businesses.

      A few moments later, she took the elevator, waited until she was alone, and began crying her heart out.
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        SOMEWHERE IN THE FUTURE

      

      

      

      I am standing clueless in the most surreal situation you can imagine, trapped in my future self, and staring at my future daughter. Oh my God, I just noticed her hair’s texture is a replica of mine. And her walk reminds me of myself. I’m going to cry bubblegum tears right now.

      “Mummy, we’re late,” she says. “Have you slept in again?”

      I kneel to the floor and open my arms, wanting her to jump into them. Instead, she stares at me, as if I am a loon. Then I realize I don’t even know her name.

      “What’s wrong with you, Mummy?” she says. “Did you take your pills?”

      “Pills? Huh,” I say, not caring about pills. “How about you come into Mummy’s arms?”

      “Ooofff.” She stomps her feet and blows out a long sigh, showing her bubbly cheeks. “All right.”

      She approaches me, and my heartbeat is like a freight train. Then she slowly moves into my arms. I squeeze her so tight. I can’t help it. Tears squeeze out of my eyes. This feels so good. So illegally good.

      “Mummy, you’re choking me,” she says. “What’s wrong with you today?” She slides herself away and stares into my eyes. “Do you want me to tell Dad to drive me to school?”

      “Dad?” I raise an eyebrow. Is it Jack? Really? It must be Jack. She has those light dimples in her cheeks. It must be Jack.

      Then another voice calls from the hallway. Not that of an adult. Another kid. A boy.

      “Lily!” the boy calls. “Where are you? I need to go.”

      “Lily?” I stare at my daughter.

      “Yes, Lily, Mum. It’s not like I chose the name.”

      “Lily is a nice name,” I say. I love it, actually.

      “Yeah, so you say.” She rolls her eyes. “At least it’s better than Tiger.” She points at the boy, a little older, standing by the door.

      “Tiger?” I stare at him.

      “Yes, Tiger,” she mumbles. “Hey, Tiger. Come meet Mum.”

      “Thanks, I’ve seen her before.” Tiger giggles.

      “Because she is acting like she hasn’t seen us before.”

      “Then she didn’t take her meds,” Tiger says.

      I am at a loss for words, staring at my cute kids, and experiencing something I’ve never thought of before. Hell, I haven’t even experienced being married. And frankly, I thought a girl who was out there to save the world wasn’t going to fall in love and have kids, ever.

      But wait. Tiger and Lily? Is that why my plant in my cell means so much to me? Does this mean I have been into the future before?

      “She is in a daze,” Tiger says. “Let’s get Dad to drive us to school.”

      “No.” I stand up. “I will drive you to school.” It’s my responsibility, isn’t it? “Have you had breakfast yet?”

      Both stare at me as if I am an alien.

      “Did I say something wrong?” I say.

      “You never make us breakfast,” Lily says.

      “Oh.” I rub my chin. “That was a bad mum. Not from now on.”

      Tiger and Lily burst out laughing.

      “Dad won’t believe this ,” Lily says.

      And then Dad calls out. He sounds like he is down in the foyer or something. My room is on the second floor. And he says, “Baby, are you awake yet?”

      Suddenly, and upon hearing his voice, I realize I don’t want to see him.
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      The man calling me baby isn’t Jack. That’s not his voice. I’ve never heard it before. No, I can’t meet him. That’s like a big spoiler for the movie of my life. I don’t want to know the man I am going to marry. I don’t mind my children. They are the blood that runs in my veins. I don’t mind meeting them now. But not the boy who will become the man I will fall in love with. I will have a boring love life this way when I get back.

      “Listen.” I kneel down. “How about we make it a surprise to Dad, the fact that I am making you breakfast? Let’s not see him now.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Tiger says.

      “Let’s leave through the back stairs. Get into my car. I have a car, right?”

      “If you call your fancy rabbit-looking vehicle a car.” Tiger rolls his eyes.

      “Okay.” I nod. “I will drive you to school, buy breakfast on the way, and then I’ll come back and meet Dad. Then I will cook you the best dinner you can gorge on when you come back.”

      “I want marshmallow tarts,” Lily says.

      “I can do that.” I have no idea what that is.

      “Laughing Jelly Sticks, too?” Lily adds.

      “Of course.”

      “You’re the best, Mum.” She hugs me again.

      “You want something special, Tiger?” I say.

      “I just want to see you cook, for real,” he says. “That’d make my day.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Awesome?” Tiger squints as if he’s starting to suspect I’m not his mother. “Who says awesome anymore?”

      “What should I say?”

      “Frabjous,” Lily squeaks.

      “Ah.” I forgot we won the Wonderland War. “Frabjous. Now any idea how we could sneak out without Dad seeing us?”

      “You’re the boss, Mum,” he says. “That’s your problem.”

      “Of course,” I say, unsure what my next move will be.

      There is a man who calls me baby climbing up the stairs. My eyes veer toward the window again. Then to the bedsheets. Then back to my children. “How about we climb out the window?”

      “Wow!” Tiger says. “You’re seriously the coolest mum in the Great Republic of Wonderland.”
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      I roll the sheets into a rope and dangle it down the window. Lily climbs on my back and wraps her tiny arms around my neck. Tiger holds me from the front, head on my bosom, arms wrapped around my back. We climb down, and I am surprised at my athletic physique. I must have trained well throughout the war. Chubby but strong.

      Midway, the rope starts waving left and right, like a pendulum.

      “Like Tarzan!” Tiger chirps.

      “No, like Rapunzel,” Lily insists.

      “Like the worst mother ever,” I say.

      Finally, we hit the ground. My husband’s voice is calling for me upstairs. He must be in my room now. And soon he’ll see the dangling rope.

      I let my children guide me to my car. It’s around the corner from the fabulous garden. I still can’t believe I’m living luxuriously in this future. Did someone compensate me that well for killing monsters and saving lives?

      Tiger points at what looks like a vehicle, draped in a large white cover. It’s parked in a garage full of pink roses, covered with a pergola of green leaves.

      Surreal.

      I uncover it, and there is one funny-looking car underneath it. It looks like a modified Corvette, redesigned into the shape of a rabbit. The front is the rabbit’s nose, mouth, and chin stretched out to serve as a car, a convertible with custom-made backseats. The back is the rabbit’s ass.

      “Is this my car?”

      “Come on, Mum.” Lily pulls me by the hand. “We’ve wanted you to take us for a ride in it since forever.”

      “Okay.” I shake my shoulders. “Jump in.”

      They do. I get into the driver’s seat. There are no keys. There is a button that says ‘Push Me.’

      I push it, and the car stirs into existence. My kids cheer behind me, ready for a ride.

      “Mrs. Alice!”

      I hear someone call me. Not my husband. Another voice. Familiar.

      “It’s Mr. Jittery. Our neighbor!” Lily says. “He designed the garden.”

      I turn and watch the March Hare stepping toward me. He is in his pajamas and wears a nightcap on his head. He looks much older now.

      The kids greet him and play with him for a moment. This is the first of my friends that I’ve seen in this fabulous future. I have so many questions for him.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Alice,” the March Hare says.

      “Mrs. Alice?” I squint.

      He dismisses my inquiry and hands me an envelope. “I thought I’d give you this back.”

      I take the envelope. It has pictures of six keys on a chain on the back. It doesn’t look like there are keys inside.

      “Thank you.” I lean forward and whisper, “So we won the war?”

      The March’s ears stand erect. His eyes widen. It’s the same look he had when I first met him in the asylum called the Hole.

      “What is it? Aren’t you happy?” I say. “We won the Wonderland War.”

      The March’s face turns red. His eyes roll sideways and upward.

      I pull him closer to me. “Don’t tell me you still have the light bulb in your head?”

      “What light bulb?” He manages a weird smile that I can’t interpret.

      “Come on, Mum.” Lily taps me on the shoulder. “We’re late for school.”

      I realize children come first and decide I will talk with the March later. “Okay. But you lead the way,” I tell my children, and hit the pedal.

      “Bye, Mr. Jittery!” Lily waves.

      “I know the way.” Tiger hugs the back of the passenger seat and begins to guide me into the fantabulous world of the future.
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      I push the radio button while driving in this rich and luxurious neighborhood I live in. There is a song playing on the radio. It has this line, ‘the future is so bright, I gotta wear shades.’

      All houses are family homes, the bright colors of rainbows. Roses are everywhere. Lily greets a few people on the way. Families and their kids in silly-looking cars like mine. Whenever someone greets me, I nod and pretend I know them.

      At some point, I miss Tiger’s directions and detour into a left. It’s a one-way road. Narrow. It looks abandoned. The more I drive into it, the more roses disappear. There is a gate at the end.

      “Okay, I’m lost,” I tell Tiger, but he doesn’t answer me.

      I look in the mirror and see him, and Lily are scared out of their minds. So scared, Tiger can’t tell me how to turn around and get back on track.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You shouldn’t be driving this way,” Tiger says.

      “Yeah, I know. I missed the turn,” I say. “Can you tell me how to get back?”

      “He is scared,” Lily says, looking as scared. “I think you have to drive over the grass here. That’ll be breaking the law, but it’s the only way back.”

      “That’s silly,” I say while following her suggestion. “Why isn’t there a way back?”

      “Because everyone knows you don’t drive near this place.” Tiger tenses.

      I decide not to ask them while they’re scared. So I begin to entertain them by singing along with a song that I don’t know on the radio. It takes some time, but finally, they ease up once we’re closer to their school.

      “We’ve arrived!” Lily raises her hands as I slow down at the school’s curb.

      It puzzles me how my children are so happy about going to school. I don’t think that’s the norm. But hey, we won the war. This must be the heaven version of the future.

      Tiger gives me a kiss on my cheek and jumps out of the car. He meets up with his friends, looking like the leader of the tribe. Lily hugs me dearly. She gets out slowly, looking a bit shy. The first one to greet her is at the school’s door — her teacher.

      Gripping the wheel, I feel worried about my little girl. I am not sure if I should do something about it. This is the future. I am going to be back within an hour. But God, it just doesn’t feel right not to know why Lily is a bit introverted.

      I watch her enter the building, reminding myself of the mission I am here for. I open the envelope, which is my only clue to the whereabouts of the keys. Inside, there is nothing but a piece of paper with an address.

      An address I recognize immediately. St. Aldates Street. I am supposed to go to Oxford University.

      I think it’s my own handwriting scribbled at the bottom. It says:

      Find the Mock Turtle. He knows where the keys are.

      So the way to the Six Keys is to go to Oxford University and find the Mock Turtle. Not the soup, of course.

      I remember a brief appearance for such a character by that name in Lewis Carroll’s books. He is the one who tells Alice he called his teacher tortoise because he ‘taught us.’

      I turn around, aiming to find my way to Oxford University. I wonder if it looks as fluffy and wonderful as my neighborhood.

      As I drive, I keep thinking about the note. It escapes me how and why I’d have written this note in the future. Did I know I was coming? Did I come here before, and left myself a clue?

      Time traveling is even more mind-boggling than the secrets of Wonderland.

      Lost in the neighborhood, I decide to make it back to the March Hare and have a lengthy conversation with him. That’d be the right start.

      I come across that scary street again. And being me, I can’t help it. I am curious.

      I detour again, driving along, looking left and right. It’s a dim-looking street, but not really scary. I keep driving until I reach the gate. I wonder how it opens. Maybe this is the way to the university.

      I get out of the car and walk to the gate. There is a single red button on the right wall of the gate. It says: Don’t push this button.

      It seems that, even after we won the war, the nonsensical never stopped. Why is there a button if I shouldn’t push it?

      But I do. I am curious.

      The gate opens slowly. And a timer appears on the wall. Sixty seconds. I assume it’s the time the gate stays open.

      Jumping back in my rabbit car, I hit the accelerator and gun it through the gate.

      And it’s only seconds before I see the horror and understand what’s really happening in the future.
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        THE PRESENT: OXFORD

      

      

      

      The Cheshire had been roaming the street in Jack’s body for some time. And boy was it fun.

      First of all, Jack was young and allowed the Cheshire to mingle with young people, which excited him. Yesterday he’d played a game of football. Gone to a movie with a few youngsters he befriended at the game.

      Even better was how girls liked Jack. They always complimented him and flirted with him. They thought he was funny and easygoing, though the Cheshire hardly talked. He didn’t want to expose himself as being a very old creature.

      Usually, he only smirked, laughed, and used Jack’s attractive facial expressions to push a conversation.

      The best thing about him was his dimples, the girls said.

      Thankfully, he knew enough about Jack to sustain believable short conversations when he was forced to say something.

      At the movies, everyone wanted to see the latest Star Wars movie. But the Cheshire persuaded them to see Puss in Boots.

      That was some experience for him.

      Seeing a kick-ass cat, subtly evil, loved and cherished by the audience, made the Cheshire’s day. Maybe humans weren’t that bad after all — but soon, he changed his mind and convinced himself that Puss in Boots must be a Wonderlander he hadn’t heard of. One with expanded influence in this world. He should tell the Queen about him later.

      Then he went to dinner with a girl. She kept holding his hand all night, showing him she liked him. She made him drive her home and spent a significant amount of time at her doorstep, talking to him. At first, he didn’t understand until she neared and kissed him.

      “Meow.” He moaned.

      The girl backed off immediately, pretending she had school tomorrow and disappeared into her house.

      “She’s definitely not a cat person ,” he told himself.

      Walking away, the Cheshire wondered about those strange human emotions. Holding hands, going to movies, kissing. Those humans sure knew how to enjoy themselves. They didn’t spend their days hunting for a rat to feed themselves and their families. And they didn’t spend much time evading imminent threats of predators, dogs, and passing cars.

      Holy furs, grins, and purrs.

      They didn’t even have fleas sticking to the backs of their necks, driving them crazy all day and night.

      And most important, each and every one of them had a place to go home to at night. It was just silly.

      Suddenly, the Cheshire heard someone call behind him, “Alice!”

      The Cheshire turned and saw no one. But the voice continued, “Alice. I love you.”

      The Cheshire’s eyes rolled. Was he getting madder than he already was?

      “I need to tell you why I came back for you, Alice.”

      Enough, the Cheshire thought. What was going on?

      Then the headache started. He clapped his hands over his ears, but the voice persisted. He finally realized whose voice this really was.

      It was Jack’s. The Cheshire was listening to Jack’s thoughts. About none other than Alice.

      The Cheshire grinned. A big grin. It was time to listen to why Jack had really come back for Alice.
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        THE FUTURE

      

      

      

      The place I just left turned out to be a compound of some sort. Safe and sound from the mad world outside.

      Here in the streets, it’s a circus of insanity. It's like a kindergarten for adults. People drive cars into each other and laugh at the injured passengers. Others are vandalizing every other building they come across. There are a bunch of what look like protestors gathered in the streets. They're holding signs that read: We want our brains back.

      And that's just what I am capable of comprehending from a brief look.

      I stop the car, too worried to get out, still trying to understand what's going on. Is this the real future? What about the place I came from?

      I turn back and see my neighborhood behind the gate is protected by a fortress wall. Surveillance cameras everywhere. Several signs with warnings stretch across the walls. Don't come near or you will be fried like toast.

      Farther to the left, there is a bigger sign. It says: The Wonderland Compound.

      I remind myself that I am lying on a couch in the Inklings bar a few years back in time now. Does this mean the Inklings has been turned into this protective compound in the future?

      Why?

      Turning back, I stare at the mad world in chaos and realize I am staring at where Big Ben once stood. The building still has a clock, but it's not Big Ben anymore. It's a giant building shaped like a mushroom.

      I decide to drive further into the mad streets of London. It's not easy, considering the crazy people rapping on my car, demanding that I stop.

      But I manage. Maneuvering left and right. A building is on fire next to me. A march of naked people with tattoos on their chests: Government! Give back our brains!

      What happened here?

      I arrive at what once was the British Parliament in Westminster Palace. It's not that anymore. It's something scary.

      I slow down and stare at it, unable to believe my own eyes. But it's hard not to know what it has turned into.

      A circus.

      A fluttering flag before the tent reads: Ladies and gentlemen, mad and madders, come watch the freaks who call themselves sane and rational.

      I halt to a stop, needing a moment to let it all sink in.

      We didn't really win the war, did we? We lost it. Big time. And the Wonderland Monsters turned the circus around on humans. Now the insane watch the sane for entertainment and freak shows.

      A slight look to the right and I see the Queen of Hearts’ face, full profile, drawn on the vertical length of a ten-story building. The drawing makes her look taller, thinner, and not as ugly as she really is. Underneath her painting, there are more words to read: In Her Majesty's Bonkers Service!

      I let out a shriek inside my car. This is the worst future for mankind.

      Another horde of protestors walk toward my car. Those are different and most nonsensical. They hold up signs that say: We volunteer to have our heads chopped off. All in the name of the Queen.

      They keep advancing and pointing at my car. They want me to let some of them in. I pull the roof of the car on and lock myself inside. But then they pull out their Bandersnatch guns and are about to shoot me. I put the car in reverse and hit the accelerator.

      It doesn't work. An ambulance, driven by a madman, crashes into my car from behind.

      I need to find a way out of this.
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        THE PRESENT: OXFORD

      

      

      

      The Cheshire was going mad — well, at least madder than he already was.

      Jack's voice in his head was killing him. At first, he thought he could know why Jack came back for Alice. But the little piece of information didn't present itself. Instead, Jack turned out to be in real love with Alice, thinking about her all the time. Remembering how they met. All those late-night phone calls. The walks. The talks. And the romance.

      The Cheshire felt like he was going to vomit from the clichés and cheesiness. Humans pretended they were superior in their feelings toward each other.

      But then the Cheshire remembered the youngsters he'd just met and gone to the movies with. Maybe he really had to give humans a chance.

      At least guys like Jack.

      How was it possible to really think about someone this way? How was Jack benefitting from loving a girl who’d killed him?

      It drove the Cheshire mad. But he decided he had to figure it out. Starting with sorting Jack's mind out.

      Like a cabinet full of curiosities, he wanted to locate Jack’s memories with Alice. The memory on the bus where she killed him and the other students.
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        THE FUTURE: LONDON

      

      

      

      Running wild in the streets, chased by a horde of mad people, I glanced at what once was the Big Ben again. Not only does it look like a weird mushroom made of what looks like marshmallow bricks, but it has a cuckoo bursting out of it when the clock strikes. The cuckoo has a husky voice, shouting, “We’re all mad here!” three times.

      There is much more madness that surrounds me, but I try to focus on two things. My survival, and finding a way out of London to Oxford University.

      Pictures of the Queen of Hearts are everywhere. A few statues too. One of them shows her chopping off a flamingo’s head. The following words are carved underneath: She finally did it!

      I take a left onto what I think will lead me to the road out of here. The madmen are right on my tail. From the signs, I believe Great Britain is now called the Great Republic of Wonderland, just like Tiger told me.

      And that’s not all. There are maps on the walls of buildings. Maps of the empire of Wonderland. Apparently, Black Chess colonized the rest of the world like the British Empire of the past. Mushrooms are Black Chess’s trademark, planted in every country they set foot in as a marker of territory.

      Damn. The Queen’s plan really worked.

      Now I take a right, as I elbow one of my attackers hard enough to throw him back. I think I am stronger now. I wonder how.

      There is a map that shows that the republic’s most proud achievement: conquering Uncle Sam’s land. The United Loons of Wonderland is what the US is called now. Hell, there is a picture of the Sphinx in Egypt with the Queen’s head instead of a lion’s.

      This, by far, is the worst-case scenario. How did we lose the war?

      A couple of my chasers manage to grab my hand and slow me down. I kick one in the crotch and slice a shard of glass through the other’s neck. What the heck am I doing?

      But I have no time. I keep on running before the others find me. This is insane. The world is chasing after me. I don’t even know why.

      And here it is. Oxford University. How did I step out of London into Oxford this fast? I wonder if it has something to do with time traveling. Does time collapse distance this way?

      But here I am, staring at… Wait.

      At first, I am surprised that the university buildings are left as they were. No mushroom structures or other sorts of nonsense have touched it. Then I read the sign hung atop the Tom Tower. It says: Welcome to the Oxford Asylum for the Sane and Mundane.

      Pictures of Einstein on the outer walls, depicted as a madman with a hookah pipe and flapping white hair, say it all. There is a bubbling quote coming out of his mouth: Time? What about time? Time is mad.

      But I’m not that surprised. It has all gotten out of hand already.

      What does surprise me is that my chasers are now split into two groups. Left and right. Now I can’t enter the university — I mean the asylum — surrounded by mad people in all directions.

      I’m stuck with a shard of glass for a weapon, between two groups of mad folks wanting to kill me — or so I believe.

      I stand in place, circling slowly, my eyes meeting theirs. They’re approaching me. They’re not in a rush. Why would they be? We have all the madness in the world.

      What are you going to do right now, Alice? Die in the future? What does that even mean?

      I realize that what really bothers me is that I am a mother now. Who is going to take care of Lily and Tiger if I die?

      But I’m not even supposed to be here. Time traveling is really messing with my head.

      The madmen and women approach me with grins worse than the Cheshire’s. I swallow hard. What am I going to do? I guess I will have to fight them. Can I confront all of them?

      I pray my None Fu skills have evolved tremendously, or I will die a mushroom in the future.

      Suddenly, a huge vehicle stops nearby. A red one. Its wheels screech to a halt. It’s a fire truck. Before I know it, the madmen, including me, are thrown backward by the rush of water pressure out of a fire hose.

      Left and right, mad people glide and slide on the floor.

      Who is doing this?

      The mad people beg whoever is doing this to stop. But he keeps drowning us, and we’re unable to see who he is behind a wall of moist air.

      “Alice!” I hear someone call.

      Who is that?

      The water stops. The silhouette of a man appears.

      I squint as he approaches me, shooting a couple of madmen with a rifle on the way.

      And slowly, I can see.

      The man wears a hat and a blue suit and white gloves. He is unbelievably dry in all this slippery wetness.

      “Pillar?” I stand up, not believing what I am seeing.

      He shoots another mad attacker then stares at his pocket watch. “Hmmm,” he mumbles. “A bit too late.”

      “What?” I am not sure whether to laugh or cry now. “Late for what?”

      “For an important date.” He winks and pulls me by my hands. “I told you I’d see you again in fourteen years. Did you put some weight on?”
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      “How did you know I’d be sent to the future?” I ask the Pillar as he drags me into the fire truck.

      “Missed you too, Alice,” he says, climbing up into the driver’s seat. “Now hop in.”

      I climb up, but one of those madmen grabs at my legs and tries to pull me down. I try to kick him away, having dropped my shard of glass, but he won’t budge. The Pillar shoots him instantly with his rifle as if we’re in a zombie movie escaping brain eaters.

      “That wasn’t necessary,” I say, locking myself inside. “You didn’t have to kill him. He isn’t evil. He is just mad.”

      “That’s why I shot him.” He pushes the accelerator, running a few other madmen over. “All of this isn’t real, Alice. We’re in the future.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I hold on to the dashboard.

      The Pillar drives over a set of crashed cars. “The future is like a video game. Shoot the bad guys. And when it’s ‘game over,’ rewind to the past and play it all over again.” He shifts gears. “Now pick up a helmet from the back. We’re going to set this place on fire.”

      “Set the place on fire?” I pull on a helmet. The Pillar never changes.

      “We’re firemen, aren’t we?”

      “Who said we’re firemen?”

      “We have a fire truck. Makes us firemen,” he says, “So we’re going to burn this miserable place down.” He stares at the long line of gasoline he poured earlier, then throws a cigar into it. I remember that cigar. It’s the one from when we were in Mushroomland. “Hang tight. I’ll speed up.”

      “Pillar.” I nudge him as the truck hits bumps on the ground. “You’re overreacting. I’m not sure those mad people want to kill me.”

      “Of course they do. They know who you are.”

      “They know I am Alice? Why would they want to kill me, then?”

      “Because you left the compound.” He turns the wheel. “You see, the Wonderland Compound belongs to the richest of the rich. The ones who left the world to rot after Black Chess won the war and ruled the world.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Black Chess, being the greedy Wonderlanders they are, spared the rich, like it always happens, and gave them immunity in exchange for their money and resources on the planet.”

      “Resources?” The truck bumps again. In the rearview mirror, I see the streets are in flames behind us.

      “Black Chess needed to know about every conspiracy theory the humans held in the past. Where they hid Hitler’s gold, who really controlled agriculture, if there’s such a thing as UFOs, etcetera, etcetera. And only the rich knew about it.”

      “So, they collaborated?”

      “Yeah.” He suddenly stops the truck. Had I not used my hand as a shield, my head would’ve bumped against the dashboard. I raise my head to see why he stopped. And now I see it. “Do me a favor and pick up that dog, Alice.”

      Immediately, I jump out of the truck and rush to pick it up. It’s a German shepherd, but it seems to be either wounded or extremely hungry.

      Back in the truck, I rest the dog in the back as the Pillar takes off again. It’s not wounded, so I shelter it and give it water and food the Pillar has stacked in the back.

      I get back into the passenger seat. “You drive madmen over and save the dog?”

      “Madmen had a choice to be either mad or sane. Hell, they had a choice to win the war or lose it. The dog didn’t.”

      Again with the Pillar’s logic. “So if what you’re saying about the Wonderland Compound is true, why do I live there? Shouldn’t I be one of the masses who lost the war? Why would I make a deal with Black Chess?”

      Another bump in the road. “Later, Alice,” the Pillar says. “Now tell me, did you receive the note in the envelope?”

      “You know about that, too?”

      “I’ve been here for a couple of days. I asked around and killed a few people. I even blew up a bridge on the River Thames for the fun of it.”

      “Fun of it?”

      “Like I said, we can always go back in time and correct the future. I’ll send a note to Inspector Dormouse once we go back. I’ll warn him of me blowing up the bridge in fourteen years. Happy? Now, what’s the address in the note?”

      “Oxford University, which means we shouldn’t have left and burned the street behind us.”

      “Oh.” He raises an eyebrow and turns the wheel. The truck loops back a hundred and eighty degrees. “I love how I have the streets all for myself to play with.”

      Once we’re in the right direction again, I don’t let him drive further. I grip his hands on the wheel as tightly as I can. “Pillar. How the heck did you know I’d be here? What’s going on?”
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      “Okay.” He sighs, his white-gloved hands on the wheel. “Remember two weeks ago when Margaret fooled Fabiola into thinking she is her insider in the Queen’s palace?”

      “I do.”

      “When I figured it out, I found a way to listen to a meeting in Margaret’s office in Parliament. I heard her talking to unknown members of Black Chess about the next step to get the keys. She proposed using Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock to make you time-travel and locate them.”

      “I assume you know Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock from Wonderland.”

      “They’re the worst of the worst. Exceptionally mean. But you can’t do anything to them. They don’t die.”

      “Because they’re time itself.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because they wouldn’t approach you until everyone thought I was gone. I’m thinking this isn’t just about the keys, but something much bigger. So I let them think I was gone and followed you here to help you. After all, it’s not a bad idea to find the keys all at once.”

      “I’m sure you have your own devious intention to have them, as always.” I eye him. “But how did you time-travel yourself?”

      “I used the Tom Tower. It was risky, but I had a secret parchment with a secret formula by Nikola Tesla — you know who that is, right? — about how to use the tower for time-traveling fourteen years into the future.”

      “Why fourteen years? What’s with the number?”

      “I never knew. I only heard Margaret telling Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock fourteen years.”

      “This is so crazy.” I hold my head in my hands. “Why send me into the future, not the past, to get the keys? I asked them, but they told me some gibberish I couldn’t fathom.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the Pillar says. “Nor does it matter how you left a note to remind you about the whereabouts of the keys. Maybe you have been into the future before. What matters is that we find the keys as soon as possible, then figure out a plan to hide them. You can’t go back with the keys, or Black Chess will have them.”

      “Okay,” I say. I like the Pillar when he is on point. “The note says I have to find the Mock Turtle in the Oxford Asylum. You know who he is?”

      “Met him a couple of times in Wonderland. Don’t even remember how he looked. He was pretty much no one. Can we go find him now?”

      “Yes. I needed to know a few things first. God. I can’t believe the university is an asylum now. And did you see Parliament turning into a circus?”

      “Some things never change.” He drives ahead. “Have you seen Mac Burger? It’s Rat Burger now.”

      “Nothing surprises me now.”

      “All but the fact that we may need help to get into the asylum.” He points ahead. I look and see the Oxford Asylum is heavily protected with Red mercenaries after the fire.

      “Just drive through them with your truck,” I say. “We can always fix the past later.”

      “Can’t do it. We need to sneak into the asylum, not break into it, or we won’t have enough time to find this Mock Turtle.”

      “How do we get inside, then?”

      “I have an idea. A rather mad one.” He turns the wheel to the left and guns it through the streets. “Glad to have you back in the future, Alice.”
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        THE PRESENT: LONDON

      

      

      

      The Cheshire’s head was about to explode. Not that he’d found answers to what he wanted to know about Alice. But Jack’s continued thoughts, and caring, about the mad girl, began to escalate to another level. A level of something the Cheshire had never experienced before. He thought humans called them emotions.

      “Holy meows and paws,” he mumbled, rubbing his chest. “In the name of my nine lives, what’s that I’m feeling?”

      Jack’s thoughts weren’t based on logic. Not really. Not the way cats would calculate the speed, size, and distance of a scurrying rat. Jack’s thoughts were silver linen to a warm buzz that filled the Cheshire’s chest with light.

      It was a good feeling, actually. A dash of anxiety, care, and total devotion to someone else other than the self. Something the Cheshire didn’t think he’d experienced before.

      He sat down on a bank, opposite the Inklings.

      He was supposed to be ready for when Alice woke up with the keys, deceive her with Jack’s looks, and take them from her, then bring them back to Margaret Kent.

      But now the Cheshire doubted his capabilities. Not with Jack’s fuzzy and utterly silly feelings about Alice. Those weren’t the kinds of feelings of someone wanting to hurt another.

      What in the name of paws and claws was that?

      The thing that bothered him the most was that these were human feelings. The humans he’d hated all his life — and planned to hate for eternity.

      How were they capable of this?

      “Don’t fall for it,” he told himself. “It’s just a facade made by the hypocrite humans. They use it to pretend they love one another while they don’t. It’s a cliché. It’s cheesy, even more cheesy than Cheshire cheese itself. Jub Jub and slithy and full of rotten mushrooms.”

      But still, he knew it wasn’t that. Because Jack was practically dead. And if not, the Cheshire had never possessed a soul that had the ability to mess with his brain.

      These were Jack’s true feelings about a girl he met in school a few years ago. It was so weird that the Cheshire began seeing her picture before his cat’s eyes. Not the usual black and white, but very colorful this time.

      The Cheshire heard his phone ring. It was Margaret. She was probably calling to ask about the progress of her plan. He picked up and said, “Jack speaking.”

      “What did you say?” the Duchess roared.

      The Cheshire hadn’t meant to say he was Jack. He realized that he was falling in love with Jack. Maybe Alice. Maybe both.

      Because who the heck exuded so much emotion toward a person who’d killed them in a bus accident?
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      “Where are we going?” I ask the Pillar.

      “To meet someone who’ll help us with sneaking into the asylum.” The Pillar honks for the fun of it.

      “Someone? Who? Are they going to lend us doctor uniforms?”

      “That wouldn’t work with the Reds at this time. They can smell the likes of me and you a mile away.”

      “Then who?”

      “Someone who’s practically our enemy.”

      “Why would we use an enemy to help us?”

      “Because he has a gift like nobody else.”

      “Stop the puzzles, Pillar. Who?”

      “The Cheshire.”

      I say nothing for a moment. I know how much the Pillar and the Cheshire hate each other. I also have no idea how the Cheshire might help.

      “He’s lost his mind in the future. Really lost his mind. He is homeless now. Like most cats in this life.”

      I glance back at the dog we saved. He’s sleeping serenely after a big meal. “Homeless? The Cheshire?”

      “I know it doesn’t make sense. He should be Black Chess’s favorite monster, after all he did for them to win the war.”

      “Then what happened to him?”

      The Pillar stops the truck near an abandoned building. “He’s fallen in love.”

      “The Cheshire?” I laugh. “No way.”

      “Yes way,” the Pillar says. “You didn’t ask with who.”

      “I don’t think I want to know. First, I need the fact that he fell in love to sink in,” I say. “I mean how? He doesn’t even have a real face. Who’d love someone with no face?”

      “I didn’t say he was loved back.”

      “Wow. That’s even more surprising. Are you saying the evil Cheshire is a hapless romantic now?”

      “Indeed.” He jumps out of the truck, pulling his cane along.

      I follow him down. Apparently, we’re entering that abandoned building. “So who’s the unlucky girl? Or is it a cat?”

      “No, it’s a girl,” the Pillar says slowly. “And it’s someone you know very well.”

      “Waltraud Wagner, my warden, would be a candidate.”

      “No, Alice. The Cheshire is in love with you.”
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      We step into the abandoned building, passing by a few homeless people. Insane ones, the Pillar says. That’s why he has his rifle with him. I follow him, awaiting an answer to my question: Why would the Cheshire be in love with me?

      “It’s complicated,” the Pillar says, looking sideways, in case we get attacked by another group of mad people. “Let’s start with him not really looking like a Cheshire at the moment.”

      “What’s new? I wouldn’t be surprised if he is possessing a priest.”

      “Worse.” The Pillar ducks, scanning the place. “This time, he is possessing someone dear to you.”

      “Dear to me?” I grimace. “All the people I know are Wonderlanders. I thought he  couldn’t possess Wonderlanders.”

      “Only if they’re still alive,” the Pillar says.

      I stop, taking a moment to assess the possibilities. But who am I fooling? There is only one Wonderlander who’s practically dead, and so dear to me. And he has been missing for some time. “Jack?” I cup my hands on my mouth.

      The Pillar nods. “Try not to scream. We don’t want to attract loonies.”

      “Jack?” I whisper, gritting my teeth.

      “Lowering your voice isn’t going to change my answer.” He rolls his eyes. “Yes. Jack.”

      “But we’re in the future. How long has he been possessing Jack’s body?”

      “Fourteen years.”

      “How is that possible? This means I never saw Jack again since he disappeared from the asylum.”

      “You got that right.” He crawls on all fours, and I follow him into a tunnel.

      “That’s why I am not married to him.” The words are tasteless on my tongue. Not that I was sure I wanted to marry Jack. The thought just occurred to me as the natural progress of events. “This is why I am married to that stranger back home.”

      “Exactly. Handsome man.”

      “I didn’t meet him or see him. Couldn’t bring myself to it,” I say. “I freaked out when he called me ‘baby.’”

      “Nothing wrong with your husband calling you baby once in a while.”

      “Shut up.” I pout, still crawling toward a scant light in the distance. “Poor Jack.”

      “The guy is a jinx,” the Pillar says. “Killed by his girlfriend, possessed by her enemy. He was better off dead.”

      “Stop it, Pillar ,” I grunt. “Tell me what all of this has to do with the Cheshire being in love with me. You know how creepy this feels?”

      “Don’t you like his grin? I thought chicks always dig the grin.” He stops for a second. “That sounded too American, didn’t it?”

      “It did.”

      “I’m not really myself in the future, am I?”

      “More smartass than you usually are,” I say. “And how do you still look young? You’re not a day older than when I last saw you.”

      “Good genes.” He winks and then crawls on all fours again. “Smoking hookah is good for the skin.”

      “Spare me the cheesiness.” I sigh. “Now how — ”

      I was going to ask about the Cheshire being in love with me again, but then it hits me. “Are you saying the Cheshire was exposed to Jack’s mind and soul?”

      “We’ve arrived.” The Pillar kicks a small door open and steps out. “Try not to let the Cheshire see you before I talk to him first.”

      I follow him into what looks like a large hall in a sewer. Then when I stand up, I see the Cheshire. Oh, my God. What happened to him?
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      The Cheshire is sitting on a chair in the middle of the stinking room. Water is dripping somewhere nearby. He is playing cards with a dead mad man on the opposite side of the table. I watch him lay his cards down while in Jack’s body. Then he possesses the man in front of him for the next move. Then back to Jack.

      “Cheshire.” The Pillar approaches him with his rifle in his hand. I stay back like he told me. Seeing Jack having been turned into a puppet on a cat’s string is breaking my heart. I doubt there’s anything I can do for him after all these years. Jack didn’t even flinch for the moment when the Cheshire left his body. The boy must be really dead now.

      “Pillar?” Jack — I mean the Cheshire — says. “Want to play cards?”

      I think the notorious cat has really lost it.

      “I see you have a partner already,” the Pillar says, playing along.

      “He’s dumb,” the Cheshire complains. “Every move he makes, I already know.”

      “Oh, it’s like you can read his mind.” The Pillar glances back to me for a second, then back to him. “I guess it means you’re a genius.”

      “You think?” The Cheshire’s grin is a lame, timid curve on Jack’s haggard and older face. Who would have thought? “Please come play with me, Pillar.”

      “How about I tell you jokes?” the Pillar says. “I can make you laugh.”

      “Jokes don’t work,” the Cheshire scolds. “I’ve been telling myself jokes for fourteen years.”

      “Laughed your tail off?”

      “On the contrary — I’ve never laughed once,” the Cheshire says. “You know why?”

      “Depressed being in someone else’s body?”

      “No, because I knew those jokes.”

      “Maybe the greatest joke you never admitted was yourself.”

      “It’s true.” The Cheshire lowers Jack’s head. I can’t believe my eyes. “I lost myself in someone who isn’t me.”

      “Jack?”

      “Yes. But you have no idea, Pillar. The things I heard in Jack’s mind. The emotions. The sacrifice. It’s addictive.”

      “Addictive enough that you gave up on your quest to burn every human being alive?”

      “I don’t hate humans anymore.” He chuckles. It sounds as if he’s crying. “That’s why Black Chess gave up on me. They say I betrayed them.”

      “Why do you love humans all of a sudden?”

      “Jack.”

      “You said that before.”

      “And Alice.” The Cheshire holds the Pillar’s hand. Eagerly. For the first time, I see Jack’s eyes sparkle like they used to in the past. “If you only know how I — I mean, Jack loves her. It’s mind-boggling.”

      “Listen, Chesh.” The Pillar glances at his watch. “Since you love Alice so much now, she could use a favor. Can you do that?”

      “Alice?” The Cheshire suddenly realizes I am in the room. The way he stares at me is the optimum of madness: to love the eyes looking at you and hate the soul that occupies them.
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      “Alice!” The Cheshire — Jack — or whoever that is — runs to me and wraps his arms around me.

      I stand stiff with a tear on the verge of rolling down my cheek. I don’t know who is who. But I miss Jack so much. This body holding me smells of him. It talks like him. And I might want to kiss him like I wanted to kiss Jack.

      “I missed you so much, Alice.” He holds my head between my hands, Jack’s eyes melting me on the inside.

      “I missed you too, Jack.” I hug him back.

      “Don’t fall for him,” the Pillar says. “This isn’t Jack.”

      “But — ”

      “Jack died inside the Cheshire a long time ago,” the Pillar says. “The Cheshire has gone mad, overwhelmed by human emotions he can’t understand.”

      “You know what this means?” I pull Jack closer to me. “It means Jack’s love for me is so strong. Look what it has done to the devil himself.”

      The Pillar waves a hand, unable to persuade me.

      “I’ve been looking for you for fourteen years,” Jack tells me.

      “I’m sorry I left you behind, Jack.” I run my hand over his face. Oh, those dimples. How I’ve missed them. “I should have saved you from the Cheshire.”

      And it’s then when the Pillar’s pout makes sense.

      It’s then when I realize the horror I’m holding in my hands. I was only fooling myself. Who I am holding, whether I like it or not, is the Cheshire.

      Jack is dead. For good.

      I push the Cheshire back and step away.

      “But I love you, Alice!” he says.

      “Don’t.” I lift a hand in the air, looking away from a beautiful face I’ve always loved — and killed. Maybe I can fix that later in the future. I turn to face the Pillar. “Why did you bring me here? To play games with my mind?”

      “Not at all,” the Pillar says. “You might not know it, but I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “Then why are we here?”

      “Because the Cheshire can help us enter Oxford Asylum.”

      “How so?”

      A smile sweeps the Pillar’s face as he looks at the Cheshire. “Tell me, Jack,” he says. “Would you do anything for the one you love?”
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      The woman in the red fur walked into the Queen’s chamber. She had her black glasses on and said nothing.

      “It wasn’t hard to find you,” the Queen said.

      “The deal was that I’d stay away,” the woman said. Her words were stiff. Practical.

      “True.” The Queen nodded. “You did well. Although you shouldn’t have been seen at Oxford University or the Wembley Stadium.”

      “I couldn’t help watching the arrival of the Wonderland Monsters,” she said. “The Cheshire’s arrival to this world was epic. The watermelons stuffed with children’s heads, too. Later, I kept to myself and hid, like you instructed me.”

      “Does that mean you know who is bringing the monsters back?”

      “Not at all,” the woman said. “I was only curious. Other than that, I’m just here for one mission. You know what that is.”

      “I know,” the Queen said. “You have what I need from you, then?”

      “You mean what Margaret wants?”

      “Semantics,” the Queen said. “I took from her what she needed; now she wants it back in exchange for a favor.”

      “I have it.” The woman nodded. “Do you want me to hand it to you?”

      “You brought it with you?”

      “I’m not comfortable with calling it it, but yes, I have it.”

      “Good. I will have my guards see you to a guest room with the chubby boy,” the Queen said. “Once I get what I want from Margaret, I will send for you.”

      “Of course, My Queen,” the woman said, and turned to face the guiding guards.

      “Wait,” the Queen said.

      “Yes?” The woman turned around

      “You know what you will do when I ask for you, right?” The Queen smirked.

      “Yes, I do.” The woman smirked and walked away.

      The Queen felt exceptionally euphoric. She jumped in place and yelled at the top of her lungs, “Guards!”

      A couple of them hurried into the room.

      “Off with your head!” she ordered.

      The guards looked perplexed, staring at each other. “Which of our heads do you want to chop off, My Queen? Me or him?”

      “Who cares.” She waved a hand and sat on her throne. “I just want to see a head roll before me. Now!”
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      I am lying on a patient’s bed, rolled by a young doctor inside the asylum. The doctor is signing my admission papers, telling the nurses I’m a sane person caught outside. Turns out the Queen ordered all sane people into asylums all over the world. Sane people are fed well inside the asylum until their turn comes to attend Westminster Circus, where the mad take revenge on the sane.

      Whatever all of this means.

      The doctor finishes the papers and starts rolling me inside. The doctor is not really a doctor. He is the Pillar possessing a young doctor’s soul.

      The deal the Pillar made was to let the Cheshire help him possess another person’s soul so we could figure out our way into the asylum. I didn’t know it before, but the soul-possessing gift can be passed on. The Cheshire never told that to anyone. He only agreed because he thinks he loves me. And the Pillar, being the Pillar, took immoral advantage of that.

      “Don’t move until I find a way to get to that Mock Turtle,” the Pillar says in the doctor’s voice. Poor, handsome doctor, blond hair, well built, under the Pillar’s influence now.

      “How are you going to find him?” I ask.

      “The lesser-practiced art of asking, dear Alice,” the Pillar says. “It works like a charm when you’re good looking.”

      He stops by a couple of nurses. “Sweeties,” I hear him say. “Looking fantastic today.”

      “Oh.” One of them blushes — I tilt my head to see her. She is a redhead. “Thank you, doctor. What was your name again?”

      Oops. We didn’t ask before the Pillar possessed him.

      “Call me doctor.” The Pillar smiles.

      “Doctor?” the other one, shorter, with thick glasses, asks.

      “Of course. Dr. Doctor,” the Pillar says. “Instead of James, Jack, or John. Boring, right?”

      They giggle. “How can we help you, Dr. Doctor?”

      “See how sweet the words drool out of your sugary mouth?” he says.

      I close my eyes, roll them behind my eyelids, and try not to laugh.

      “You’re so sweet,” the shorter one says.

      “Did you ever hear about that patient, Mock Turtle?” the Pillar says.

      “Of course,” the bigger nurse says. “Pfff. The revolutionist.”

      “Revolutionist?”

      “You don’t go out much to the real world, do you?” the shorter one says. “Never heard about the Inklings?”

      Things are getting weirder by the minute.

      “Excuse my ignorance,” the Pillar says. “But, I hate those sane people already.”

      “The Mock Turtle is the leader of the revolution against the Queen,” the bigger one says.

      “Long live the Queen,” the shorter one adds.

      “Of course, long live the Queen,” the Pillar says. “Although she’s too short to live that long,” he says under his breath.

      I wonder about the Inklings in the future. Who is leading them in the future? And why am I in a compound, living a luxurious life away from them? Part of a plan?

      “Do you know where I can find him, sweeties?” the Pillar says.

      “He is in section six,” the shorter one says.

      “And where is that?”

      “The one known as the Door to Wonderland in Christ Church. But you must have heard of it.”

      “Of course I have.” The Pillar fluff-talks them for a few seconds and then rolls my bed ahead.

      “You really know where this Door to Wonderland is?” I say, tilting my head back to look at him.

      “I do. It’s a door near the library that Lewis Carroll used to stare at for hours while writing the book,” the Pillar says. “It’s said that the dean of the university at the time locked it because it was a real door to Wonderland. And…”

      “And what?”

      “It’s supposed to be your favorite place for playing as a child.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes,” the Pillar says. “In fact, it makes sense for this Mock Turtle to wait for you there. If you really keep the keys with him, then the name of the place is like a secret code between you and him. Your favorite childhood place. Makes sense.”

      “Do you think me living in the compound is a camouflage, a trick to hide my true identity in the future, and the Mock Turtle being the leader of the revolution is only to delude the Queen?”

      “We’re about to know in a second.” The Pillar stops.

      I get out of bed and stare at the door he is pointing at. It leads to a garden. A vast one that is the same design as the one in my house at the compound. It looks like another part of Wonderland.

      “I’m very curious about this Mock Turtle now,” I say. “Who could it be?”

      “The last person that would ever cross your mind,” the Pillar says, pointing at him standing in the middle of the garden.
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      The phone rang, and Margaret picked it up. “Who is it?”

      “The Cheshire.”

      “What do you want?” she said. “Aren’t you supposed to guard the Inklings until Alice awakes?”

      “Something came up.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m getting signals from Jack’s mind.”

      “Signals?”

      “I can read his mind.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “I’m seeing memories.”

      “I bet they’re all playing cards and None Fu games.”

      “No.” The Cheshire hesitated. Margaret sensed he wasn’t quite himself. Something was happening to him. “They’re mostly about Alice.”

      Margaret shrugged. She stood up, locked her door, and went back to her desk. “Anything useful?”

      “A lot of lovey-dovey memories,” he said. “I’m still digging.”

      “Anything about her being the Real Alice?” she asked eagerly. “Come on, there must a lead in her past to prove it’s her.”

      “You sound too eager to know.”

      “Yes, Cheshire, I want to know.” She gritted her teeth. “You know what it means if it’s hers.”

      “Not really sure,” he lamented. “I’m not that involved in this Wonderland War.”

      “You don’t understand,” Margaret said. “All of the Real Alice’s secrets lay in the few years after the circus. That’s where it all happened. You have to rummage through that wreckage in Jack’s mind. Harder.”

      The Cheshire kept to himself for a while. Margaret couldn’t dismiss the possibility that the infamous cat was warming up to Jack and Alice, even if just a little.

      “Cheshire,” she said. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” He was surely lying. “There is this memory about why Jack came back after she killed him.”

      “And?”

      “I can’t put my finger on it,” the Cheshire said. “But he came back to tell her something so important to him.”

      “Tell her who she really is, maybe?” Margaret leaned back in her chair, a smile curving her lips. “That’s fantastic.”

      “It’s driving me crazy.”

      “You are crazy.”

      “You think so?”

      “‘We’re all mad here.’ Your words, not mine.”

      “Yeah. I forgot.”

      “It’s okay. Just know that things are starting to get really exciting.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t have to. Just figure out why Jack came back, and if she is the Real Alice.” Margaret hung up, then closed her eyes.

      The few past weeks, she had resisted the idea that the Pillar had found the Real Alice. It was a scary thought to Wonderlanders. But there hadn’t been enough evidence to support it.

      Since Margaret needed all she could bargain with to get her thing back from the Queen, it’d be great if she came across proof that the girl in the asylum was the Real Alice. That would be perfect timing.
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      Like the Pillar said, the Mock Turtle isn’t who I expected him to be. All the scenarios I imagined were out of context. Surprises keep on coming.

      “Is that really him?” I ask the Pillar, pointing at the so-called Mock Turtle.

      “Dr. Tom Truckle himself.” The Pillar is as confused as I am.

      “He is the revolution leader?” I scratch my head as if I am in a big cartoon show called life. “And how come he is the Mock Turtle?”

      “He likes mock turtle soup a lot,” the Pillar remarks. “We should’ve noticed.”

      I think about it for a moment. The puzzle starts to unfold in my mind. “And there is something else that should have given him away.”

      “What’s that?” the Pillar asks.

      “Tom Truckle is an anagram for Mock Turtle.”

      The Pillar’s eyes glimmer. “Clever. But the question is: did he know he was the Mock Turtle back then when we were in the asylum?”

      “And why did I leave the secret to the keys’ whereabouts with this old, annoying man?”

      “Let’s see.” We walk toward Truckle. “Honestly, he doesn’t look as tense as in the past. Little too old for leading a revolution, though.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Tom Truckle says, leaning against a tree in the garden. From what it looks like, this isn’t just a garden. It’s a prison, walled with enormous trees and stinging bushes. There is nowhere to escape. “My wardens will arrive soon. They’ll know who you are.”

      “Do you know who I am?” the Pillar says.

      “Why should I care?” Tom says. “I was talking to Alice.”

      I realize Tom doesn’t know I’m from the past, so I need to play along while I get answers at the same time. “It’s okay, Tom,” I tell him. “Where are the keys?”

      Tom fidgets, pulls out a few pills, swallows them dry. He looks at me. “I can’t talk here,” he whispers. “You have to get me out of here. How did you even get in?” He grabs me by the shoulders. “And why have you left the compound?”

      “Hey,” the Pillar says. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s start with getting you out of here. But first, we need to make sure the keys aren’t here in the asylum.”

      “Who are you?” Tom says.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I tell him. “Stick with me. Are the keys inside the asylum?”

      “No,” Tom says.

      “Then my friend is right. Let’s get you out of here first.”

      “Tell me how, and I’m all yours,” Tom says. He cranes his head over my shoulder, his mouth agape. “Oh, no.”

      “What’s wrong?” I say.

      The Pillar taps me on the shoulder, looking in the same direction behind me. There is a TV hung above the door. It shows the Great Republic of Wonderland news. I’ve been declared a fugitive. Public enemy number one. The Queen has ordered my head chopped off for breaking the treaty and leaving the compound.

      “The deal was that strict?” I ask the Pillar.

      “Like I said, rich people stay in their compound for immunity, but they’re not allowed to ever leave it.”

      “Why would I agree to such terms?”

      The Pillar shrugs. I turn to Tom, and he gives me a look that worries me. He knows something I don’t know. “Show me out first,” he demands.

      Two wardens arrive at the door, one of them whistling a warning. Suddenly the place is head over heels.

      “Alice,” the Pillar says. “I have a great idea how to get out of here.”

      “Please tell me.”

      The Pillar raises an eyebrow and says, “Run!”
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      When the Pillar says run, you realize you’re in great danger. This is what Tom Truckle does. Even the Pillar himself disappears in the flash of an eye, probably behind the bushes, because this place is actually a small prison of trees and vicious flowers.

      There is nowhere out of here, except climbing over the high walls in the back or through the door we came from.

      I find myself stranded, but unafraid of the Reds by the door. It’s not like I haven’t confronted them before. It’s just never happened with my back against the wall.

      “What are you doing?” Tom Truckle says from behind the bushes. “They’ll kill you. You’re wanted since you broke the treaty and left the compound.”

      What am I doing? Heck, I have no idea. Something inside urges me to fight back. I suppose this is a more experienced version of myself in the future, even with the few pounds I’ve put on.

      One of the Reds steps forward and talks to me from the hollow darkness of his mask. “We don’t have to do this, Mrs. Wonder. If you comply and let me send you back to the compound, everything will be fine.”

      I am about to scratch my head. Just like that, bring me back to the compound? Didn’t the Queen declare me a fugitive? Is that a trick?

      He extends a hand. “Please, will you come with me?”

      “And my friends?”

      “You have no friends in here, Mrs. Wonder,” the Red says. “You’re only a bit confused. Have you taken your medication today?”

      Again? Tiger, my son, asked me if I had taken my pills this morning. What is that all about?

      I resort to silence, readying my fist for a fight.

      “Mrs. Wonder, please don’t,” the Red says.

      “I’m not leaving without my friends. Either you let us go, or else.”

      “I can’t let you go. Queen’s orders. But I can spare you from having your head chopped off and send you back to the compound.” Why do I have a feeling he also fears me?

      “No, I will not comply,” I say.

      The Reds behind him gather and begin to approach me. First the nines, then the eights, the sevens, and so on. There’s about thirty of them in this small garden in Christ Church. I wonder why the Pillar lets me fight alone. I know he can choke them with his hookah.

      The first two Reds run toward me. I find myself curving my body and slightly maneuvering to one side. The two slash the air with their swords, but one hurts the other.

      Well, that was neat. Where did I learn that?

      “Reds!” the leader roars, and four others approach, grunting behind their cloaks. It’s time for a real fight.
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      This time, and I still don’t know how I am doing this, I run to the nearest tree, and with speed, I find myself walk perpendicularly on its surface for a second. Then I somersault back in the air. Just as if I am a professional parkour runner, tapping on the edges of walls and trees and walking on thin wires.

      Wow. That feels good.

      Instead of landing back on the ground, I land on their heads. Amazingly, I tap on each Red’s head quickly, breaking them, but never falling to the ground. Then finally, when they’re nothing but empty cloaks crumbled on the grass, I land on my feet like a ballerina.

      “Huh.” I rub imaginary dust from my clothes. “Not bad for a thirty-three-year-old mum.”

      “You think you can outsmart all of us?” the leader says. “With that silly None Fu of yours?”

      Oh, so that’s it. None Fu in the future. Pretty dope.

      “Reds!”

      Now it’s ten of them. They’re carrying swords. I don’t carry one because I am swift, agile, and can almost walk on air.

      I raise my hands in the air as if I were the Karate Kid. Tension fills the air. They can’t predict my next move. I give in to my inner future powers and let my body do what feels right. This time I am running in their direction. I duck the first sword. Pull the cloak from under a Red. When he disappears, and I have the cloak for myself, I use it against the slashing sword of another Red. The cloak is incredibly uncuttable — a bit elastic, though. I wrap it around the Red’s sword until I force him to let go of it. I catch the sword in midair with one hand while I choke him with the cloak.

      I am so having fun.

      Too stubborn to use the sword, I throw it up in the air and, like a mad ballerina, kick the Reds left and right while binding their cloaks into one another. I’m basically like a hurricane in a cartoon movie, swirling through them, and there is nothing they can do about it.

      I end up with a bunch of Red cloaks that I can make a good, long rope from.

      Standing erect, I finally face the leader of the Reds, now standing alone, pretending he isn’t afraid of me.

      “You think we will spare you, Mrs. Wonder?” he says. “More Reds are on their way.”

      “That’s sad,” I say. “Because you will not have enough time to give them orders.”

      The Reds leader seems confused by my confidence. I raise my head and look for the sword I’d thrown up in the sky. Now it comes down, slashing him in two symmetrical halves.

      Someone claps behind me, applauding my performance. I swirl back to face my next enemy, but it’s only the Pillar, sitting on a chair, smoking a hookah in the middle of the garden. Now back in real Pillar form. No more possessing doctors.

      “You abandoned me,” I say. “I fought them all alone while you smoked your hookah?”

      “It’s a good one, trust me.” He takes a drag. “Moroccan tobacco, brewed and chewed and extracted from a forty-year-old virgin plant.”

      I turn and look at Tom Truckle, hiding behind the trees. “It’s time for you to talk to me.” I pull him out.

      “Not before you get me out of here,” Tom says. “More of them are coming.”

      He is right about that. “All right, follow me.”

      I pull Tom with me toward the door, intending to keep using my skills to leave Oxford Asylum. The Pillar, however, keeps smoking in the garden.

      “You’re not coming?” I grimace.

      “After you kill ’em all.” He breathes out a curl of smoke in the air. “You’re the one who has a triple black belt in None Fu. Welcome to the future, Alice.”
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      As I continue using my unmatchable None Fu skills, Tom Truckle hides behind me. He also answers some of my questions. It’s a weird way to have a conversation, but I want to know all about him.

      “It’s my fault we lost the Wonderland War,” he says, as I strangle a few Reds.

      “We?” I punch another. “Since when were you on the Inklings side?”

      “There is so much you don’t know about me.”

      “Better talk now, or I’ll do to you what I am doing to them.” I smash Reds into each other. “How come you’re the Mock Turtle? You’re a Wonderlander?”

      “A neglected one, actually.” He ducks behind me. “No one ever noticed me back then.”

      “I guess that’s why Lewis wrote so briefly about you.”

      “Even though I inspired the famous mock turtle soup.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” I somersault and kick two Reds in midair. “Its taste sucks. Who eats turtle soup?”

      “That’s why I decided I’d be the director of an insane asylum,” he says. “Among the Mushroomers who fear and respect me.”

      “I doubt that. They thought you were the maddest one in the asylum.”

      “I don’t care what they thought. I had a plan.”

      “A plan?”

      “Of course. I was supposed to connect with all asylums in the world and make sure they were filled with sane people.”

      “What kind of plan was that? Who told you that?”

      “Lewis told me to.”
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      I turn back and glare at him, choking a Red with one hand. With all of my skills, I wonder how we lost the war. “Don’t lie to me, Turtle!”

      “I’m not,” he says. “Look behind you.”

      I do, pulling Tom up with me while I’m doing another parkour move in the asylum’s corridor.

      “Lewis wanted to guarantee the Inklings win the war. He set alternative plans everywhere to help the cause,” he says. “One day, when I was crying myself to death in Wonderland, he offered me a chance to be a hero.”

      “You?” I don’t know if I am supposed to believe him. Shouldn’t it be me who becomes the hero?

      “It was a long shot. The plan was that I collect the sanest scientists, teachers, and useful men and women into an asylum.”

      “Are you saying the Mushroomers were sane?”

      “In the beginning, yes. Although spending too much time in the asylum messed with their minds.”

      “That’s the most stupid plan I ever heard.”

      “It’s not. Lewis knew the Queen would wreak havoc on the sane world, spreading the insane everywhere. Remember how mad the world already was when you were in the asylum? The wars, the poverty, and sickness? The Queen of Hearts has been planning this since long ago, even before she posed as the Queen of England.”

      “Go on.” I punch another Red, advancing in the corridor. “Be brief.”

      “I framed sane people into being insane so that I could get them into the asylum,” he says. “Of course, they weren’t supposed to know that. Who’d have believed me when I told them about Wonderland?”

      “Are you saying I was framed into thinking I’m mad?”

      Tom shrugs, pulls out a pill and swallows it in the middle of my fighting. “I’ll explain all about you, but last.”

      “Why? I want to know what you know about me now.”

      “You have to hear the rest first.”

      I am too busy to argue, having reached the vast Tom Quad. The garden is thronged with too many Reds waiting for me. I have incredible None Flu skills, but even Bruce Lee can’t fight an army.

      “I kept framing sane people. I even created the Hole, where the March Hare was kept,” Tom continues. “Lewis had told me he was so valuable he needed to be kept away from the Queen and Black Chess.”

      “Can’t you just summarize the story?” I am busy now, fighting aimlessly, with hopes of reaching the door at the Tom Tower. Once we reach it, we’ll be out of here. “I get it. Lewis ordered you to collect the sane people and keep them in the asylum, so when the Wonderland Wars came we’d have a secret army, disguised as mad people. I changed my mind now; the plan seems brilliant because it’d go undetected by Black Chess. But you said you were the reason why we lost the war. Why, Tom?”

      “The pills,” he says. “Life in the asylum was driving me mad. My kids and wife hated me, and Lewis denied me the luxury to tell anyone about it.”
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      “Not even me?” I say. “If you were on my side, you should have told me. Why did you resist the Pillar when he asked for me to kill Wonderland Monsters?”

      “Like I said, I’ll be getting into that part later. What matters now is that when I took those pills, I didn’t know they had side effects.”

      “Don’t tell me you forgot things.”

      “I did.”

      In the middle of my war, I try not to panic. It has been one of my worries that the Lullaby pills messed with my head. Now, Tom is proof I was right.

      “Slowly, I forgot who I was,” he explains. “Not like a clean slate, but visions came and went from me. One minute I remembered my purpose in life, another I didn’t. But in the later days when you and the Pillar were always leaving the asylum, I began to realize I had a purpose. That I had been told to do this, though I was not quite sure who told me. Then when Carolus Ludovicus came to London, I remembered that I was supposed to protect the Mushroomers. I remembered everything and was about to lock the asylum and protect them all until the Cheshire snuck in and suspected I was a Wonderlander. I guess he knew when he tried to possess my soul and couldn’t.”

      “So why did you cause us to lose the war?” I’m nearer to the gate now.

      “Because I sold myself to Black Chess at the last moment.”

      “What? After all that Lewis told you?”

      “It’s a complicated story. I was forced to do it. As a result, the Mushroomers were killed, and the Inklings had no real army to face Black Chess. I’m really sorry.”

      “Damn it, Turtle.” I pull him harder and kick the last two Reds away, then we rush outside the gate. “I need to hear more, but we need an escape vehicle first.”

      “Which one?” There are a lot of damaged cars lined up outside.

      “Like this one.” I smile, pointing at the Pillar’s fire truck.

      I run toward it, Tom behind me, but I still have a question I can’t keep for later. “So, if the pills made you forget, how about the pills you fed me in the asylum?”

      Tom shrugs again. I wonder what he is keeping from me. I reach for the truck’s door handle, climb up, and pull Tom with me. As I am about to get into the driver’s seat, I find the Pillar waiting inside, tapping the wheel and staring at his watch. “Seven minutes and thirty-nine seconds.” He pouts, staring at his watch. “With a triple belt in None Fu, you should do better than that.”

      “Don’t make me punch you in the face.” I climb down and pace around to the other door. I push Tom up, squeeze him between me and the Pillar, then lock the door behind me.

      “You haven’t answered my question, Tom.” I grab him by his sleeve as the Pillar guns down the road. “What about my pills?”

      “They were Lullaby pills.” Tom chokes, glancing at the Pillar. I wonder why.

      “Like Carolus?” I ask.

      Tom nods, but the Pillar ignores his gaze.

      “Are you saying I have an evil Alice doppelgänger?”

      “I don’t…” He hesitates. “It’s complicated.”

      “Talk or I swear I will kill you, Tom.”

      One last gaze at the Pillar, then he spits it out: “The Lullaby pills were meant for you to…”

      And there, when I am about to hear a crucial truth about my past, I suddenly bleed from the nose, feeling disoriented and dizzy. My hands loosen up, and my head falls on one shoulder.

      “Alice?” The Pillar sounds worried. “What’s going on?”

      “I — ” My eyes meet his. I’m most perplexed and confused. Did one of the Reds stab me? “I think I’m going to faint.”

      The Pillar orders Tom to take the wheel. He scoots over and examines me. “No, Alice, it’s not that.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “You’re dying, Alice,” the Pillar says.

      “What do you mean I’m dying? You said I’m not hit.”

      “It’s not the Reds who attempted to kill you.” The Pillar’s jaw tenses. “It’s those who sent you to the future.”

      “Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock?” My eyes widen.

      “I think they fooled us both,” the Pillar says. “They sent you here to die.”
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      “What a frabjous trick, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick said, sipping his six o’clock tea — although it wasn’t six o’clock yet.

      “I’m flattered you liked it, Mr. Tick,” said Mrs. Tock. “For a man who always ticks on time, a woman who tocks too late is most delighted.”

      “She is suffering now, right?” He pointed at the spasming Alice on the bed in the back room of the Inklings.

      “Beautifully.” Mrs. Tock snickered. “Soon she’ll spit blood.”

      “It’s a remarkable achievement, I have to say,” Mr. Tick said. “Not since the invention of time have I been so impressed. Imagine her dying in both the future and the past at once.”

      “Mind-boggling, right?” She whizzed a hand next to her head.

      “I have to be honest with you,” Mr. Tick said. “Although I always arrive sharply on time, I never really understood time.”

      “How so, Mr. Tick?”

      “For example, what time is it right now?”

      “It’s twelve-thirty in the afternoon.”

      “Is that the time now? Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “You just think so. That was the time when you checked your watch a few seconds ago,” Mr. Tick pointed out. “But between learning what the time is and telling it to me, you were already three or four seconds late. So you basically didn’t tell me the real time. Meaning no one can really arrive on time.”

      “Aha.” Mrs. Tock had always been confused by the idea. No wonder she preferred to arrive later.

      “Also, it’s around twelve-thirty here in Oxford, but not so in Cambridge,” Mr. Tick said. “I very much believe time is an impostor.”

      “I agree, Mr. Tick. Look at poor Alice here. She is dying in the now and in the later,” she said. “But wait a minute, aren’t we time?”

      “No, Mrs. Tock.” He sipped his tea. “I’m Mr. Tick. You’re Mrs. Tock. We work for time. Remember?”

      “I always forget. Forgive me. I prefer we skip this conversation,” Mrs. Tock said. “I think men like Einstein are an expert on time.”

      “Really? Did you ever see his hair? Time drove him mad. He only fooled us into thinking he knew about it,” Mr. Tick said. “So tell me, what’s the plan from here on?” He pointed at Alice.

      “She is dying because there is a limit for the time an individual can stay in the future,” Mrs. Tock explained.

      “Does she know that?”

      “Of course not. We didn’t tell her. What’d be the fun in that?”

      “And if she wants to come back, what does she have to do?”

      “Two things. First, someone has to inject her with a Lullaby serum so she can make it back to our present time.”

      “Which I suppose the Pillar has the resources to accomplish in the future, right?”

      “Indeed. Or we wouldn’t have let him think that he managed to visit the future through the Tom Tower,” Mrs. Tock said. “The poor bastard doesn’t know that I secretly helped him do it.”

      “And he has no idea Margaret intentionally made him listen to her conversation, either.” Mr. Tick sipped his tea. “Ingenious plan, Mrs. Tock.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Tick.” Mrs. Tock blushed. Mr. Tick hadn’t flattered her since about two hundred years ago.

      “But from what I know, it’s impossible to evade death after time-traveling,” Mr. Tick said. “I mean, even if she returns, she will die within a few hours in our time.”

      “That’s true, Mr. Tick. That’s why there is only one way to save her life if she manages to make it to the past.”

      “What is it, Mrs. Tock?” He put the tea aside. “I’m most punctually, accurately, and timingly curious.”

      “Alice can only live if she finds her Wonder.”

      Mr. Tick’s eyes shone brightly. The three hairies on his head bent like a banana peel. “You don’t say.”

      “It’s true. The only way she can see another day is if she finds her Wonder.”

      “Which we both know is almost impossible.”

      “Yes, I know.” Mrs. Tock snickered, shrugging her broad shoulders. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s first watch her come back from the future.”

      “If she ever manages to pull it off.” Mr. Tick scanned Alice’s spasming body, now slightly bleeding from her nose.

      “Before we continue watching, Mr. Tick,” Mrs. Tock said, “what about her?” She pointed at Fabiola, standing frozen like a statue beside them. Mr. Tick had stopped time in the Inklings a few minutes ago, so Fabiola wouldn’t bust them when she saw Alice dying. It actually added a lovely sense of quietness to the place. Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock loved it when humans were quiet.

      “I will unfreeze her later, Mrs. Tock.” Mr. Tick began sipping his tea again. “After I drink my six o’clock tea. Oh, I feel like we have all the time in the world.”
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      “Did you just say Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock?” Tom drives the truck now. “Are you saying you’re not the current Alice and the Pillar?”

      “It depends on how you look at it,” the Pillar says. “But if you’re asking if we were sent from the past, then the answer is yes.”

      “Oh, my.” Tom panics, turning the wheel. “This isn’t right.”

      I can understand that as a Wonderlander, Tom knows about the Tick and Tock couple. But why is he panicking? “What’s wrong, Turtle?”

      “Nothing.” He shakes his head. “Not now. Let’s see if there is a way to save your life first.”

      “I want to know what’s going on!” I demand, but then my head aches again.

      “Calm down.” The Pillar wipes a trail of blood from my nose. “Or this is going to get worse.”

      I stare at the blood, my heart weakening. I think I can’t hear it beat properly.

      “There is only one way out of this,” the Pillar says. “A Lullaby pill.” He shifts his stare toward Tom.

      “Why are you looking at me?”

      “You’re the director of the Radcliffe Asylum,” I say, catching on. “You must know how to get a Lullaby pill.”

      “Was the director, about fourteen years ago,” Tom says. “I’ve been trapped in the Oxford Asylum for the last five years for trying to lead the revolution.”

      As he mentions it, I glimpse the graffiti on the walls. All hail the Mock Turtle. All hail the revolution.

      “This really bothers me,” I mumble. “How is it that Tom Truckle leads the revolution in the future?” Now I am talking to the Pillar. “Why not me?”

      “Calm down, Alice,” the Pillar says. “Or I can’t think of a way to get you the pill.”

      “Why not me?” I insist. “Aren’t I the Real Alice?”

      “I can explain…” Tom begins.

      “Shut up!” the Pillar says. “First we have to save your life, then we look for answers, Alice. Look in my eyes and tell me you understand what I just said.”

      The Pillar is assertive, wanting to help me. I find myself nodding. Even the nodding hurts when I do it. What’s going to happen to me?

      “That’s a start.” The Pillar sighs and stares back at Tom. “Do you happen to know how long she has before she dies?”

      “Once the bleeding begins, it takes a time traveler the same time he needs to eat a thousand marshmallows to die completely,” Tom says.

      “What does that even mean?” I retort.

      “It’s what the Hitchhiker’s Guide to Wonderlastic Time Travels says,” Tom explains. “I myself can eat ten marshmallows in a minute. Given that, I suppose it takes about — ”

      “Zip it, Turtle,” the Pillar interjects. “Here is what’s going to happen. See that motorcycle at the curb?”

      “Yes?”

      “Pull over there. I’ll take it and find the pill.”

      “You’re not going to leave me here, Pillar?” I ask him as Tom pulls over.

      “I’ll be back,” he says.

      “Schwarzenegger used to say that. Now he is dead,” Tom comments.

      Neither of us even pay attention to him. The Pillar lowers his head and whispers in my ear, “Stay alive. You can do it.”

      He descends the truck and starts the motorcycle, disappearing into the streets.

      Gathering what’s left of my energy, I turn back to Tom. “I think now it’s time to tell me more.”
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      “It was the flamingo that converted me into working for Black Chess,” Tom begins, still driving through the streets. He has to keep driving in case the Reds are still on our tail.

      “The flamingo?”

      “The one the Queen of Hearts sent to the asylum,” he says. I didn’t even know about it. “One day, I received an order from Her Majesty to cure a flamingo of hers.”

      “Cure it? In an asylum?”

      “The poor animal didn’t succumb to her orders, and wouldn’t let her use it as a mallet in a croquet game. She thought the flamingo had psychological issues and wanted it healed into submission.”

      “Healed into submission? What kind of healing is that?”

      “The Wonderland style. Anyways, I found nothing wrong with it, and began to befriend it,” Tom says. “In my darkest hour, when I had no one to talk to, it became my best friend.”

      “What does all this nonsense have to do with losing the war?”

      “The flamingo was the Queen’s bait.” Tom averts his eyes from mine and keeps them on the road. It’s easy to see he truly regrets his past and wishes to become someone better. Every passing moment, I am more able to believe he did actually lead the revolution.

      “Bait?”

      “The preposterous Queen fooled me,” he says. “She knew who I was. She knew of Lewis’ mission. And she was the one who put the pills into my coffee and mock turtle soups until I became an addict.”

      I am speechless. The Queen of Hearts has always struck me as stupid, impulsive, and borderline naive, like an angry child farting its way through life. I never thought of her as a planner with hidden agendas. I thought she was just mad at the world because of the circus. “I still don’t understand the flamingo’s role in having you work for Black Chess.”

      “I guess your IQ just dropped because you’re dying, Alice,” he says. “The flamingo became my best friend, the one I trusted, talked to all the time. I told it about the things I remembered, the exact details of Lewis’ plan. More shattering than anything else is that at some point, the flamingo talked telepathically to me, poisoning my thoughts until I weakened and joined Black Chess in exchange for a reputable position in Parliament. A position where I could be respected, feared, pay my children’s tuition, and get back my wife.”

      “And the flamingo, what happened to it?”

      “Don’t you know?” He glances at me. “The Queen chopped off its head after that. There are signposts everywhere about the incident.”

      “I saw it.”

      Suddenly, Tom’s glance turns into a glare, as if seeing a ghost.

      “What is it?”

      “The Reds.” He speeds up. “They’re after us again.”
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      The Pillar felt the rush of wind slapping him in the face while he drove. The cemetery was only a mile or two away now. He was risking Alice’s life by driving this fast to come here. After all, Mount Cemetery was about two hours away from where he had left Alice. But he had bet on the illogical Wonderlastic rules of time traveling. According to the Hitchhiker’s Guide to Wonderlastic Time Travels, distance sometimes meant nothing when time travelers were in different times than where they actually lived. It was the same reason why Alice managed to get from London to Oxford by walking a few streets. According to the book, a traveler could get anywhere he or she wished with good intentions and determination.

      Whatever that meant, the Pillar thought. He didn’t care how nonsense worked. What mattered was that it worked. It only took him twenty minutes to arrive.

      He didn’t want to give in to thinking about time, and its complications, for too long. After all, time was a loop. A wheel rebirthing and reinventing itself all the time. Which meant he and Alice must have been here before.

      But he was thankful he couldn’t remember it, or he would have gone really mad. He thought how the perception of time and life was nothing but a point of view. It wasn’t real, but there was nothing anyone could do about it. All one could do was live the moment they believed — probably deceivingly — was the present.

      He parked the motorcycle and took off his goggles.

      Then he jogged toward the gates of Mount Cemetery, not surprised at its decaying form. It was almost buried in vines and crawling insects. No one paid attention or respect to Lewis Carroll’s burial place in the future — and not much in the present, either.

      Why would they, when Black Chess’ winning of the war was all about bringing the man’s legacy down?

      The Pillar stepped through the shrubs and the mud until he found a crack in the walls. The sky greyed and boomed with rain as he entered the cemetery.

      Inside, it wasn’t easy locating Carroll’s burial plot. The cemetery looked like it had been a battlefield at some point in the Wonderland Wars.

      The Pillar took off his blue coat, folded it carefully, and placed it at the cleanest place he came across. He pulled back his sleeves, showing his aging skin, peeling off day by day. Something he didn’t want anyone else to see. He didn’t see the point of anyone knowing about his sickness.

      After all, why would anyone care?

      He located a shovel and walked to the spot where he believed Lewis was buried.

      “Sorry for digging you up, mate,” he whispered to the grave. “I need the one thing you took with you to the grave. The Lullaby pills.”
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      Tom is a terrible driver. If he keeps driving this way, we’re either going to crash into something or get caught by the Reds who are chasing us on motorcycles now.

      “Give me the wheel.” I push him over.

      “But, you’re bleeding.”

      “I can’t None Fu while I’m dying, but I think I can still drive. Look for a gun or something in the back. Do something useful.”

      “There is a sleeping dog in the back,” Tom says.

      I smile when he says that. That dog was so hungry that when he was fed he felt good enough to sleep through such a chase. “Don’t wake him up,” I say. “Just find a gun and start shooting at the Reds.”

      “There is nothing back there, only water hoses.”

      I use a lot of what’s left of my power to stare back at him, hoping he will get the message.

      Tom smirks and tilts his head. He knuckles his fingers and pops a few pills. “You’re thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Glad to know you’re smart enough to think what I am thinking.” I veer the truck against a couple of motorcycles and squeeze them against a wall.

      “Water hose wars it is,” Tom chirps like a child. What can I say? He’s a Wonderlander, after all.

      Behind me, he starts hitting the Reds with full-throttle water bullets.

      “You remember I’m here for the keys, don’t you?” I shout back.

      “I know.” He struggles with the pumping hose but is doing a good job at keeping the Reds at bay. “That’s what I was going to ask about. How did you find me?”

      “I found the note.”

      “What note?”

      “The one where I kept your address with a scribbling saying that I kept the keys with you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Alice.”

      “What do you mean? We must have had a deal or something. I must have kept the keys with you after the war. Or why do I have this note?”

      “True, I was in possession of the keys once.” He sounds like he is keeping something from me again. “But you couldn’t have possibly made a note to come and take them from me.”

      “Why not?” I want to face him, but I am busy with the wheel, totally ignoring my bleeding nose, although my blood is staining the wheel by now, and my vision is dimming.

      “Because you know I lost the Six Keys a long time ago.”

      “What?” I almost hit the brakes. “You lost the keys?”

      “Not that they are of any particular use anymore. We lost the war when the Queen grabbed hold of the Six Keys,” Tom says. “But you already know I lost the keys. Oh, wait. I mean, the real version of you in this world knows that. Of course, you don’t know, because you’re not really from this time.”

      I am too dizzy to think about this paradoxical situation. “I just want to know how you lost the keys, and how come I found this note.”

      Tom takes a moment to think it over. I trust he has figured out the puzzle. “I get it now.”

      “What is it? Please tell me because nothing makes sense in this future anymore.”

      “Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock.”

      “What about them?”

      “They don’t really want you to die,” Tom speculates. “They wanted everything that happened to happen the way it did.”

      “How so?”

      “They have access to the future. They planted the note so you’d follow it because they knew I stole the keys from you.”

      “You stole them.” The truck bumps against something on the road. I speed up to cross it, realizing I have so little strength in me now. “I thought I gave them to you.”

      “Don’t worry about this part,” Tom says. “What matters is that Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock, or whoever hired them, thought I have the keys and wanted to find them through you. They planted the note because they knew I wouldn’t open up to anyone, even you, about their location.”

      “Even me?” I am dizzy, not sure if I am catching every word, barely able to drive ahead. “Why wouldn’t you tell me about their location?”

      “Because in this future I trust no one. You could be the Cheshire disguised, for all I know — and don’t talk to me about him being unable to possess Wonderlanders,” Tom says. “I am only opening up to you because I know you’re from the past because if you find the keys and put them in the right hands, you can change the future.”

      “And that’s what they want exactly,” I say. “They want me to return with the keys so they can take them from me.”

      “You’re getting the picture now. Think of it—why isn’t there another Alice from the future? They must have done something to her so she wouldn’t warn you or tell you the truth.”

      “It’s hard to comprehend all of this,” I say. “But I get their plan to get the keys now. I get it that they thought you’d give me the keys only when you realized I am from the past. What puzzles me is how you lost the keys.”

      “Didn’t exactly lose them,” he says. “I handed them to the wrong person.”

      “Who?” I enter a dark tunnel, wishing I could lose the Reds in here.

      “I gave them to Jack.”

      And with that, the darkness drapes its curtain of deception down on me. Because let’s face it. In the future, Jack is not Jack. He is the Cheshire, fooling Tom. Having fooled me as well, making me think that Jack affected him so much he loved me. The Cheshire never changed. A nobody, disguising in people he meets, parasitizing on their thoughts and emotions, just like the sneakiest of devils.

      My hands give up on the wheel. My strength withers. And I fall on my head.
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      The Pillar was digging with all his might as fast as he could. Sweating and panting. He’d never felt the need to save someone like he needed to save Alice now.

      And there it was, finally, Carroll’s corpse, lying on its back, strangely mummified, looking as if he were still alive. The Pillar wasn’t surprised. Carroll was full of surprises. He wouldn’t discard the possibility that the famous mathematician had found an embalming method like the ancient Egyptians.

      The Pillar knelt down to reach for Carroll’s pockets. The dead man’s shoulders snapped, just a little, probably an odd reflex of muscles being exposed to oxygen or light.

      “Relax,” the Pillar told him. “I’m just here for the Pills. She needs them, or she will die.”

      But Carroll’s dead body snapped again, as if not wanting him to reach for them.

      “Look,” the Pillar said. “I know you don’t want her to take the pills, not in the future, but I can help her.”

      The corpse still stiffened, its arm bent awkwardly. The Pillar needed to break it to get to the pills.

      “Aren’t you the one who kept showing up in her dreams? Didn’t you meet her in the Tom Tower? Didn’t you meet her back in Wonderland through the Einstein Blackboard? And after the circus, she said she saw you with the Inklings.” The Pillar talked to Carroll’s corpse as if it were alive. “Didn’t you show up to her in the Inkling, thanking her for saving you from Carolus and telling her she is the Real Alice?”

      The corpse didn’t move—and, of course, it didn’t talk back.

      The Pillar wasn’t sure what was going on. He didn’t want to break Carroll’s arm to get the pill. But, looking at his watch, he knew he was losing time.

      “She will die, Carroll,” Pillar said in Carroll’s ear. “This future is a mistake. What’s done is done. I can go back and save her. She doesn’t have to take the same route again. She just messed up.”

      The corpse’s hand stiffened even more.

      “It’s not her fault, Carroll,” the Pillar pleaded. “Let me help her. She saved your life for God’s sake. This is only a possible future. You of all people know this. We can always change the future.” The Pillar was fighting a tear, threatening to break his lifetime record of never crying, not once.

      He gently put his hands on Carroll’s chest. “For the sake of the good memories, Carroll,” the Pillar said. “Don’t let what happened after the circus do this to you. She needs to live, find the keys, and save the world. For the sake of your memories with her in the garden in Christ Church.”

      Carroll’s stiffened hands loosened a bit at the Pillar’s last words.

      “Remember those days, her playing in the garden, behind the door to Wonderland? Remember her fluttering hair, the sparkling eyes of a child who loved rabbits and turtles? The girl who hated books without pictures and lived in the minds of every child in the world until this day?”

      Carroll’s hands shifted, giving way for the Pillar to reach for the pills. They were still intact inside a plastic bag in his chest pocket. Three pills. Probably preserved in the same manner Carroll’s corpse was.

      The Pillar took the pills and tucked them in his back pocket. He grabbed for the shovel and said, “Now it’s time to bury you again, old man.” He sighed. “Not that burying your corpse lessens your presence in the world. Somehow you’re immortal.”

      A few minutes later, the job was done. The Pillar rolled his sleeves back down and put on his suit. He walked out toward the motorcycle, counting on the trick of time to get back to Alice as soon as he could.

      On his way, he stumbled across a set of tombstones outside the church. He was sure they hadn’t been here in the past and wondered who was buried next to Carroll. Who died in the future and deserved this burial place?

      The Pillar stepped up and read the name on the tombstone. It didn’t make sense, but it hurt reading that name. Someone was going to die in the future, sooner than anyone would have expected.

      And boy, what a loss that would be.
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      Every now and then, I manage to open my eyes for a few seconds. Dying is a horrible thing. I feel I am being stripped of everything I have, one second after the other. My skin, my vision, my hearing, my breath, and my soul. All is withering away.

      The fire truck seems to have been flipped on its side because I see things at a ninety-degree angle. Tom is in an awkward position, firing the water hose in all directions. But it doesn’t look like a lasting plan.

      I see the poor dog, now awake, swimming in a pool of puddles, trying to escape the Reds’ bullets. Bandersnatch bullets. If I could just stand up to save the poor thing from the human madness…

      But I can’t. My eyelids droop on me again. It’s so hard to flip them open again. It’s like pushing open a gate of steel.

      “No!” I hear Tom scream.

      My vision is almost gone.

      The only thought that comes to me is: What kind of a lame hero am I?

      No wonder I’m not leading the revolution in the future. I am assuming I wasn’t up to the mission and failed somehow. That’s why I am hiding beyond the walls of a so-called Wonderland compound. What kind of future scenario is that?

      And my children? How can I leave them like this? I am really hoping Tom is right, that there is another version of me, a real responsible mother, who will take care of Tiger and Lily in this life.

      As for me, it looks like my time has come. It wasn’t such a bad ride, I tell myself. I saved a few lives, didn’t I? Of course, I killed those on the bus earlier, but like the tattoo on my arm rants: I can’t go back to yesterday because… blah blah blah.

      A shot resonates in my head. A scream follows. Adrenalin pumps into my thin veins, a little push that helps me open my eyes again.

      “I’m here, Alice,” a voice tells me. It’s the Pillar. “I’ve got the pills.”

      “Really?” I cough blood.

      “I just need to straighten you up and shelter you somewhere safe, or a stray bullet could end us both.” He begins to pull me into a shaded area. I can’t make out what is what. The world is upside down, skewed, and ridiculous.

      “That’s it.” He lays me back against the truck’s front, I believe. “Can you swallow it?” He tucks the pill into my mouth.

      I shake my head, realizing my jaw has tightened. I can hardly give the pill a kick with my tongue.

      “Don’t worry,” the Pillar says, pulling something nearby. “Thankfully, we’re in a fire truck.”

      I don’t understand what this means. The pill is melting on my tongue, but I can’t swallow it. What’s worse than that?

      “Here.” He pulls the water hose and drowns my face with water. “That’s why I’m thankful.”

      The water splashes on my face, and the pill slides inside me. I will be forever grateful to the Pillar. Maybe I can return to the past and fix this messed-up future.

      But I am not feeling better.

      “Alice?” The Pillar begins to shake me violently.

      I can’t even feel his hands now. I am withering away. The pills aren’t the answer to saving my life.
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      “So, the pills won’t work?” Mr. Tick put his teacup aside and wiped his thin lips with a napkin.

      “I made sure they’re taken,” Mrs. Tock explained.

      “Taken?”

      “I’ve had someone pull them out of Carroll’s pockets,” she said. “The ones the Pillar will find, if he so takes that route to save her, are water pills. Useless, just like diet pills.”

      “Pretty cruel.” Mr. Tick tucked a napkin into the collar of his vest, getting ready for his six o’clock brownie. “And fabulous, I must admit. I can’t tell you how much you have entertained me today.”

      “My pleasure, Mr. Tick.”

      “So, the girl dies now?”

      “You know we don’t want that to happen.” Mrs. Tock snickered, reaching for a piece of Mr. Tick’s brownie. He slapped her hand away. “Alice needs to live. We’re just preparing her for the big showdown, so we can get the keys.”

      “Poor girl.” He gorged on his brownie. “She has no idea what’s going on.”

      “It’s the only way to get the keys.”

      “And to know if she’s really the Real Alice,” Mr. Tick remarked.

      “That too, of course,” she said. “According to the Hitchhiker’s Guide to Wonderlastic Time Travels, she will die in the future if she is not the Real Alice.”

      “And if she survives?”

      “There is a possibility she might be Alice.”

      “That’s rather contradictory. If she dies, she isn’t Alice, but if she lives, she may be Alice?”

      “Wonderland logic. Can’t argue with that,” she said. “It’s as confusing as the concept of time.”

      “Whatever.” He waved a hand after downing the last piece of the brownie. “I’m curious to see how it plays out.”

      “Me too, Mr. Tick.”

      “But I’m starting to get bored again,” Mr. Tick said. “Not that I haven’t been entertained by this piece of time travel. But I feel there isn’t much pain involved. I need to see tragedies. People in dire pain and agony.”

      “I understand. Seeing people in agony makes you tick, Mr. Tick.” She chuckled. “I have an idea. Why not stop time from freezing inside the Inklings?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “You’d wake up Fabiola.” Mrs. Tock snickered and shrugged. “This way, you can see her suffer when she sees Alice spasming and coughing blood.”

      “What a brilliant idea, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick said, and snapped his fingers to unfreeze the White Queen.
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      “Alice!” I still hear the Pillar screaming.

      I’m sinking into my own rabbit hole toward the other side of the spectrum of life.

      “Is she going to die?” I think that’s Tom shouting, but I’m not sure.

      Then someone arrives — I think.

      “What are you doing here?” the Pillar roars at the guest.

      “I can save her.” I think I know the voice but can’t focus hard enough to remember.

      “Another trick of yours,” Tom says. “Go away.”

      “I always have a few tricks in my sleeves,” that someone says. “I’d even admit I switched the pills on Carroll’s corpse.”

      “What corpse?” Tom asks.

      What are they talking about? Who is this stranger?

      “That’s why she is dying.” The Pillar sounds angry. “I’m going to kill you.”

      “No need to,” the stranger says. “I have her cure. The real pills.”

      Really? Am I going to live?

      “And what do you ask in return?” the Pillar says.

      “I’ve always liked your practical methods, Pillar,” the stranger says. “I’m going to give her the pills if she promises me a favor.”

      “Whatever it takes, Cheshire,” the Pillar says. “Just give them to me.”

      “Don’t call me Cheshire, please,” the Cheshire says in Jack’s voice. “I’m neither the Cheshire nor Jack now. I’m both. Not as naive and hapless in love as Jack, nor do I hate humans like the Cheshire.”

      “And I’ve seen this sentimental rubbish of a movie before. Spare me the bullshit and hand me the goddamn pills,” the Pillar says.

      “She has to listen to what I want first,” the Cheshire, or Jack, demands. “I know you think I’m still working for Black Chess because I fooled Tom and took the keys from him, but you’re wrong.”

      “Then what’s right? Enlighten me.” The Pillar is impatient.

      “I stole the keys so I can have my bargain with Alice.”

      “Bargain?”

      “Yes, bargain. The keys and her life in exchange for Jack’s life.”

      “Jack is dead,” Tom interjects. “Even long before you possessed his body.”

      “That’s what Alice has to fix for me if I give her the pills,” the Cheshire says. “She has to time-travel to the past and let Jack live.”

      I reach out a feeble hand, not seeing where it’s pointing.

      “What’s wrong, Alice?” the Pillar asks.

      I try my best to keep my hand steady until the Cheshire gets the message and reaches back for me. Not the Cheshire, really. But Jack. I squeeze his hand. I understand what’s going on. This Cheshire/Jack mix produced a different person who cherishes his life and blames me for killing him. Even fourteen years later, this new person demands to live. If time travel works for finding keys, then it should work for saving a life.

      All Jack is asking me is not to kill him on the bus. He wants me to go back in time and stop the accident. I want it, too. I’ve always felt guilty for killing Jack. It’s time to correct the past.

      Jack’s hand warms up. I think he feels me somehow. Slowly, I feel another pill tucked in my mouth. It’s the right pill; I know it. It tastes like those I took back in the asylum.

      “Promise me you’ll save my life, Alice,” Jack demands.

      “I promise, Jack,” I say. “I’m really sorry I killed you.”
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      Life seeps back through the pores of my skin, the veins in my head, and the blood in my heart. Funny how we’re not grateful for breathing until the time comes when it’s our last breath.

      The Pillar helps me straighten up again, brushing my hair back. “Are you all right?”

      “All right? I’m not sure.” I chuckle. “But I’ll live.”

      The dog comes and licks my face, welcoming me back to life — or should I say the future?

      Tom just stands there, saying nothing. He has that look, which I can’t understand. He exchanges brief mutters with the Pillar then turns back to me. It’s almost as if he’s not so happy I am alive.

      But I don’t have the capacity to interpret what’s behind all of this.

      Jack stands with a straight face piercing through me. This isn’t Jack. This isn’t the Cheshire. It’s someone in between. Who’d have thought? The most lovable boy possessed by the most vicious cat.

      “Thank you,” I tell him.

      “Don’t thank me,” he says. “Just save me. Do all you can to make Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock help you go back in time and save me — save the bus, Alice.”

      “I don’t even remember why I did it.” I want the Jack inside the Cheshire to warm up to me, but he doesn’t.

      “No excuses,” he says. “I don’t care if you don’t remember. I care if you save me instead of me ending up sacrificing myself for you and later getting possessed by this vicious cat in me.”

      I realize that if I can go back in time and save the bus, Jack will never get possessed by the Cheshire for fourteen years. It makes me want to do it more. But I still have a question. “Since fourteen years have passed, Jack, I only want to know why you came back for me. You said you wanted to tell me something, warn me about something—or someone. I believe I have the right to know before I go back in time.”

      Jack doesn’t answer me. He exchanges another look with Tom and the Pillar and then turns and walks away.

      I reach for him, but I’m still a bit tired. I don’t even have time to cry. The Reds arrive and surround me, Tom, and the Pillar.

      A pressure-filled moment passes, all of us staring at each other. I’m surprised the Reds don’t attack us.

      “You’re really hard to catch, Mrs. Wonder,” a Red leader says to me. “We weren’t going to kill you under any circumstances. We just know you don’t belong here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “No more games, please,” the Red says. “We know you’re from the past. You and Mr. Pillar.”

      “How do you — ”

      “It doesn’t matter how we know,” the Red says. “We just want you to leave our world and go back where you came from. That’s Mr. Jay’s orders.”

      “Mr. Jay?”

      “You don’t have to know about him. Not at the moment. Somewhere in the past, you’ll meet him, and you’ll understand a lot of things. Now, would you mind?”

      “I will leave.” I nod, eyeing the Pillar. He nods at the dog. “What about him?” I say.

      “After you’ve taken the pill, all you have to do to leave is kiss the dog on the mouth, and he’ll be all right,” the Pillar explains, shaking his shoulders.

      “That’s silly,” I say.

      “Blame it on the Hitchhiker’s Guide to Wonderlastic Time Travels.”
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      Fabiola stood outside her bar, smoking a cigarette. She tapped her foot impatiently, waiting for the Pillar.

      The eccentric professor arrived with his cane and a pout on his face. “Is she alive?”

      “She is.” Fabiola killed the cigarette on the ground. “Those two lunatics, Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock, were just messing with her mind. Yours, too.”

      “Why would they do that?” the Pillar asked. “Entertaining themselves?”

      “Worse. It’s a trick. A master plan by whoever hired them.”

      “I’m not doubting that at all. They fooled me into listening to Margaret’s conversation and made me think I managed to time-travel through the Tom Tower when it was the doing of the Tick and Tock couple. The question is why.”

      “Because according to some book concerning the rules of Wonderland time travel, whoever cheats death in the future is vulnerable to die within the next twenty-four hours as a consequence.”

      “So, getting the keys from the future was only a game?”

      “I can’t believe we fell for their trick,” Fabiola said. “The keys can only be found in the past where Alice hid them. Now Alice is obliged to travel to the past to get the keys and save her life. That’s what it’s all about.”

      “How can she save her life in the past?”

      “By finding something called the Wonder.”

      The Pillar shrugged. Fabiola realized he knew what it was. “What’s the Wonder?”

      “Something she shouldn’t find,” he said stiffly.

      “What does that mean?” She was about to lash out at him again. Deep inside, she didn’t want to have this conversation with him. But she had to, so she could save Alice’s life, if possible.

      “It’s a paradox. Two things that contradict each other. She won’t live if she doesn’t find her Wonder, and horrible things will happen to her if she does.”

      “Don’t do this to me, Pillar. Don’t play those games with me.”

      “Let’s not fight, Fabiola. Not now.”

      “Then what do you suggest we do?”

      “We have no choice,” the Pillar said. “Alice has to go back to fit into whatever plan they cooked up for her. She needs to get the keys and find her Wonder. The rest of the consequences are going to shatter us all. But they’re undeniable now. I’m such a fool. I should’ve read between the lines.”

      “You messed up, Carter,” Fabiola said. Only she called him by his first name. Only she knew him well enough to do that. “Why don’t you just leave us be?”

      “It’s you who called for me, Fabiola. Remember?”

      “I hate you so much,” she said, gripping the door.

      “Nothing new with that,” the Pillar said. “You always did. In return, I’ve always loved you.”

      “Don’t start!” She loosened her grip and waved her other hand at him. “Just don’t. You don’t even know why I hate you now? It doesn’t have anything to do with the past. This is about now.”

      “Why do you hate me now, Fabiola?” The Pillar sighed.

      “Because this girl inside apparently isn’t Alice,” Fabiola said. “I’ve forced myself to pretend she was, over and over again. I tried to make it easy on her and not tell her the truth. And now, the poor girl is risking her life, and for what? If she dies within twenty-four hours, it’s going to be your fault.”

      “I’m aware of that,” the Pillar said without the slightest hint of sympathy. She couldn’t stand him being so cruel — or was he just too tough? “This still doesn’t justify why you hate me so much right now. What is it, really?”

      Fabiola hesitated then said, “Because I love her. The girl is the energy of light. Smart, ambitious, and has a heart of heroes.” She stamped one foot on the ground. “I bloody love her. And I swear to God, I’ll kill you if anything happens to her.”

      Fabiola wiped away her tears and prepared to go back inside. She hated it when her anger surfaced like that. She had sworn not to give in to the woman she was in the past. Back in Wonderland, when she wasn’t a nun or a bartender, but the bravest of warriors.

      “Fabiola,” the Pillar called after her. “When it’s over, I’ll be in Tom Quad at Oxford University.”

      “So what?”

      “I think you’ll want to see me once Alice returns to the past. Something horrible is going to happen then. We’ll have to talk about it.”

      “You arrogant prick,” she said. “Why are you always sure of yourself? I don’t want to see you ever again.”

      “If I had a mushroom for every time I heard you say that.” The Pillar rolled his cane in the air and walked away. “I’ll be waiting in Tom Quad. Trust me, you’ll come.”
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      I’m back in the present life. My name is Alice, and I hardly know who I really am. Names are just the layer on top. You peel it off, and there is the real you beneath. Have you ever seen the real you? Have you ever tried to?

      Now that I’m back from the future, Fabiola returns to the Inklings, helping me drink a lot of water, cleaning off all the blood from my nose. She helps me sit and hands me a cup of milk and some food. We’re alone in the back room, waiting for Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock to return. Although I want to smash their heads against the wall, there is nothing I can do to them. They’re practically immortal. I hate time so much right now.

      “What about the March Hare?” I say.

      “He’s still unconscious, but not dead,” Fabiola says. “The creepy couple forcefully leak some of their magic tea into his mouth every now and then, so he stays alive.”

      “But that’s not the real antidote that will bring him back to life. Right?”

      “It isn’t.” She wipes off my sweat. “And we don’t know how to get it. Listen, Alice, you don’t have to do this.”

      “Go back in time?” I say. “Of course I have to.”

      “Maybe the March Hare’s time has come in this life. Maybe it’s his time to die.”

      I can’t believe she said that. I can’t forget the image of the Columbian children gathered around his bed, crying their eyes out. But Fabiola isn’t herself anymore. She is slowly morphing into whoever she was in Wonderland. I am beginning to think she was borderline heartless in Wonderland. A good warrior, but sometimes heartless.

      “It’s not just about the March Hare,” I tell her.

      “Don’t tell me it’s about the keys. We can find them one by one in this world.”

      “Not just the keys. I’m going to die if I don’t find my Wonder, remember?”

      “And we don’t have any idea what it is.” Fabiola scowls.

      “That’s why we need to talk to Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock again. They want me to go back to get the keys. But I’m not doing it until they tell me what my Wonder is.” I don’t tell Fabiola that I promised Jack I’d save his life in the past. I don’t think she’d like that. All in all, there seems to be all kinds of reasons for me to go back in time.

      Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock open the door and enter the room. They smile and sit on their chairs opposite each other as if nothing bad ever happened. Time will always smile at you, even when it’s ripping you of the days and nights of your life.

      “She is a strong girl,” Mr. Tick tells his wife, pointing at me. “I think she is up to the job.”

      “She may also be the Real Alice,” Mrs. Tock says.

      “I’m the Real Alice,” I interrupt. “And stop talking to each other as if we’re not in the room.”

      “Badass, too,” Mr. Tick whispers to his wife. “I like her.”

      “But she isn’t the Real Alice.” Mrs. Tock rubs her chin. “We can’t be really sure until she finds the keys in the past.”

      “Stop it.” I am about to get up and scream at them. Fabiola holds me back. “Let’s get into what matters,” I say. “What the hell is my Wonder?”

      “She’s practical, too,” Mr. Tick says to his wife.

      “She probably got that from the Pillar,” Mrs. Tock says. “But really, Mr. Tick, we should tell her about her Wonder.”

      “Agreed, Mrs. Tock.” He turns back to me. “Your Wonder, Alice — everyone’s Wonder, in fact — is the one thing you do in your life that you’re most proud of. The one thing that when asked on your deathbed, ‘What did you really bring to this life?’ you’d tell us about.”
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      “And how am I supposed to find that?”

      “That’s up to you,” Mrs. Tock says. “While you’re back in time, find the thing that if you do, it will be so important, and so good, that life will grant you an extension.”

      “Pretty shoddy, coming from two lunatics like you,” Fabiola comments.

      “Did she just call us shoddy, Mrs. Tock?” Mr. Tick says.

      “I think she did. Although you always arrive on time, Mr. Tick.”

      “Remind me to kick their asses when I get back from the past, Ms. Fabiola,” I say.

      “Don’t forget to call me, because I will kick them with you, Ms. Alice,” Fabiola says, playing along.

      “Badass. Practical. And sarcastic,” Mr. Tick says. “I really want you to be the Real Alice.”

      “I am her.” I am not sure if I am stubborn, fooling myself, but I have this feeling inside me. I’m the Real Alice. “So let’s start. How do I go back in time?”

      “First of all, take this.” Mrs. Tock hands me a pink pill.

      “What’s that? Another Lullaby pill?”

      “It’s an address,” Mr. Tick says. “The Wonderlastic Guide of Time Travels offers a solution for taking items back in time with you. And we need to give you an address. This pill will help you remember the address in the past.”

      I take it. “What address?”

      “It’s my address in the past,” Mrs. Tock says. “You will need it in case something goes wrong.”

      “Wrong like what?”

      “Sometimes, going back in time sends you to a slightly wrong moment,” Mr. Tick explains. “A day or two past the desired date. If that happens, you will need to find Mrs. Tock to help you out.”

      “And she will believe me?”

      “Of course she will. Who else will know about her address?” Mr. Tick says.

      “I understand.” I swallow the pill. “Now what?”

      “Now, my dear Alice,” — Mr. Tick stands up, combing his hairies — “we need to agree on the date you need to go back to.”

      This is the moment I have been waiting for. I need to go back a day or two before the bus accident, so I can save Jack and maybe know why I killed anyone. “A day before the bus accident.”

      “You think this is the time you’d have known the whereabouts of the keys?” Mrs. Tock asks skeptically.

      “I can’t think of a better day,” I explain. “It’s supposed to be the last time I remembered who I really was. Right after the accident, I was caught and sent to the asylum. I couldn’t remember what happened. So the day before the bus, I must have had an accurate memory of where I hid the keys.”

      “What do you think, Mrs. Tock?” Mr. Tick says.

      “It’s her life, Mr. Tick. She wouldn’t risk it for nothing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the couple prepare for my time travel, Fabiola asks to have a word with me outside.

      “I’m going to make it brief,” she says. “I just want to tell you that it’s okay if you’re not the Real Alice. You’ve done brave things so far. It doesn’t really matter what your name is. It matters who you are.”

      Fabiola seems too emotional. I think she is worried she will never see me again. She is worried that the Pillar picked up a mad girl from an asylum, fooled her into being a hero, and got great results. Except that this poor girl is now about to die.

      I know that because I am thinking all kinds of thoughts. I hug Fabiola and tell her the one thing I believe is true: “Don’t worry, Fabiola. I don’t know if I’ll make it back. But I know I’m the Real Alice.”

      It puzzles me that suddenly Fabiola looks like she doesn’t believe I’m the Real Alice.
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      The Queen of Hearts was enjoying her new rocking chair, made of bamboo, and specially delivered to her from the African deserts by one of her mad alliances on the continent. A mad ruler who killed his people for disrespecting the religion he made up. The Queen loved this kind of madness.

      But the rocking chair also reminded her of time. Rocking back and forth in a steady beat was like the ticks and tocks of a clock.

      “How is my flamingo doing?” she asked her guards.

      “Very well,” one of the guards answered. “Dr. Tom Truckle is taking the bait.”

      “I knew my plan would work,” she said. “How about Alice?”

      “The Duchess just called in,” the guard answered. “She said the plan is going well. Alice went to the future, was about to die, and now she’s being forced to go back in time to find the keys and, if possible, her Wonder.”

      “Alice has no Wonder in the past,” the Queen said. “She has no idea what she is getting herself into. Once she finds the keys, she will find no solace but the address they’ve given her. Mrs. Tock’s address. That’s when she will be forced to give her the keys, which Mrs. Tock will deliver to Margaret.”

      “Indeed, My Queen,” the guard said. “If you don’t mind, the Duchess wanted me to remind you about her thing. The thing you promised to give back.”

      “Understood.” The Queen left her chair, walking toward her phone. “I will take care of this later. Now you’re dismissed. Move, or I’ll chop off some heads.”

      She waited until she was all alone in her chamber, and then dialed a forty-two-digit number on her phone.

      A few breaths later, someone picked up.

      “Yes?” the hollow voice said on the other side.

      “All is good,” the Queen said. “Alice is on her way to the past.”

      “And?”

      “This is going to be epic,” the Queen said. “It’s the moment we’ve been waiting for. The most important moment in Wonderlanders’ lives since the Circus.”

      “Only if she is the Real Alice,” the voice said.

      “Only if she is,” the Queen said. “And it’s so exciting.”
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      A long darkness veils over my soul before I can even open my eyes. In my heart, I already know I’m back in time. It’s as if I can smell it. I wonder why a gut feeling doesn’t want me to open my eyes.

      I’m lying on my back, on a thin mattress, probably directly on the floor. The place around me stinks. The rotten smell is familiar. Something about this past is terribly wrong.

      Where am I?

      I imagined myself waking up in a bed in my foster family’s house, still living a normal life, waiting for a phone call from Jack, maybe.

      But this isn’t it. I need to open my eyes now.

      But before I do, there is a knock on my door.

      “Open za door!”

      This can’t be. It’s Waltraud Wagner.

      “Time to visit yor doctor.”

      What? When?

      My eyes fling open. I’m back in my cell in Radcliffe Asylum. The same cell I’ve been in for two years. The Tiger Lily in the pot bends over in the corner, the walls are stained with green grease, and the steel door shakes to Waltraud’s rapping.

      I hear the rattling of keys. She is about to open the door.

      “Waltraud?” I sit up.

      The vicious warden stands before me, rapping her baton on her fatty hands. She tilts her head and grimaces at me. It’s as if she is surprised to see me, too.

      “What am I doing here?”

      “You’re on vacation, honey.” She cracks a laugh.

      “A vacation?”

      “From your mind.” She loops the baton next to her ears then laughs some more. “Soon enough, you’ll learn the rules. I advise you to make up your mind now.”

      “Make up my mind about what?”

      “Do you want to be electrified in the Mush Room, or would you prefer the Lullaby pill?”

      I am speechless. Something is wrong. Not just with the timing. All of this doesn’t add up.

      “And before you attempt an escape,” Waltraud says, “always know you’re underground. It’s really hard to escape.”

      “Waltraud!” I say. “What’s going on?”

      “This is the second time you’ve called me by my name.” Waltraud stands back. “How do you know my name?”

      “What do you mean, how? You’ve been torturing me in the Mush Room for the past two years.”

      “Oh, Lord.” She cups a hand on her mouth. “You’re like they said. A loon multiplied by infinity.” She lowers her head and taps her baton on my shoulder. “I’ve never seen you before, little girl. This is your first day in the asylum.”
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      Waltraud pulls me by my hair. She drags me outside into the hallway I’ve seen a thousand times before.

      Same old story. Same old torture. And same old madness.

      Only it’s a different time. This is what Mrs. Tock warned me of. I’ve returned to a day after the accident.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask her, unable to figure out what to do next. I’m in a vicious loop. In the past, but at a time when my memories are no different from the present. I can’t possibly know where the keys are. Nor do I know why I killed everyone on the bus.

      Back to square one. Welcome to hell all over again. My first day in the asylum. Am I going to relive the two worst years of my life?

      “The doctor needs to see you,” Waltraud says. “He has to assess the fresh loons and advise the proper treatment.”

      “Dr. Tom Truckle, you mean?”

      Now she pulls me harder, a little distressed. “Who are you, girl? You know too much about this asylum. You’ve been here before?”

      “Yes.”

      “I never saw you. When?”

      “I come from the future.”

      Waltraud glares at me then bursts out laughing. “Hilarious. I’m going to have so much fun with you.”

      “You have to believe me,” I say. “I know about you. About Ogier.”

      “Ogier?”

      “The other warden.”

      “I asked for another warden to help me, but they haven’t sent one yet.”

      “See? I know things. His name is going to be Thomas Ogier. Bald. Tall. And Dumb.”

      “What else do you know?” Waltraud stops and pushes me against the wall.

      “I know about Tom Truckle’s pills. His terrible family. About the VIP ward upstairs. I know about the Mushroomers. Isn’t that what you like to call the mad in here?” I take a breath. Waltraud’s eyes scan me feverishly. “I’m not mad. I was here before. You have to let me go.”

      “That’s what it’s about, then,” Waltraud says. “You figured out a few things about this place, maybe one of the Mushroomers told you, so I’d believe your silly time-travel story and let you go?”

      “No, you don’t understand. I need to leave. I need to find my Wonder.”

      “I will wonder you to death in the Mush Room, darling.”

      “Please.”

      “Not in a million years.” She drags me across the floor again. “I think it’s the pill that did this to you.”

      “The pill?”

      “I was against giving you the pill this morning,” Waltraud mumbles. “I told them it’s too soon. They didn’t believe me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Its effect will wither away within an hour,” Waltraud says. “Until then, I’ll have my fun with you.”

      Think, Alice. Think.

      I can’t let this keep going. I need to escape the asylum now. I need to find Mrs. Tock so that we can correct the path. This isn’t right. If Waltraud puts me back into my cell, I won’t be able to get out before twenty-four hours. I will die the worst death, in a time that isn’t mine, in a cell I left some time ago.

      I take a deep breath and kick Waltraud in her most delicate place.

      She drops down on her knees, her face reddening with pain. Her cheeks turn into gum bubbles that are about to explode. I wriggle my hair out of her hands, but she grips a handful as I run away.

      Panting and writhing, I remind myself of the whereabouts of the main door. All I have to do is run. Kick some guards — although I have no None Fu in me now — and then get upstairs and out. I can’t stay here.

      The first guard attacks me, but I slash my arm at his weapon, throwing him off balance. I pick up the gun and fire at him.

      I didn’t need to do that. What’s going on with me?

      The Mushroomers go wild, rapping at their steel bars in their cells. “Alice. Mad Alice!”

      The next guard stands before me, hesitant to shoot back. The fear in his eyes is perplexing. Was he so scared of me when I first arrived?

      “Put your gun down, or I’ll shoot,” I say.

      Surprisingly, he cooperates. “Please don’t kill me,” he says. “I’ll open the door leading upstairs for you.”

      This is too easy. What’s the catch?

      “Move.” I point my weapon. “Tell the others to open the gate upstairs. I want a car I can drive right away.”

      “But of course.”

      I feel like a commando, a fearless warrior, but it still doesn’t make sense, the way he’s scared of me.

      The guards open the door for me, then lie flat on their stomachs, as if I am robbing a bank, hands behind their heads.

      I step up to climb the stairs the moment when my greatest weakness attacks me. The one weakness that always messed with my escaping plans. I remember the one thing that matters to me the most.

      This sucks. Now I have to go back to my cell, willingly. Because I can’t leave my Tiger Lily behind. Now I know what it means to me.
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      Running back with a rifle in my hand, I convince myself I can do it. All I have to do is pick up the Tiger Lily, use the rifle on my way back, and get out of here.

      I enter the cell, hug the plant with one hand, and remember the sight of my children in the future. Tiger’s boyish logic, his leadership at such a young age. Lily’s incredible innocence that would make her another version of Alice in Wonderland.

      A tear rolls down my cheek. This time-traveling thing is a heart-wrenching journey. I understand the wisdom of not knowing the future now. If we do, we’re doomed by the curse of knowledge.

      I step outside, my rifle pointed out.

      The guards are still on the floor. This should work. I will find Mrs. Tock, and she will correct the path. I will save Jack, find the keys, and hopefully find my Wonder.

      This is going to be all right, I tell myself. What more surprises could happen? I can’t think of any.

      But I am wrong.

      A firing burst of pain rushes through my knees, so painful I drop the pot on the floor. The image of my children cracking to pieces like china dolls almost kills me right away.

      I fall to one knee, dropping the rifle. Then the other knee, which I can’t feel anymore. My body heats up from my toes to the back of my neck.

      On my knees, I see Waltraud sneering at me. She has hit me with her baton, right in my knees, and now I can’t even move.

      I fall on my face, unable to comprehend what’s happening to me. I needed to escape to find Mrs. Tock. Now, I won’t be able to move. Now… oh, God. Now, I’m paralyzed.

      The nightmare.
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      “What’s happening to her?” Fabiola yelled at the time couple. Alice, lying on the bed, was in great pain. Her hands were trembling, and her knees were twitching.

      “Relax, White Queen.” Mrs. Tock was manicuring her fingernails. She seemed satisfied with the red color, now that she blew air onto it. “Pain comes with time travel.”

      “Pain is very interesting,” Mr. Tick said, chin up, smoking a pipe. “But you should tell her what’s really going on, Mrs. Tock. We’re all in this together now.”

      “What is she supposed to tell me?” Fabiola said.

      Mrs. Tock sighed. She stopped breathing on her nails and said, “I can see what’s happening to her exactly.”

      “What?” Fabiola said. “How?”

      “It’s some form of telepathy,” Mrs. Tock explained. “I can’t contact her, though. I can only see, sometimes vaguely, where she’s at and what’s happening in her journey.”

      “A most interesting talent, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick commented. “Proud to be married to someone like you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Tick.”

      “Shut up, creeps.” Fabiola reached for her Vorpal sword. “Tell me what you see. What’s happening to her?”

      “She woke up in the wrong time,” Mrs. Tock explained. “A day after she killed her classmates.”

      “Poor Alice.” Fabiola closed her eyes, her mouth clenched before she took a deep breath to calm herself down. “How can this be fixed?”

      “She will have to find me with the address I’ve given her. That’s all,” Mrs. Tock said. “See? We’re not bad people.”

      “Always misunderstood, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick added.

      “However, she has a little obstacle to solve,” Mrs. Tock said. “Someone has knocked out her knees.”

      “Are you joking?”

      “Not at all. Alice may be paralyzed from the knees down now,” Mrs. Tock said flatly. “But I’m sure she’ll find a way out.”

      “You obnoxious little troll.” Fabiola raised her sword.

      “She called me a troll.” Mrs. Tock snickered, then mustered a serious face immediately. “Don’t worry, White Queen. Alice’s broken knees are the least of her troubles, trust me.”

      “Then what is?” Fabiola asked.

      “She will wake up in another room now. She will meet a very important man. And she will have to deal with a big revelation, I believe.”
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      I wake up in the room that scares me the most. A room I suspect is a figment of my imagination. A room where I am a cripple. Where a psychiatrist tells me I am mad. That there is no hope for my recovery but falling deeper into the rabbit hole of my madness.

      My knees are numb. I can’t feel them. I can’t move. This feels so real, even in the past. I am not imagining this. Being crippled in this darkened room has always been my reality. I just never knew the circumstances that led to it.

      Now it’s clear to me. Waltraud broke my knees while I tried to escape the first day I arrived in the asylum. And that’s when I met the faceless doctor behind the curtain of darkness separating us now.

      “Welcome, Alice,” he says. I can’t see him. I can only smell the tobacco he’s smoking from a pipe. “It’s been a long time since we last met.”

      As he speaks, I realize I’m not under the Lullaby pill’s influence now. My mind reels with memories. A lot of them now. I think I know who I am. I think I know what happened. But it can’t be true. It just can’t be.

      Better listen to what the doctor has to say.

      “I think the Lullaby pill was an early call,” he says. “I should have waited a little longer.”

      “Why? What are you talking about?”

      “I understand if you don’t remember correctly. I also understand if your memories seem a little shuffled. Fact and fiction will meld into each other. But it will only take a few moments before you remember.”

      “Remember what?” The headache is killing me once. The memories twice.

      “Remember who you really are.” He slightly rocks in his chair. He seems satisfied with this conversation.

      “Who in the world am I?” I tilt my head and stare into the darkness he is hiding behind. Imagine you stare into a mirror, and all you see is black. “Answer me!”

      “Who do you think you are?”

      Playing games again. The tobacco smells like the Pillar’s smoke. I know that much now. Is that possible? “Who am I?” My voice is weakening. I don’t want to start sobbing. Everyone deserves to know who they are.

      “Who do you think you are?” he repeats.

      “What’s this supposed to mean? Are you saying I’m not the Real Alice?”

      “On the contrary,” the voice says. “You’re the Real Alice. Always was. Always will be. And that may be the problem.”

      I dismiss his last sentence. I feel healthier in my body all of a sudden because he said I’m the Real Alice. It’s all that mattered to me from the beginning.

      “Say it again, please.”

      He laughs. “You’re the Real Alice. Don’t doubt that.”

      “And you are?” I squint at the darkness. “It’s you, the Pillar, right? For some nonsensical reason, you played this game with me. Maybe you wanted to make sure I was up to the mission of saving lives. Right? Please tell me I’m right. Tell me you’re the Pillar. I won’t hold grudges. Just get it over with.”

      The silence that follows is so profound I am aware of my beating heart. The rocking chair bends forward, just a little. Smoke drifts near my face and the voice speaks to me: “No, Alice. I’m not the Pillar. You can call me Mr. Jay.”
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      Professor Carter Pillar sat on the bank in the middle of the empty quad. The sky was gray, the color of dull lives, and the rain fell like drops of unmet hopes from the sky.

      Every student had left the university by this time. Everyone preferred to stay home on a day like this. A strange day, indeed. The Pillar didn’t mind. He had been used to a certain amount of loneliness in the past. It wasn’t always bad. Sometimes it helped him clear his mind.

      He sat, fiddling with the watch in his hand.

      Soon Fabiola would come. Soon everything would change. Soon she’d spit and shout in his face like she always did. But this time, it was going to be the darkest hour for both of them. Soon it was going to be really hard to take sides in the Wonderland Wars.

      Oh, how good and evil interjected in every aspect of life. Who was really good and who was bad? That should have been Hamlet’s most daring question, not “to be or not to be.”

      In the middle of the rain, the Pillar pulled out a yellow piece of paper. With a ballpoint pen, he wrote something on it. One word. That was all it took. He folded the paper and tucked it back in his pocket, patted it a couple of times, closed his eyes, and let the rain wash over him.

      He stared once more at his watch. It was time already.

      The yellow paper in his pocket felt good. So good. Because the one word he’d written on it — it was all that mattered. The one word was the Pillar’s Wonder.
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      “Why do people call you Mr. Jay?” I say. “How do I know you?”

      “We’ve known each other for a long time, Alice,” he says. “A little after the circus in Wonderland.”

      “You were at the Circus?”

      “Not exactly. But we’ll get into that later.”

      “Later when?”

      “After the Lullaby’s effect totally withers away.”

      “Why did you give it to me, then, when it messed with my head so much?”

      “I didn’t give it to you,” he says.

      “Who did, then?”

      “It was Waltraud who popped it down your throat.” He pauses for a smoke. “But the real question is: whose idea was it to give you the pill?”

      “Whose idea was it?” I realize I already know the answer. It’s slowly coming back to me, like a gathering of a million crows veiling my soul with darkness.

      “You asked for the Lullaby pill, Alice.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. It was you.”

      “I think I remember that now,” I say. The words are too heavy on my tongue. “I don’t quite remember why.”

      “It’s a bit complicated,” Mr. Jay says. “I can’t imagine why, too. But it was your call. And I wouldn’t deny you anything you wish for, not after all you have done for me.”

      “For you? What have I done?”

      “You killed everyone on the bus, Alice,” Mr. Jay says. “You have no idea how much I’m pleased.”

      Slivers of memories flash before my eyes. I can see clearer now. No rabbit was driving the bus. Not even Carolus Ludovicus, who I saw embarking the bus in an earlier vision while I was in Mushroomland.

      It was me who killed everyone on the bus. Always me. And I loved it.

      “If you hadn’t killed them, we’d never have a chance to win the Wonderland Wars,” he says. “Of course, it’s still a long shot to actually win the war and embrace the world with madness. But we’d never have the slightest of hopes if you haven’t helped.”

      This is when I wish my bed were my coffin. I wish I’d sink deep into the dirt, deep enough to hide from the truth. “I helped you in winning the Wonderland Wars?” I remember the Reds in the future telling me they weren’t going to kill me. That Mr. Jay had advised against it. It just can’t be. I think I know now why I live in a Wonderland Compound in the future, and why Tom Truckle wouldn’t tell me why he led the revolution, not me.

      “The best help we ever had,” Mr. Jay says.

      “What do you mean when you say ‘we’? Whom did I help? Who are you?”

      The man lets out a brief chuckle, one that cuts through my veins. “Black Chess, Alice. Black Chess.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes the truth is a slow burn of continuous pain. The longer it takes to reveal, the more it cuts through. A sword’s stroke is always merciful; a thousand small cuts are the real torture.

      “Are you saying I’m…”

      “Yes, you are, Alice,” Mr. Jay says. “Once the Lullaby’s effect leaves you, you will remember you’re one of us.”

      All the tears in the world can’t baptize me now.

      “We’ve been planning the bus accident for years. It was our best plan. And, of course, only you could do it, but let’s not get into why only you could do it now,” Mr. Jay says. “The Real Alice whom everyone in Wonderland feared. The one and only.”

      “Feared?”

      “Oh, girl. The heads you chopped off. The blood you shed.” Mr. Jay is overly impressed. He may be my boss, but he is fascinated by me. “Carroll had a point, making everyone forget your face. This, or every Wonderlander, would have spent the rest of their lives crapping in their pants, remembering you.”

      I’m darkness wrapped in black blood, dipped into the abyss of the deepest ocean. “So, the whole search for the Real Alice wasn’t to find the girl who will save the world?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. No one’s really searching now, but they surely will in the future,” Mr. Jay says. “The Inklings will gather someday. Some kind of prophecy. But they’ll be too late.”

      “So the Inklings fear me, too?”

      “Some of them do,” he says. “Some of them foolishly think you can be converted. But I know you will never do that. You’re Black Chess’s most precious warrior.”

      “Why do you doubt that?”

      “Let’s face it, Alice. You’ve done things that can’t be forgiven. Remember messing with Carroll’s mind, splitting his self in two, and creating the Carolus part in him? It was genius.”

      “I did that?”

      “You fed him a heavy dose of Lullaby pills, mixed with the Executioner’s drugs until the man collapsed. He collapsed so hard he made a deal with his split image to kill himself through you.”

      The curtains fall. I have nothing to say. The play is over. And when the curtains are draped, there will be no audience left to applaud. Because I may have killed them all.

      “Let’s not think about this now,” he says. “I’m really curious why you wanted to take the Lullaby pills after all you’ve done.”

      This, I don’t remember. If I was this dark beast of Wonderland, why’d I ask to forget what I had done later? Maybe some part of me, a small one, though, realized the gruesomeness of what I had done. A part that couldn’t go on being the Real Evil Alice anymore. A part of me that longed for redemption. A part that wanted to forget through a Lullaby pill. A part of me that preferred I’d spend the rest of my life in an asylum. Better mad than being the Real Alice.

      I really hope this tiny part is still inside me somewhere.
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        THE PRESENT: MARGARET’S OFFICE, PARLIAMENT

      

      

      

      The call came while Margaret was staring at her reflection in the mirror, wondering if she was really as beautiful as she managed to fake.

      “Margaret speaking.”

      “It’s done,” Carolus answered.

      “Are you sure?”

      “We should celebrate,” he said. “She is the Real Alice. And she knows it. She is one of us.”

      Margaret’s smile almost messed with her surgical beauty. She was advised against smiling too much and stretching out her Botox festival. But she couldn’t help it. This was the moment everyone in Black Chess had waited for. This was the moment the Queen would be forced to give her back what she had taken from her.

      “Of course Alice is back,” she said. “One of us. No one can stop us from winning the war anymore.”

      No one can stop me from taking what belongs to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            56

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE PRESENT: BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

      

      

      

      The Queen received a similar call, from the Cheshire this time.

      “Margaret doesn’t know I’ve called you,” the Cheshire said. “She will try to keep the news from you, so you’ll give her back what she wants.”

      “Don’t worry about the ugly Duchess.” The Queen was Caucus-racing in her chamber. A known Wonderlastic way of celebration. You run in place, expecting to win a race, only to realize you’re stuck where you are because fate is chaining your feet. “Just tell me she is the Real Alice.”

      “She is.”

      “Holy Mushrooms and Wonderland Lilies!” She gasped. “It’s her. All that I’ve been waiting for. Are you sure? I mean, is she still the nasty, unforgiving, ruthless girl we’ve always known?”

      “Too soon to tell. But Mrs. Tock confirmed what she saw in the past. She even saw her meeting with Mr. Jay.”

      “Then it’s her. Damn you, Lewis, for erasing her image from our minds. We could have found her earlier. Tell me, Cheshire, how is she taking it?”

      “Mrs. Tock says the girl is pretty shocked. There is still that small part of her that wishes she could redeem herself, but I think it’s too small to have an effect on her when she comes back to the present.”

      “I wouldn’t dismiss this part.” The Queen rubbed her chin. “From what I understand now, she asked for the pill after the bus accident. She does have that goodie-goodie part in her. It must be suppressed.”

      “I believe this is what she did,” the Cheshire said. “Mrs. Tock believes Alice took incredible doses of Lullaby pills so she’d forget who she is.”

      “We’ll know the rest of the truth eventually,” the Queen said. “Now, you have to make sure Mrs. Tock and Mr. Tick bring her back.”

      “It won’t be easy, as she still has to find her Wonder to return.”

      The Queen went silent. Margaret’s plan wasn’t perfect, after all. They had dug a hole for themselves by tricking Alice into needing her Wonder to survive. “I don’t care,” she said. “I want my Real Alice back. I need her so we win the war. Fix it.”

      “I’ll see what we can do. How about the keys?”

      “She is the Real Alice. She will find them. All that matters is bringing her back now!”

      The Queen hung up and then paced left and right, her dogs following her everywhere. “Think. Think. Think,” she told herself, knowing that thinking wasn’t her best talent. “Guards!”

      A few of them arrived immediately.

      “I want you to chop off the heads of a thousand lions,” she ordered. “Find them. Buy them. Chop them off. This is the most festive day of my life. Understood?”

      “Where do we find the lions, My Queen?” a guard asked.

      “You find the lions where everyone finds the lions.”

      “Which is where exactly?” the guard asked.

      “Stupid guards.” The Queen jumped atop a chair and yelled at him, “Did you ever see a lion?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “On TV.”

      “That’s why you don’t know where lions are. This is what TV does to you younger generation. Now go chop off the heads of a thousand lions.”

      The guard shrugged. “I’m sorry, My Queen. But where do I find the lions again?”

      The Queen stamped her feet, risking the unbalancing of the chair. “Where lions always are. The cages of a zoo. Don’t you know that they like to live in cages and have people watching them all the time?”

      “Of course, My Queen,” the puzzled guards said, and left the room.

      The Queen began itching her chin. “What will I do with Alice when she comes back?” She jumped off the chair and talked to her dogs, whose ears stood erect. “I’m sure she will help us win the war. But if there is still that nagging part in her longing for redemption, what should I do with her? I need to protect myself.”

      She paced more and more. Swallowed a few nuts. Choked on one. Spat it out, and a dog caught it. “Damn you, Pillar.” The Queen halted in the middle of her chamber. “That’s why you got into the asylum, you devious butterfly. You knew it was her. You wanted to convert her against us.” She walked to her balcony for a fresher breath of air. “I think I’ll have to find a way to keep the Real Alice away after I use her to win the war.”

      And then the Queen had an idea. “What about a compound? The Wonderland Compound. Where all those who help me win the war will enjoy immunity against the madness in the world.” She clicked her fingers and jumped atop the balcony’s rail. “I’m a genius. Alice, like any other girl, will want to get married and have kids. I’ll get a boy to seduce her, impregnate her, and then she will be knee-deep in her personal troubles. I’ll offer her a lavish life in the compound. A life she will never refuse. What a plan!”
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        THE PRESENT: TOM QUAD

      

      

      

      Fabiola arrived on time, shivering underneath a black umbrella. The rain was still pouring. The Pillar stood up. He felt for her. The tension in her eyes told him she knew. There was no going back now.

      “Does it make a difference if I tell you I hate you again?” she said.

      “Hating someone never makes a difference,” the Pillar said. “Loving someone does.”

      “Shut up, or I’ll stab you with my Vorpal sword.”

      “I know you’re capable of that and even worse,” the Pillar said. “I just don’t know why you haven’t stabbed me yet.”

      “Why, Carter?” she pleaded. “Why did you wake her up? She had chosen to stay mad and save the world from her wrath.”

      “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

      “Don’t feed me your lies, not after all that you have done in the past.”

      “Everyone deserves a second chance,” the Pillar said again. His tone the same. He wanted to pass a message. Sometimes you had to tell people twice to get them out of their heads.

      “She is beyond redemption.”

      “Says the White Queen who killed millions and resorted to becoming a nun?”

      “I killed in the name of glory.” She gritted her teeth. “I killed to save children from Wonderland Monsters. I killed for the Inklings, not Black Chess. For a good cause.”

      “So says the religious bomber who explodes a school bus full of kids every day. We can justify all we want. The truth will remain blurry, and we can only trust our hearts.”

      “So that’s it? You believed in your heart when you woke the dark Alice up, you made a paper-thin hero out of her.”

      “Yes, Fabiola. All you have to do is look at her. Just look without prejudice. She can do it.”

      “Do what?” Fabiola asked. “Don’t you remember what she did after the Circus?”

      “Funny how we remember what she did, but don’t remember her.”

      “Stop messing with my mind. She went bonkers. The darkest Wonderland Monster of all.”

      “You’re talking about the circus, which you helped her to find in the vision when she was in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation.”

      “I did it to prove she wasn’t the Real Alice.”

      “Liar,” the Pillar said. “You did it to prove she was the Real Alice, so you could kill her. Or you did it because you believed in this delusional girl who had magically saved so many lives in so few weeks.”

      Fabiola shrugged, drops of rain splashing on her nose. “And you fooled us all. You fed us all these lies about her being a hero.”

      “I fed you the truth, one lie after the other. Sometimes good comes out of evil. It is about to get dark in a few hours.” He nodded at the skyline. “It doesn’t mean the sun won’t shine tomorrow.”

      “You’re twisting the words to your liking, like you always have, Carter. Do you have any idea how much damage you caused to her by waking her up?”

      “Damage to her, or to you?”

      “Stop twisting my words, I said. What was the point, Carter? What was the point of proving she was the Real Alice?”

      “To show you she can do good,” the Pillar said. “To show she can save the world from the Cheshire, the Muffin Man, the Executioner, Carolus, and even me.”

      “She did it thinking she was someone else. Someone you made her think she is.”

      “So the things we do, knowing who we are, count, and the things we do pretending we’re a better someone else don’t?”

      “Oh, spare me the philosophy.”

      “Or spare you the truth?”

      “The truth is she is a killer, Black Chess’s favorite.”

      “The truth is she is a lifesaver who stood in Black Chess’s way many times,” the Pillar countered. “Even the timeline suggests what I’m saying is true. Once she was evil, now she is a hero. Let it go.”

      “You’re trying to fix a broken soul because you can’t fix yourself.”

      “I’m immune to insults, Fabiola. Try something else.”

      “You want something else?” She stepped forward, locking eyes with him. It was the moment he feared the most. But it was inevitable. “From this day on, you and your precious little devil are the Inklings’ enemies. My enemies.”

      The Pillar shrugged.

      “I will declare war on Alice.”

      “I knew you would.”

      “That’s because you know me from way back. You know who I really am. The fierce warrior that fought for the Inklings no matter what. Winning the Wonderland War is the greater cause. Not the redemption of your mad little princess.”

      “Just don’t say it to her face,” the Pillar said. “She really loves you. It will crush her.”

      Fabiola’s face twitched. She had just confessed her love for Alice a few hours back. Now, in the blink of an eye, the tables had turned. But the Pillar knew Fabiola wouldn’t give in. She’d had a rough childhood herself. And every Wonderlander counted on her.

      “Try to forgive and look ahead, Fabiola,” the Pillar said. “Even Lewis bought into my plan.”

      “Which really puzzles me,” she said. “Every time I remember him hugging and advising her in the Tom Tower, or when his apparition appeared to her in the Inklings, telling her she was the hero, my mind reels.”

      “It wasn’t easy for him,” the Pillar said. “When I tried to take the Lullaby pill from him in the future, he wouldn’t let me.”

      “That’s because, in the future, he regretted letting you help her,” Fabiola said. “Come on, Pillar. Open your eyes. Can’t you see we lost the war in the future? Doesn’t that tell you that backing her up isn’t the right thing to do?”

      The Pillar said nothing. He lifted one arm and tapped his left breast pocket. His yellow note hiding inside. “I have my reasons.”

      “Stubborn as you always have been.” She sighed. “One of the reasons I could never love you.”

      “Could is good. It means you wanted to but didn’t.”

      “Listen to me,” she said. “Alice is now in the past, realizing who she really is. It’s either she finds her way back through that Wonder, or whatever that is, or she dies.”

      “She won’t die.”

      “Just listen.” Her knuckles whitened around the umbrella. “If she dies, then it’s all good. I can lead the Inklings to win the war against Black Chess. If she finds her Wonder and lives…”

      “What happens then, Fabiola?”

      “I will kill you both,” she said without flinching. He knew she meant it. And it complicated things.

      The Pillar watched her walk away, almost disappearing behind the rain. “Fabiola!” he called after her.

      “What now, Carter?” She stopped but didn’t turn around.

      “There is only one way to kill her.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You will have to kill me first.”
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        THE PAST: ALICE’S CELL, RADCLIFFE ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Waltraud wheels me back to my cell. I stare at my immobile legs in dismay. I’m sweating out of shock. But I am not crying anymore. I’ve dried all my tears already.

      “Mr. Jay wants you to rethink the Lullaby pill,” Waltraud says, sending me into my cell.

      Speechless, I stare into the mirror in front of me. I’ve witnessed this scene before, only I thought I was hallucinating. I thought I was dreaming. I thought I was mad. Turns out I’m not. I’m reliving my past in full color.

      How I wish I was mad right now.

      “There is no rabbit in the mirror,” I manage to say.

      “There’s never been a rabbit,” Waltraud says. She whispers in my ear, “It’s always been you. We’re proud of you.”

      I let out a chuckle. A painful one. A mixture of laughter and crying. Pain and pleasure. Sanity and insanity.

      It occurs to me that I’m just confused. If this is my past, why am I sad? I am the Real Alice. A dark and vicious one that everyone was looking for because they feared me the most.

      Why am I sad, then? I can’t escape me. Why is there a nagging part of me wanting me to be a hero?

      “I’m really sorry I broke your knees,” Waltraud says. The irony. “You were under the pill’s influence. I had to stop you from escaping. I’m really sorry.”

      When I raise my eyes to meet hers in the mirror, I realize she is scared of me. Now that the pill’s influence has worn off, she is expecting me to return to my real self. She thinks I will hurt her.

      “I hope you don’t hold grudges against me,” she says. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      The irony, times two. Or better, times Walraud’s weight. Even better, times the number of times she will fry me in the Mush Room in the future.

      “Do you want me to wash your feet?” she offers. “Mr. Jay says it’s going to take you six months for your knees to recover.”

      “No, Waltraud. I don’t want you to wash my feet. I want to ask you about Dr. Tom Truckle.”

      “The pill-popping fool who thinks he is building an ark and saving the Mushroomers to win the Wonderland Wars?” Her whole body shakes when she laughs.

      “So, he doesn’t know about me?”

      “We let him pursue his plan with Carroll’s legacy,” Waltraud says. “I pretend I fear him the most when he talks to me, just to keep up the act. But he’s a pawn in Black Chess’s plan.”

      This explains a lot about him in the future. The poor man is chasing a loom of nothingness. But I don’t want Waltraud to sense my sympathy. I’m not sure why my inner self resists being the Bad Alice, but it’s how I feel.

      Maybe it’s because of what the Pillar showed me in the future. Maybe it’s been the Pillar’s plan from the beginning: to show me the good person I can become in the future, preparing me for a hard choice when I learn who I really am in the past.

      My head isn’t clear yet, and for whatever reason, I need to play along. “Good. It’s best to keep Dr. Truckle in the dark.”

      Waltraud’s smile broadens. “Does that mean you’re not taking the pill? Does that mean you’ll stay one of us?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. Not before I meet the Queen of Hearts. I need to ask her something.”

      “Of course,” she says. “I will call her right away.”

      And now the Queen is in the palm of my hand. I own her because I’m Black Chess’s favorite. Who would have thought?
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      “What can I do for you, dear Alice?” the Queen of Hearts says, standing before me.

      She hasn’t possessed the Queen of England’s body yet at this point. She looks as ugly as I’ve seen her in Wonderland. Stocky, short, her facial features almost unrecognizable. Like a frog, with bulging eyes, a lost nose, and a big mouth.

      “Still as ugly as you’ve always been,” I mock her, testing my credibility.

      “Thanks for the compliment.” She lowers her head, fidgeting with her hands. “I’m working on a new face in this world. Haven’t found a spell to get it, though.”

      “How about Margaret?”

      “She was the first one to arrive from Wonderland. She had someone surgically fix her. But she’s taller than me, so it’s easier for her. She’s in Parliament right now.”

      “Proud of her,” I say. “She isn’t wasting time playing by the book.”

      “I’ll tell her that. She’ll be happy.” She stops to think about it. “But maybe I shouldn’t tell her about you now. You know no one knows about you but me and Mr. Jay.”

      I didn’t know that. It explains why none of the Wonderlanders knows about the sequence of events in the future. I wonder how the Queen didn’t recognize me in the future, then. I’m sure I will know how along the way. “How about Waltraud? She knows who I am.”

      “Don’t worry about that loser,” the Queen says. Waltraud isn’t in the room. “We’re feeding her a huge dose of Lullaby pills right now. She will not remember you. I believe that’s your wish, right?” She raises her eyes to meet mine. “I understand you don’t want to take the pill and spend the rest of life in the asylum.”

      I nod, wanting her to spill the rest for me. Why did the Bad Alice want to forget about what she had done? It can’t be that I changed overnight. There must be a reason. I have to find out why.

      “Mr. Jay told me about the deal. If you take the pill, we will have to take it, too,” the Queen says. “You don’t want us to remember you as well.”

      So that’s why no one remembers me in the future. The Bad Alice had a change of heart and ordered her obituary, spending the rest of her life in an asylum.

      “I’m impressed your stupid brain managed to fully understand my wishes,” I say, playing my part.

      The Queen’s face twitches. She fears me, but she holds grudges. It makes sense. She once ruled Wonderland with her stupidity and anger. Then something happened after the circus. Who knows what? It’s hard to bring the subject to the table right now. “Do you happen to also remember why I need the pill?” I say. “I need to make sure you understand.”

      “Of course,” she says. “Because of Jack. I’m really sorry.”

      “What about Jack?”

      “But you know why, dear Alice.”

      “Just spit it out.”

      “You regret having accidentally killed Jack on the bus,” she says. “Even though everyone on this bus had to die, Jack wasn’t meant to be on it. He didn’t have to die. I understand how this changed you. Love changes everything.”
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        THE PAST: THE QUEEN’S LIMOUSINE, OUTSIDE THE ASYLUM

      

      

      

      Now that I know what changed my dark heart, I tell the Queen she and Mr. Jay have to take the pill when I take it. I tell her that I’m still determined to forget and spend the rest of my life in the asylum.

      The Queen complies and confirms Mr. Jay has taken the pill. I only ask her to watch the sunset outside for one last time before I resort to my madness inside the dark asylum. The Queen complies, and now we’re outside in her limousine, driving around.

      “You can still forget about the pill,” the Queen, sitting next to me, advises. “You can rule the world when we win the war. I have information that someone has found a way to bring the Wonderland Monsters into this world. Week by week, they will arrive and wreak havoc on this world until we take our revenge on humans.”

      I let her talk, not paying attention. I know the rest already. I even know the parts she doesn’t, like the Pillar helping me out of my dark world and turning me into a hero.

      I am taking a deep breath. I will need it. I have a big plan ahead of me. I need to focus.

      I have a handful of Lullaby pills hidden in my fist. When the limousine stops at an intersection, I pull them out and stuff them into the Queen’s mouth, choking her long enough until she swallows them all.

      The driver tries his luck at fighting me. I twist his head with my hands, and he ends up staring backward at the comatose — and now amnesiac — Queen of Hearts. “I need you to drive me somewhere,” I tell him. “Or I’ll never fix your head.”

      “I’ll do what you want,” he says. “Please, Alice. Don’t kill me.”

      I turn his head back. It doesn’t fit exactly — it’s a little skewed at the cheeks — but he is glad he is alive.

      “Thank you,” he says. “Where to?”

      The million-dollar question. I focus hard, trying to remember Mrs. Tock’s address, the one she gave me through the pink pill in the Inklings. I think the Lullaby pill I took in the past, messed with the pill I took in the present, where I came from.

      Remember it, Alice. Come on!

      As we chug through the streets of Oxford, I can’t remember the address. Maybe I’ve been exposed to too much emotional stress. I should remember it.

      We kick the Queen out on the street. The driver puts her in a garbage can, telling me he loathed her and would do anything for me.

      When he comes back, we drive left and right, everywhere, hoping the buildings will make me remember, hand me a clue.

      Where does Mrs. Tock live now?

      Then it comes to me. I’m not just in the wrong area. I’m in the wrong city. Mrs. Tock’s address is in London.

      “London it is,” the driver says.

      “I will need my wheelchair first,” I remind him — also reminding myself that I am a cripple.

      “It’s fixed on top of the car. Don’t worry.”

      “And I will need you to help me up a few stories in London. Got that?”

      “I will do what you ask for,” he says. “May I ask where I will be lifting you up to?”

      “A hidden room in the Big Ben tower.”
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        THE PAST: BIG BEN, LONDON

      

      

      

      Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock live in a hidden room in the Big Ben. It has a wall for a door that only opens when you knock on it six times, like a secret cave. They live in a lavish, huge room inside. The only disadvantage is the horribly loud sound each time the Big Ben strikes.

      But being married since the beginning to time, both of them aren’t bothered by it. In fact, they look so bored, they love it when it bangs.

      Mr. Tick is certainly bored of his ticks. I watch him blame Mrs. Tock for being a boring wife who can’t find a way for him to spice up his life. Mr. Tick really hates London. He hates the rainy weather, the drunks late at night, the football games, and calls it a boring city. Mrs. Tock keeps telling him that soon, the Wonderland Monsters will arrive, and the city will become incredibly entertaining. Mr. Tick says it’s all lies, like there’s never been a real Severus Snape in Harry Potter.

      The couple are so bored that Mrs. Tock doesn’t mind finding me in her kitchen. She doesn’t ask how I got inside their secret hideout. Worse, she doesn’t remember who I am.

      This is going to take some time.

      “Tea?” she offers me.

      “Please.” I am trying to think of the right words to explain to her that I am from the future and that she is supposed to help me.

      “I don’t know how to please my husband,” she complains. “I mean, our marriage was perfect for the first two thousand years. The love, the cuddles, and all the things we did together. But then, a thousand years after a thousand years, things went down the drain.”

      “How long have you been married?”

      She scratches her head. “I really forgot.”

      “Never mind.” I wave a hand, like a good neighbor chitchatting with her. “I’m sure it’s been a long time. Ever had kids?”

      “Mr. Tick doesn’t want to.” She lowers her head. “He thinks he is still young. He still chases young girls.”

      “Midlife crisis.” I rub my cup.

      “He says I’m boring,” she explains. “That I’m always late.”

      “You’re Mrs. Tock. It’s who you are.”

      “See? I’m meant to be late. All women are meant to be late. We need time in front of the mirror.”

      “I agree.” Now that I can finally stare into a mirror.

      “Of course, he doesn’t need a mirror. First of all, he is too tall for all mirrors. Secondly, he has no hair to comb.”

      “Three hairies, I believe.”

      “I’m surprised you can see them.” She snickers. “He keeps lubricating them, combing, and even dying them. All for that girl he’s liked recently.”

      “I’ll bet she is young.”

      “Nineteen. Can you believe it? He’s easily her great-great ancestor. Her name is Lorina.”

      “Lorina?”

      “Lorina Wonder.”

      I rest my case. I have nothing to say.

      “Now, he wants a divorce, which we’re not allowed to have.”

      “Of course. What would the world be without a tick and a tock?”

      “I’m glad you understand,” she says. “He’s looking for a cure for baldness these days.”

      “I bet he’s been looking for it for a few thousand years now.”

      “And it’s all a hoax. Can’t grow back hair unless you go back in time.” Mrs. Tock laughs. “So, do I know you?”

      I haven’t told her my name. “I was sent to you from the future.”

      She bursts out laughing. “Nice one.”

      “No, really,” I say. “Two years in the future, you sent me back here. You gave me this address and told me you could help me when something goes wrong.”

      Mrs. Tock’s face dims. She doesn’t like what I’m saying at all.

      “Listen.” I am trying my best to embrace my Bad Alice personality, but it’s not working. “You were supposed to send me a day back, but you messed up, and I need you to help me go back to yesterday.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Not anymore.” I grin. “If you don’t help me, I will die in the next few hours.”
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        THE PRESENT: A HOTEL ROOM IN OXFORD

      

      

      

      The Cheshire booked a room in the hotel after they’d told him they had a DVD player inside. In spite of being penniless, he used Jack’s charm on the receptionist, a blond girl, whom he showed a card trick. One of the benefits of having access to Jack’s mind — and a possible generous source of income in the future.

      The Cheshire entered the room and turned on the DVD, then pushed a stolen version of Titanic in. People had told him Titanic was the cheesiest when it came to illogical portrayals of romance on film.

      The Cheshire liked that. He was experiencing the same thing in Jack’s head; his continuing love for Alice both annoyed and amazed the Cheshire.

      An hour and a half into the movie, the Cheshire was weeping into tissues—he was glad no one was watching him.

      But he couldn’t help it. Love and sacrifice were new concepts to him, let alone coming from the freakin’ humans.

      He began regretting the way he’d earlier celebrated the Bad Alice’s return with the Queen of Hearts on the phone. Of course, Alice being the Real Alice, satisfied his insatiable desire to hurt humans in this world. But only if he hadn’t entered Jack’s body and brain.

      Why did I ever possess his soul?

      Now, sitting here, his tears wetting his cheeks, he didn’t know whether to help Alice become a hero or resort to the evil one she had always been. It was a shame she didn’t know someone like Jack loved her so much. Even the Cheshire had begun having feelings for Alice.

      How he wished someone loved him this way. The last cat he’d loved back in Belgium was a fraud. She was after the delicious rat he’d just caught.

      But maybe the Cheshire was destined to become Jack. Alice’s lover. As weird and creepy as it was, even to him, it seemed his only way out of his pain of being a nobody.

      Possessing any soul he wished didn’t prove him as invincible as he’d always thought. It was time for the Cheshire to be somebody. Jack seemed like a good choice.

      Besides, he had begun to fall in love with the card player.

      But still, sometimes, the older Cheshire rose inside and wanted to vomit all of this love out. Yuck. It was as bitter as expired milk.

      The Cheshire, confused like never before, sat on the bed with one last idea in his head. The most interesting, actually. He vowed not to make a decision about Jack’s love for Alice, not before he knew why Jack came back for her.

      If he could only locate that part of the memory in Jack’s brain.
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        THE PAST: BIG BEN, LONDON

      

      

      

      “Go away!” Mrs. Tock shrills. “Who are you? Time travel isn’t possible.”

      “Please, Mrs. Tock,” I say. “You promised to help me. How else do you think I figured out your hiding place?”

      “Go away, you creepy girl in the wheelchair.”

      I use her fear and wheel myself after her, creeping her out. “Think about it. I know a lot of things about you. Things no one else knows.”

      “Like what?” She steps away from me.

      “Like Mr. Tick loves tea.”

      “So?”

      “And brownies.”

      “So what?”

      “He never lets you near his brownies.”

      She stops and stares skeptically at me. “It still doesn’t prove you’re from the future.”

      “Tell you what.” I squeeze her against the wall with my wheelchair. “Forget about who I am. If I make Mr. Tick love you back, will you help me?”

      “Says the young, inexperienced girl in a wheelchair.”

      “Just humor me. Go now and stop time. He will like it.”

      “We’ve stopped time a million times. It’s boring.”

      “Because it never occurred to you to mess with people,” I say. “Stop time and push a car over a cliff. Make one woman bore into another’s nose. Switch things. It’ll be fun. He will like it.” Sorry, world. I have to do it.

      “You think?”

      “Just do it!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I spend the next hour trying not to think about the crazy accidents happening in London when time stops. Mrs. Tock returns with a broad smile on her face. “He liked it.” She jumps in place. “He even swore to forget about Lorina Wonder. Who are you, creepy girl?”

      “Says the creepiest woman in history.” I roll my eyes.

      “What did you just say?”

      “Was just coughing. So are you going to help me?”

      “Only because you made my husband like me.” She sits next to me and rubs her chin. “Why do you want to travel back in time?”

      So it’s possible, Mrs. Tock. “I need to go back to yesterday to save a few friends from dying.”

      “Every fool’s wish.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Everyone thinks if they go back in time, they can change the future. It never works. Whatever you do, time will find a way to stay on course—a few casualties and tiny changes might occur.”

      Tiny changes. Like Jack staying alive? I’d like that. Also, I’d like to know what happened on the bus. “I’ll take whatever time gives me.”

      “Time is sneaky and unreliable, I must warn you. Besides, if you’re from the future like you said, you’re going to die either way.” She eyes me. “I see you already know that. How long do you have?”

      “Ten hours. Give or take.”

      “Then I’d advise you to spend them messing with people’s minds here. You’re doomed, crippled girl.”

      “Unless I find my Wonder in the past.”

      Mrs. Tock laughs, throwing her head back. She raps on the table and addresses her husband. “Did you hear what she just said, Mr. Tick?”

      “She wants to find her Wonder, so she stays alive,” Mr. Tick says, sipping his tea and reading tomorrow’s news. A special Tick Tock edition.

      “What’s wrong with finding my Wonder?” I say.

      “You know what that even is?” Mrs. Tock snickers.

      “The one thing we do in our lives and are forever proud of—or something like that?”

      “You know how long me and Mrs. Tock have been alive?” Mr. Tick asks. “We’ve never known what our Wonder is.”

      That’s because you’re two mad morons, obsessed with the misery of others. “Leave that part to me. Just send me back in time.”

      “Are you sure?” Mrs. Tock says. “Sometimes it’s better not to go back to yesterday.” She points at the tattoo on my hand. “Sometimes it’s better not to know.”

      “I know the worst about me already. I don’t think it gets worse than that.”

      “Send the poor girl back, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick suggests. “At least she’d enjoy not being a cripple for the next few hours. Or were you a cripple yesterday, too?” he asks me.

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “As you wish, my lovely husband.” Mrs. Tock rubs her hand on my eyes. “Now close your eyes and count to seven. Can’t guarantee you’ll wake in heaven.”
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        THE PAST: ALICE’S HOUSE IN OXFORD, A DAY BEFORE THE ACCIDENT

      

      

      

      The best thing about the past is that I’m not crippled. I wake up in a bed in a room I now remember well. The room on the second floor of the house where I’ve spent most of my adult life with my foster family.

      The sun outside is shining brightly. There are no hints of the possibility of rain or greying skies. It looks like a beautiful day — unfortunately, the day I will kill my classmates.

      I take a moment in front of the mirror, admiring my seventeen-year-old look. It boggles my mind how innocent I look. If I were the Bad Alice all this time, why don’t I feel like it in the past? Is it really the fact that the Pillar exposed me to the possibility of becoming a better person in the future? Do I really have a chance to rewrite my evil ways? To change the world?

      I dress up for school and descend the stairs.

      “Alice, darling,” my mother addresses me, fixing me sandwiches in the kitchen. Either I managed to fool her into thinking I’m innocent, or I really have the power to change. “I fixed you the tuna sandwich you love.”

      “Thanks.” I take it and then slowly say, “Mum?”

      She kisses me on the cheek. “Please forgive your sisters,” she says. “They’re horrible. One day they will know your worth.”

      “Forgive them?”

      “For what they did yesterday, locking you in the basement. Don’t you remember?”

      “Ah, that.” I wonder if I should confront her with the knowledge that they’re not my sisters, and that she isn’t my mother. But what’s the point, really?

      I need to ask practical questions. “Did you see Jack?” She must know him at this point — or doesn’t she know about my relationships at this time?

      “What about Jack?” Lorina descends the stairs.

      “I wonder where I can find him.”

      “Why?” She snatches my sandwich and tucks it into her bag. “Tuna. Yuck!”

      “Do you know where he is or not?”

      “You better stay away from Jack, Alice.” Edith arrives.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Jack is mine,” Lorina says. “All mine.”

      “And you’ve been looming for some time,” Edith says.

      I thought we were a couple by now.

      “It boggles my mind why you think he’d be interested in you,” Lorina says. “He is mine.”

      “Not yet,” Edith reminds her.

      “I always get what I want,” Lorina says, chin up.

      I don’t have time for this nonsense.

      “And what’s with the thinning hair?” Edith points at my withering hair. I guess it haunts me everywhere I travel in time. I think it has something to do with the time I have left alive.

      I comb my head with hands. No time to be embarrassed about it. My mother has already disappeared somewhere.

      “We shouldn’t lock her in the basement too often,” Lorina says. “It looks like rats are ripping out her hair.”

      “Looks better that way,” Edith says. “She looks mad. To the point.”

      The sisters giggle.

      I need to know where to find Jack, couple, or no couple. Or should I just stay away from him? If we’re not a couple, why would he get on the bus with me later? I’m confused here.

      “I know he’s yours,” I tell Lorina. “Can’t you just tell me where I can find him? I need to return a pen I borrowed.”

      “A pen? Such a lame excuse.”

      Why can’t I just be the Bad Alice and choke both of them right now?

      “Tell you what,” Edith says. “I’m suggesting you forget about school today.”

      “Yeah,” Lorina says. “I’m seducing Jack into kissing me today. Better find something else to do.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like your favorite mad professor at Oxford University.” Edith giggles. Lorina giggles back.

      “Mad professor?”

      “The one whom you trust over everyone else,” Lorina says. “The one you think understands you.”

      “Aren’t you too young for him?” Edith laughs.

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “Don’t pretend you’re naive.” Lorina waves her hand, dismissing me. “Go to him. Professor Carter Pillar, who believes that Wonderland exists, like you do.”

      I am speechless.

      “Honestly, it’s a joke,” Edith says to Lorina. “You won’t believe how many young girls attend his free lectures, escaping school. Each one of them believes she is Alice.”

      They both laugh and walk away.

      In my mind, I think that finding the Pillar isn’t a bad idea. He always has a way out in these situations. I follow them out. Going to Oxford University wouldn’t be a problem.
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        THE PAST: LECTURE ROOM, OXFORD UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      The girls swarming outside the lecture hall are all teenagers. Most of them are certified nerds. A few pigtails here, thick glasses there, and of course they all carry an Alice in Wonderland gadget. Several goth-like girls are also present, loud talkers and jokers, wearing silver piercings and black tattoos, hair dyed in pink and dressed like rock stars, and wearing t-shirts about an evil Alice. Last but not least are the girls in costumes. All Wonderlastic masks, disguised as the Hatter, the Rabbit, and Queen of Hearts, and more.

      Oxford University has turned into a simple Comic Con, waiting for Professor Carter Pillar. What can I say? It’s the Pillar. Always influential and doing what he likes to celebrate madness.

      I walk among them, hugging my books and strapping on my backpack. The girls talk about their crushes on the professor. His free spirit, and the fact that he understands them.

      “I hope you don’t end up in an asylum,” I mumble, chugging through.

      “You know Alice is real?” a girl suggests to her friends. “Professor Pillar says so. There is a Wonderland War coming.”

      I roll my eyes and stay silent. I think we’re all waiting for the lecture room’s door to open. There is a bulletin board that talks about the Pillar’s theories on insanity. It basically spreads the idea about the world going nuts. It also promotes hookah smoking.

      A few professors, wearing ties and smoking pipes, pass through the corridor. They stare at us, Wonderland believers as if we’re parasites. One of them mentions the committee’s disgust with the Pillar’s ways, wondering how the university permits him to gather those teenagers and poison their thoughts.

      Then the doors open.

      The girls compete to be first inside. I wait for the clatter to subside and follow in. The lecture hall is almost full, so I resort to a lonely bench in the last two rows, and watch the Pillar enter.

      My plan is to wait for a chance to approach him and talk him into helping me with finding Jack. But my plan is thrown out of the window when I take a better look at the professor.

      How could this be?

      The vicious serial killer is nothing but a nerdy professor like I have never seen before.
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      Professor Pillar wears a multicolored jacket too short at the waist. It’s battered and probably hasn’t been washed since Wonderland. His trousers are pink, too large, and he wears flip-flops. His eyes hide behind thick glasses with black frames. Glasses that desperately need wiping. The man stutters when he welcomes his students. He has a tic of adjusting his glasses whenever he says something. For God’s sake, the Pillar blushes when a girl compliments him.

      I sit, mouth agape, unable to fathom what’s going on. How is this going to help me? I suppress a shriek when he mentions his idol is Indiana Jones.

      I spend the lecture in a terrible kind of awe, waiting for him to finish. I need to talk to him. Wake him up.

      When he is done, all I have left is seven hours. I slither through the crowd and pull him by the arm. “Professor!”

      “Yes?” He adjusts his glasses. “How may I help you, kiddo?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      His eyes dart sideways. “Aren’t we already?”

      “In private,” I whisper.

      His eyes widen. He blushes and worries. Says nothing.

      “It’s important,” I whisper. “I’m Alice.”

      “Alice?”

      “I’m the Real Alice you’re looking for.” I grit my teeth.

      He backs away, suspiciously scanning me from head to toe. Then he slouches, hugging his book, about to leave.

      “We need to talk alone.” I pull him back again. “I need your help.”

      “Who are you?” He stops, irritated now.

      It’s going to be hard to explain things to him among all those girls. Then I remember seeing a poster out in the streets of the upcoming Star Wars movie. It gives me an idea. “I have tickets for the next Star Wars. Front row. Premiere day.”

      His eyes widen again. Immediately he excuses himself and pulls me into his office. He locks the door behind us, gets behind his desk, and glares at me. “Is Darth going to be there?”

      Really? I fist one hand. Is this really happening, or is he making it up?

      I rap my hand on the desk and lean forward as he slumps back in his seat. “Look, whoever the Jub Jub you are now, I’m Alice Pleasant Wonder. Mary Ann. I used to know you in Wonderland. We go back then. Not in Wonderland, but in the future. I have seven hours to save myself from dying because of a lapse in time travel. According to the Hitchhiker’s Guide to Wonderlastic Time Travels, I need to find my Wonder, or I will die. But even if I can’t find it, I need to save Jack. You know Jack? In fact, I need to save my classmates, probably the hordes of girls outside, from killing them in a bus accident a few hours from now. I need you to stop me from doing that. No, this isn’t right. I need you to help me stop me from killing my classmates and ending up in an asylum for the next two years. Do. You. Get. That?”

      The Pillar sinks deeper into this chair, shielding his face with his arms. The look on his face is priceless. He stares at me and says, “Is the hookah you’re smoking that good?”
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        THE PRESENT: INSIDE THE INKLINGS, OXFORD

      

      

      

      “What’s going on with her?” Fabiola said. “What’s happening to Alice?”

      “Not good,” Mr. Tick said, reading the paper, some unearthly publication called Newsweek. No, it was actually called Nextweek. “Tell her, Mrs. Tock.”

      “Alice can’t find Jack,” Mrs. Tock explained.

      “So?” Fabiola said.

      “She can’t save him.”

      “I don’t care about Jack. What about her Wonder?”

      “Well, she can’t find that either.” Mrs. Tock seemed worried. Unlike earlier, when she had all the fun, now she knew if Alice died, they couldn’t get the keys.

      “Good,” Fabiola said.

      “Good?”

      “As long as she can’t find her Wonder, she will die in the past.” Fabiola sat down, relieved.

      “Really?” Mrs. Tock said. “You want her to die?”

      “The Real Alice must die.”

      “I thought you loved her,” Mrs. Tock said. “You’ve repeatedly helped her fight monsters.”

      “Thinking she was a regular girl doing good in the world.”

      “And letting her think she is Alice?”

      “We’re all delusional.” Fabiola didn’t mind her blunt deflations. “If it serves the good cause, so be it.”

      “And now you want her to die in her past, even though you know she may change and become good in the future? Aren’t humans always redeemable? What about absolution?”

      “Don’t feed me the words I fed the world when I was in the Vatican,” Fabiola said. “Evil has to be cut from its roots.”

      “Well, she still has a chance to live,” Mrs. Tock teased her.

      “How so?” Fabiola stood up.

      “She found the Pillar.”

      “The Pillar? The day of the accident?”

      “Yes.”

      “The Pillar was useless that day,” Fabiola said. “His memory was wiped out a year earlier at the time.”

      “Is that so?” Mr. Tick lowered his newspaper. “I don’t quite remember it, Mrs. Tock.”

      “That’s because we’ve got a lot of things to remember. Hundreds of thousands of years of memory mess up our memories.”

      “What happened to him?” Mr. Tick scratched his cantaloupe head.

      “I think someone secretly fed him a string of Lullaby pills to put him to rest.” Mrs. Tock scratched her head as well, hoping to scratch a memory out of it. “I wonder who.”

      “Maybe if you scratch my head, you will remember,” Mr. Tick offered.

      “Thanks, dear husband, for allowing me to scratch your head,” Mrs. Tock said. “But I’m afraid if I scratch it, you’d lose one of your hairies and blame it on me.”

      “Wise woman,” Mr. Tick said. “Remind me again, why did I marry you?”

      “That was a long time ago.” She sighed. “I don’t even remember when.”

      “Not even me,” he said. “But, I think I remember a big bang rocking this world that day.”

      “That’d be our wedding bells, Mr. Tick.” Mrs. Tock patted him, turning back to Fabiola. “So anyways, even though Alice found the Pillar, she can’t make it, right?”

      “I don’t think so,” Fabiola said. “At this point, the Pillar hardly remembered anything.”

      “I’m disappointed. I really wanted to see the Real Alice live,” Mrs. Tock said. “I still can’t understand who was able to fool the Pillar into swallowing Lullaby pills. This has to be someone as devious as devils.”

      “It was me,” Fabiola said. “I had to do it.”
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      For a whole hour, I keep pushing the Pillar to the edge. Until something happens. A headache so severe he drops to the floor, just like Lewis Carroll did a million times. I wonder if this is the moment when another Carolus surfaces out of the Pillar.

      But it doesn’t happen that way.

      “I think I remember something. But I’m not sure what.”

      “I can help you remember more.” I help him stand up. “Does Fabiola ring a bell?”

      “The nun from the Vatican?”

      “The White Queen, actually.”

      “Don’t be silly,” the Pillar says. “Next thing you’ll tell me the Queen of England is the Queen of Hearts.”

      “It hasn’t happened yet, but yes, she will be.”

      The Pillar stops then ruffles his hair. He hasn’t yet acquired a hat at this point.

      “How about you will kill twelve people in the next two years?”

      He laughs, adjusts his glasses, and says, “Me?” He raises an eyebrow. “I don’t even know how to use a gun.”

      “Of course you do. Someone has wiped out your memory or something. I can’t figure it out.”

      “I can shoot a gun?” He thinks it’s cool. “I prefer a whip, like Indy.”

      “Stop it!” I say. “You’re much more…”

      “Much more what?”

      I don’t tell him the crazy killer he is going to become. I shouldn’t have told him about the twelve men as well. What if he has a chance to become a different person?

      “Oh.” He jumps on his desk with his hookah hose in one hand. “I will kill them with this.”

      Some things never change. I am starting to worry Mrs. Tock is right. I will not be able to change anything.

      “A brilliant idea.” He examines his hookah. “I’ve always thought it could be a weapon. But I wouldn’t tell anyone. They’d think I’m weird.”

      “How about love?” I ask him. “You remember loving Fabiola?”

      “Who wants to love a nun in the Vatican?” he says. “Is that even legal?” Then his eyes glitter. “I’m really going to be that bad? Seducing a nun?”

      “Forget about it.” I rest my hands on my hips.

      “What else do you know about me?”

      This is when I nail it. “The Executioner.” The most suppressed memories will always surface when tickled long enough.

      The Pillar drops the hookah. His eyes are gleaming.

      I take advantage of the moment and grip his hands. I pull off the gloves and point at his missing fingers. “Remember this?” It’s odd that I don’t even know what really happened to him. I was just told about the Pillar’s missing fingers by Fabiola last week. She refused to tell me the whole story, though.

      The Pillar shrugs. The shrug turns into inanimate features. Then into a darker part of him, not so much like in the future, but noticeable.

      “I remember something,” he says. “Can’t fully remember it.” He pulls off his glasses and throws them on the desk. “It hurts so much, though.”

      “I’m sorry to do this to you, but I need your help.”

      “I need to kill the Executioner, don’t I?”

      I nod.

      “Why?”

      “I’m not sure, but you may have been his child slave in some drug cartel in the past. Whether it was in Wonderland or the real world, I don’t know.”

      “So, Wonderland is real?” He sits back.

      “It is.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “Why? You seem to have persuaded half of the girls in Oxford it is.”

      “A hope. A child’s wish. Reality is a bit scary. And I’m a Wonderlander?”

      “Yes. The Pillar himself.”

      “That whack atop a mushroom.”

      “If you want to call yourself names, yes.”

      “Wait.” He closes his eyes. “Why do I remember a book?”

      “A book?”

      “A book by Lewis Carroll.” He stands up again and starts to rummage through his wall-long library, dropping books left and right. “If you’re from the future, you should know what I am searching for.”

      “I’m not sure. What book?”

      “This!” He shows it to me. “Alice’s Adventures Under Ground.”

      I am about to shriek. It’s the same book he showed me in the future, the first time I met him.

      “One of the few original copies in the world,” the Pillar says. “Just remembered now when you told me. Why do I remember it now?”

      I watch the dark smile on the Pillar’s face. A nerdy professor about to turn into a madman and kill twelve people. He is staring at the same book that drove him mad. This time, I really need to sit down and contemplate. I realized I’ve just triggered the Pillar’s madness.

      Mrs. Tock is definitely right. The future can’t be changed. It will always find a way.
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      Inspector Dormouse drank his fifth coffee in the last hour. Never had he felt the urge to stay awake like today. Since last week’s incidents with the mad Carolus, he’d begun to realize that sleeping wasn’t going to help him at his job. He needed to stay alert. Something was going on in this world. Something he needed to figure out.

      He’d been tracing Alice and Pillar’s past through the documents on his desk. Never mind they had fooled him into thinking she was a girl called Amy Watson, and he was an animal rights activist called Petmaster. He’d figured out they were frauds last week. He’d also figured out they were mad and connected to some mysterious Wonderland War. Whatever that meant.

      After dozing off again, Inspector Dormouse snapped awake and walked to the coffee machine, gulping himself another shot of caffeine. Staying awake was hard work. A pillow and a cushiony bed would be heaven right now.

      But he had to get a grip of himself. He was about to discover something.

      And there it was, right in front of him, in the Pillar’s profile.

      The controversial professor had killed twelve people. Why twelve? Who were they?

      Inspector Dormouse sat sipping his coffee, flipping pages in the Pillar’s profile. It mentioned the professor pleading insanity and ending up in Radcliffe Asylum. Inspector Dormouse wondered if that was what it was all about. The Pillar had killed those people to plead insanity in court and end up near this girl Alice for some reason.

      But why kill? Weren’t there easier ways to sneak into an asylum?

      Flipping pages, he couldn’t get the answer. Not right away. Not until he came about the victims’ names and the locations of death. That was when the inspector had his suspicions. Could it be?

      Inspector Dormouse tapped the file and said, “So that’s why you killed them, professor.” And before he could follow up with a conclusion, the inspector fell asleep again. Coffee definitely wasn’t the answer for consciousness.
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      Despite the Pillar’s dilemma with remembering the past, he does, in fact, know Jack’s whereabouts. It turns out, Jack is a well-known young hustler all over Oxford and London. Not in the ways I imagined, though. Jack is a card player of distinctive qualities.

      I stand with the Pillar, peeking into an alley from the edges of a garbage can, watching Jack. He sits among a bunch of older men playing cards on the back of an abandoned vehicle.

      “Five pounds for the next round.” Jack bites on the tip of a matchstick, mocking the muscled man before him.

      “Ten pounds,” the man offers. “If I win this round of blackjack, I get ten pounds.”

      “And if I win?” Jack inquires.

      “You get five.”

      “What kind of logic is that?”

      “The logic of muscles.” The man stretches out his broad torso. His gargoyle friends back him up with a laugh behind folded arms.

      Jack is really thin. He looks mischievous and slick, but he wouldn’t have a chance in a fight.

      “I have a better idea,” Jack says. “If I win, I take all of your clothes.”

      “What did you just say?” the man growled.

      “In exchange, you get to beat the bonkers out of me if I lose.” Jack winks. “I swear I won’t file charges.”

      “Who bets this way?” The man frowns.

      “A boy who’s sure he is going to win.”

      “Are you even aware of what you will become if we beat you? You’d be laying flat on the floor.”

      “Just like this card on the table?” Jack lays down his first card.

      “Rethink this, Jack,” the man says. “You’ve got all those fluffy girls liking you back in school. They won’t like you with a bruise for a nose and hole for an eye.”

      “Truth is, I need the money,” Jack says. “And your heavy metal cha cha cha clothes look like they’re worth a hundred pounds.”

      The semi-nerdy Pillar whispers in my ear, “This Jack is badass. Better than Indy.”

      I try not to roll my eyes. They hurt from doing this too much already. “Are we going to let him do this to himself?” I ask the Pillar. “Jack may need help.”

      “Help him if you want. I’m staying here,” says a cowardly Pillar. “Besides, I think he is going to win.”

      But the Pillar is wrong. Whatever version of blackjack they’re playing, Jack is losing fast. The muscular men roar with laughter and start knuckling their fingers.

      “Here is your ten pounds.” Jack grins.

      “What?” the man says.

      “You said you’d take ten if you won.”

      “No, that was the first deal. Then you said we could beat you if you lose.”

      “Who said that?” Jack says. “You guys must be dreaming.”

      “What? Are you calling us mad?”

      “Think about it. Why would I play cards for you to beat me when you can just beat me whenever you want? You just misunderstood me.”

      The muscular men scratch their temples, thinking it over. “So, we don’t need to win to beat you?”

      “Right on.”

      “Then no problem. Let’s beat him up, boys.”

      “But hey.” Jack raises his hands. “That’s not a fair fight. And as strong and muscular as you are, you surely want a fair fight. You wouldn’t brag about squashing a cockroach, right? It’s just not good manners.”

      They scratch their heads again. “So, what do you suggest we do?”

      “I’ll fight one man at a time.”

      “Deal.” The man takes off his jacket, his muscles spilling over on the sides. “I’ll go first.”

      “Hey,” Jack says. “Come on. Look at you. You’re twice my age, four times my size, six times my weight. In fact, you’re the size of my whole family.”

      “So, what now, Jack?”

      “I can’t fight you all at once. It’s like you squishing a rat.”

      “Then how am I going to beat you, Jack?” The man starts to lose patience.

      “I suggest I fight with just your arms first.” He raps the man’s arms. “Just about the right size. Your arms against the whole me.”

      “And where do you suggest the rest of me goes?”

      “I don’t know.” Jack shakes his shoulders. “That’s your problem. You could cut off your arm or something.”

      The man grunts, stepping forward.

      “Okay, bad joke.” Jack shrugs. “I have a better idea. Just hear me out.”

      “Last chance.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to move your arm if it wasn’t for your brain, right?”

      “Come again?”

      “The brain sends signals to an arm for it to move and punch someone. You know that, right?”

      “Is that true?” the man asks his buddies.

      They shake their shoulders. “How would we know?”

      “It’s true. Science, they call it,” Jack explains.

      “So, what’s the point?”

      “The point is your arm wouldn’t work without your brain. But your brain works without your arm.”

      “And?”

      “Let’s fight brain to brain.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” The man laughs. “You want us to fight like bulls. Come here, Jack. I’ll crush your skull for giggles.”

      “Didn’t quite mean that,” Jack protests. “People usually use their brains, not fight with them.”

      “Now, you’re really losing me.”

      “I mean to play brain to brain. We need to simply play cards again. See who wins, have this talk all over again, realize fights are useless, then play again.”

      The man’s head whizzes around. “What?”

      That’s when Jack pulls out a set of cards and flicks them one after the other in their faces. It seems childish at first until I realize the cards are covered with a thick substance that sticks to their faces. When they try to pull it off, it snaps at their skins.

      The men begin to roar.

      Jack runs out of the alley. It happens so fast I don’t have a chance to call after him. When I’m about to, I see Jack jumping into the back of a car filled with girls.

      And who do you think is driving it?

      Lorina Wonder.
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      ”You really like this boy,” the Pillar comments behind me.

      I watch Lorina’s car drive away and say nothing.

      “Look,” the Pillar says. “You came to me to ask me what to do with Jack. If you’re really from the future, I suggest you let him go.”

      “You think so?”

      “I do.” He adjusts his glasses. “Better look for your Wonder, bring yourself home while I try to remember everything about myself.”

      I glance one last time at the empty street where Lorina’s car once stood. Maybe he is right. “I think you’re right, Pillar.”

      “See?” He is proud of himself.

      “Logically, I should be the Bad Alice right now, looking for a bus full of students. But I’m not. I feel fine. Maybe I’ve been cured of my darkness.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following. But I’m with you all the way.”

      “Actually, it’s you who I should thank.” I pat him on the shoulder.

      “Me?”

      “You’re the one who helped me become a better person in the future. You—”

      “Stop!” the Pillar says. “Don’t spoil the future for me. I already know I will kill twelve people.”

      “Maybe you know it for a reason. So you can prevent it.”

      “You think so?” He raises an eyebrow. But then his face dims. “No, I don’t think so. I think I’m a badass, ruthless killer. I need to kill the Executioner.”

      “Shouldn’t you remember why you want to kill him first?”

      “I’m sure it’ll all come to me.” He taps the book in his hands. “So, you want to eat ice cream?”

      “Ice cream?” I try not to laugh. “You like ice cream?”

      “Yes.” He lowers his head and whispers, “It helps me with my hookah cravings. I think I’m addicted to smoke.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Come on, Alice of Wonderland,” he chirps. “Let me introduce you to the greatest invention of all time.”

      “Which is?”

      “Licking ice cream. Not ice cream, but the act of licking it. Hazelnut and chocolate ice cream cones.”

      “I’ll pass. I need to find my Wonder.”

      “Ah, that. What could it be? I wonder?”

      I wheeze out half a laugh. “Even if I don’t find it, I’m good. Maybe the Bad Alice isn’t supposed to return to the present. I saved Jack. That’s what matters.”

      “If you say so. It really confused me how you were going to kill him in the first place. Nothing in the events of this day suggests that.”

      “Actually, they do.” My jaw tightens as I watch a black limousine pull over. I know who’s inside it. I’ve seen it before, and I’m starting to experience a few wicked emotions in my chest.

      The Pillar and I stare at the woman stepping out of the limousine while the street is suddenly swarming with Reds. It’s the Queen of Hearts.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she says.

      “Who are you, woman?” the Pillar says.

      The Queen slaps him with the back of her hand, and the poor professor lands next to the garbage can.

      “What do you want?” I ask her.

      “You know what I want,” she says. “You’ll not mess this up. You’re going to be on that bus in less than an hour. Understand?”

      “And if I don’t understand?” I step up to her.

      She smirks. “You know what the beauty of this moment is?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “That you’re not much of the Bad Alice, so I don’t fear you, but you’re also not much of the Good Alice, so you won’t mess up the plan.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “You’ve been injecting yourself with little doses of Lullaby so your family won’t expose you as the Bad Alice,” the Queen explains. “It was Mr. Jay’s orders from the beginning. He thought you wouldn’t overdo it. But your love for Jack made you want to resort to becoming good all the time. That’s why you don’t feel like getting on the bus. But now you will.”

      “Wait,” I say. “Are you saying you know I’m from the future?”

      “I do.”

      This part really dizzies me because, according to the timeline, tomorrow, I will stuff a bunch of Lullaby pills in her, and she won’t remember anything after. But today? “How could you possibly know?”

      “Mrs. Tock told me.” She smirks. “For the sake of accuracy, Mrs. Tock, the one you met tomorrow, found a way to tell herself today.”

      I have to blink at the confusion of the past-tense verb used with the word “tomorrow.” But I get it. The future is resisting change. It’s pushing me in every possible way to follow the timeline of killing the students.

      Two Reds suddenly restrain me from behind, and the Queen stuffs a mushroom in my mouth. They don’t even need to force me to chew on it, as it melts instantly. Not just that. I find myself craving it because it slowly turns me into my real self. The girl who works for Black Chess.

      It’s a terrible and conflicting feeling. The shift from here to there is like being high on drugs. I am not sure who I am now.

      “It will take a while until you’re fully yourself again,” the Queen says. The Reds let go of me. “But we’ll be watching you until you get on that bus.”

      I fall to my knees from the pain. The Pillar is lying comatose on the ground next to me.

      “Why is it so important I kill my classmates on the bus?” I’m trying my best to use the better part in me, as long as it’s possible.

      “Don’t ask, Alice,” the Queen says. “No one questions their role in the Wonderland Wars. Not when working for Black Chess.”

      Resisting the need to vomit, I am aware I don’t have much time before I fully turn into a Black Chess employee. The damned Mrs. Tock is right again. It seems like I’m destined to kill my classmates.

      But at least I saved Jack.

      The Queen returns to her car. I clench a fist and try to fight the pain in my stomach. Then the worst of my nightmares manifests itself.

      “Alice?” Jack kneels down next to me. “What are you doing here?”

      I raise my eyes and stare into his, seeing how concerned he is.

      “Gosh, you look awful. What did you eat?”

      My face reddens with pain. No words come out of me.

      “Come on.” He gently pulls me up. “We need to get you ready, or we’ll miss the bus.”
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      “It looks like things are going to work,” Mr. Tick remarked, staring at Alice lying on the bed.

      “The future always finds a way,” Mrs. Tock added, secretly biting on one of his brownies behind his back.

      “What are you two talking about?” Fabiola scowled.

      “The Queen of Hearts corrected Alice’s path, and now she is going to kill everyone on the bus,” Mr. Tick said.

      “Corrected the path? How?” Fabiola’s mind was frying with all the paradoxes of time travel, which she wasn’t interested in, not the slightest. All she cared about was Alice’s death.

      “It’s a long and complicated story,” Mr. Tick said. “All you need to know is that she met Jack, and now they’re going to get on the bus.”

      “And soon she’ll kill them all,” Mrs. Tock said around a mouthful.

      “Are you eating my brownies?” Mr. Tick inquired.

      “Ate your brownies, you mean.” She giggled. “As for you, Fabiola, be very afraid. Once Alice kills her classmates, everything will go the way Black Chess planned it.”

      “How?” Fabiola said. “You still haven’t got your keys.”

      “I’m sure the keys will show up along the way, now that she’s returning to the Bad Alice again,” Mrs. Tock said.

      “Even so,” Fabiola said. “The keys don’t worry me. We’ll fight over them in this life. As long as Alice doesn’t find her Wonder, I’m not worried.”

      “I was just thinking about this, White Queen.” Mr. Tick plunked two sugar cubes into his thirteenth cup of tea. “You may not have understood what her Wonder really is.”

      “What do you mean? Didn’t you say her Wonder is the one thing she’ll always be proud of in life?”

      “Exactly.” He turned the spoon, making clanging noises. “But that’s the Wonder of a so-called good person.”

      “Explain yourself.” Fabiola tensed.

      “A good person’s Wonder may simply be his children,” Mrs. Tock said. “Or the one time they saved the life of a dog when it was in dire need.”

      “So?”

      “So how about a bad person’s Wonder?” Mr. Tick snickered like usual.

      Fabiola grimaced. The implications were disastrous.

      “Let me put it this way,” Mr. Tick said. “The Bad Alice’s Wonder may be different from the Good Alice’s Wonder.”

      “Meaning, her Wonder at this time might be killing someone,” Mrs. Tock explained.

      “Like her classmates, for instance.” Mr. Tick clanked his spoon against his china as if he were calling boxers for the next round of the fight.

      “Genius, Mr. Tick,” Mrs. Tock said.

      “I know, Mrs. Tock.”

      “Are you two saying that Alice’s Wonder may be killing her classmates?” Fabiola said.

      “It would be a Wonder in Black Chess’s eyes,” Mrs. Tock said.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      “Love it when nuns swear.” Mr. Tick smiled. “It means evil is winning.”

      “Me too, Mr. Tick. Would you please clank that spoon again? Sounds like Alice’s time has come.”
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      “What do you mean you don’t want to get on the bus?” Jack pulls me by my hand in the most enthusiastic way. “You’ve always wanted to take that ride. You said your life depended on it.”

      “Stop.” I try to wriggle myself out of his embracing arms. “I thought you like Lorina?”

      “Your sis?” Jack laughs. “I admit she keeps chasing me. But I only use her when I need her. Like a few minutes ago, I was betting on cards with stupid men and lost the game. She was a good escape with your mummy’s car.”

      So that was it?

      “Look.” He pulls out a handful of pounds. “I won that off the men.”

      “What’s it for?”

      “For us, Alice. Who else?” He keeps dragging me along the street.

      “Us?”

      “The trip, Alice. We’re getting on that bus. I know you’re worried about money, but once we’re there, I’ll take care of you.”

      “Jack.” I finally stop. “Slow down, please.”

      Jack’s face pales a little. “What is it? You changed your mind?”

      “Changed my mind about what?”

      “About us?”

      Jack is only killing me — if I don’t kill him in a few, that is.

      “I thought you realized how much I love you,” he says. “How can I explain this to you?”

      “I — ”

      “I know. I know. I’m a crook. A thief. I don’t even go to school. But I’ll be a good man, Alice. You can’t just let me go.”

      It’s right now where I can stop it all. I just need to tell him I don’t love him. I can tell him to freakin’ walk away from me. Damn it. Why am I not saying it? It’s just a few words. I don’t love you. I don’t want to see you again. Why can’t I?

      “Look.” Jack pulls me closer. “Only you know me. Only you.”

      “And you don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know enough. It’s not like you can turn out to be worse than me.”

      “I am worse than you, Jack.”

      “Nice one.” He flicks his nose against mine. “Now, don’t be silly. The bus is coming.”

      And you’re never getting out of it, Jack, if I’m on it.

      “It’s our time, Alice,” Jack insists. “We need to have fun together. A life. We need to get on that bus. Hell, I don’t know anyone who wouldn’t want to get on it.”

      “I can’t.” The words slip out of me. “I just can’t.”

      Jack gets the message this time. He realizes I’m not being bratty. He can read it in my eyes. “You’re not in love with that old douche, are you?”

      “Old douche?”

      “That professor. What’s his name?”

      I stop myself from laughing. And though I can just tell him that I am, I can’t bring myself to break his heart.

      “So, what’s the problem, Alice?” Jack says.

      Thinking of an answer, I suddenly notice we’re near the bus station. It’s a few feet away. That’s it. And there, among the giggling girls waiting for the bus, the Reds stand everywhere, disguised as normal people. The Queen’s limousine waits at the curb. And a woman in a Red fur stands on the opposite side. My instinct tells me Black Chess is all around, to make sure I will get on the bus.

      “Alice, look at me. Tell me what’s going on.” Jack holds me tighter. “I’d die for you, Alice. Just tell me what’s wrong.”

      I’d die for you, Alice. The words cling to my soul. My darker soul, which is suddenly surfacing.

      Why not? I find myself thinking.

      I’ve been manipulating this stupid boy for so long. Why not? Let him get on the bus. Let him die with the others.

      Hail Black Chess.

      Now I’m back. The real me. The one you should fear the most.

      I pull Jack toward the bus station, imagining a scary rabbit staring back at me from a mirror. “Welcome back, Alice,” the rabbit says.
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      Dr. Tom Truckle was enjoying his mock turtle soup when Fabiola crashed into his office. He wasn’t sure who she was yet. He’d only seen her serving beer and cracking jokes in the Inklings a couple of times. He’d always joked she looked like a dark version of the famous Vatican nun. But, of course, she couldn’t be her.

      “I need your help.” Fabiola stood by the door, her tattoos barely distracting from her impressively athletic body and good looks.

      “Only my wife asks for help with a sword in her hand.” He drooled some of the soup back into the bowl. “Want to be my next?”

      “Shut up,” Fabiola said. “Alice is about to find her Wonder.”

      “Alice?” He frowned. “Her what?”

      “She has to die.”

      “Are we talking about the mad girl in the cell below?”

      “You know she isn’t in the cell below.” Fabiola stepped up. “I know all about you. About the Pillar manipulating you into letting her out.”

      “Great.” Tom dropped his spoon. “Excuse me if I need to pop another pill to talk to you.”

      “You’re not going to do anything unless I tell you,” Fabiola said.

      “Trust me, the pill helps with all your Wonderland madness.” He reached for the drawer, but Fabiola stopped him, waving a threatening sword in the air.

      “I know who you are, Tom,” Fabiola said. “I know what Lewis told you about this asylum, so drop the mask.”

      Tom shrugged. Did others know about this? Lewis had never told him this Fabiola had anything to do with this. “What do you want?”

      “Now we’re talking.” Fabiola leaned against the edge of his desk. “Like I said, Alice Wonder must die.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t get to ask questions, Turtle,” she mocked him. “You will only follow my orders.”

      “If you say so.” He really needed that pill now.

      “I will need an army to kill Alice when she wakes up.”

      “Wakes up?”

      “I told you not to interrupt me.”

      Tom sat up, listening carefully.

      “You did a good job, all those years, collecting sane people into the asylum,” she said. “Now, it’s time to use them.”

      “Really?” Tom’s eyes widened. So Lewis’ prophecy was useful.

      “Yes,” she said. “I will need all the Mushroomers in your asylum.”

      “Need them?”

      “Didn’t you hear me?” Fabiola said. “Alice is coming back, and I’ll need all your insane — or sane — patients to kill her.”
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      It’s hard to explain this feeling inside me. It’s harder to explain how good I feel, dragging Jack toward the bus station. Old and scattered memories of the Bad Alice flood my soul as I am about to kill my classmates.

      As we head to the station, a thinner, weaker Good Alice tries to oppose me, trying to understand why I am supposed to kill those on the bus. But things happen so fast, I can’t locate such an old memory I’ve devoted my life to — my darker life, that is.

      “I’m glad you changed your mind.” Jack holds my hand, now standing among others at the station.

      “Me too.” I peck him on the cheek, my evil eyes sparkling with all the wrong emotions. It’s weird how darkness feels so powerful. It reminds me of Fabiola warning me of getting stained when looking darkness in the eyes. The poor woman discreetly hoped I wasn’t the Real Alice all this time. What an old, mentally conflicted nun.

      The bus is supposed to arrive in ten minutes. The innocent passengers have no idea of their morbid fates. Most of the passengers are girls. In fact, there are only three boys about to get on the bus. I wonder why.

      Please don’t do this, Alice. You’re not her anymore.

      That weak and stupid voice of the Good Alice inside me—it annoys me. If I only had the means to choke her. But that would be choking myself, too. And hell, I freakin’ like me. I like the Bad Alice. Once I kill for Black Chess, I should take some time to immerse myself in the bloody memories of the past.

      A couple of memories loom before me. Me, back then in Wonderland, after the events of the circus, mercilessly slaying a few humans. Why would I give up on such power? And I thought I was an insane girl buried underground, thinking she could save lives.

      “Alice.” Jack squeezes my hand.

      “Yes, baby?”

      “Do you want your necklace back?”

      “Necklace?”

      “The one you gave me last week,” Jack says. “You said it’s important.”

      “Of course I want it back.” I don’t have the slightest idea what he is talking about.

      But Jack doesn’t get a chance to give it back. Suddenly he falls to his knees, clutching at his stomach.

      “What’s wrong, Jack?” I say, but it’s not like I care. I am just annoyed at the plan going wrong.

      “My stomach hurts so much.”

      “All of a sudden?” I say. “Man up, Jack. The bus is coming soon.”

      “It hurts.” He moans. “I think I need to visit the bathroom.”

      “You what?”

      Jack hurtles through the crowd in a flash. He needs to use the loo that bad. It happens so fast that I’m perplexed. My plan can’t go wrong. I don’t know why, but Jack has to die along with the passengers, even though I know he isn’t the target. I just don’t want to change the course of events. I must have had a reason to kill him in the past, and the reason should remain now.

      “He’s gone to the bathroom?” A panting Pillar shows up, adjusting his glasses again.

      “Can you believe this?” I say.

      “I can.” The Pillar grins. “It was me.”

      “You?”

      “I slipped something into his drink,” he says. “A Chinese herb I use when constipated. He isn’t coming out of there anytime soon.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Didn’t you want him off the bus?” The Pillar drools like a bulldog.

      I slap him on the face and then kick him out on the street. “Can you get any dumber?”

      Suddenly his girl fans are upset with me, pushing me sideways and kneeling down to help their Wonderland believers.

      “Duh!” I shout.

      I could easily kill them here right now. But they have to die on the bus for some reason. I have to get Jack back. And fast. The bus is coming.
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      Tom stood watching Fabiola lecture the Mushroomers. She was telling them of the Bad Alice and all the details they hadn’t known about earlier. The Mushroomers, holding to the bars, listened tentatively.

      “So we’re not mad?” one of them asked.

      “Not the least,” Fabiola said. “It was this man who framed you and brought you here.” She pointed at Tom.

      The Mushroomers produced noises of anger and were about to shoot laser beams out of their eyes at him, Tom thought. “I was asked to do this,” he explained. “Lewis Carroll told me.”

      It didn’t seem to change anything. If they were set free now, they were going to eat him alive.

      “Tom is right,” Fabiola broke in. “He was instructed by Lewis Carroll to make an army out of you. You do know who Lewis is, right?”

      “The madman!” all the Mushroomers said in one breath.

      It was then when Tom realized the Mushroomers had lost it. He wasn’t that surprised, though. Locking a sane man in a room for too long, and expecting him to come out as sane as he was before was a big joke. The shock therapy, the lonely nights, and all the things they went through. Who wouldn’t lose their mind?

      “What’s going on, Tom?” Fabiola said.

      “I think we’re too late,” he said. “I don’t think they will be useful.”

      “Another dead end.” Fabiola puffed.

      “It’s the truth,” Tom said. “First of all, I don’t think they will kill Alice if you let them out. I think they like her a lot. They will kill us instead.”

      “Are you saying Lewis’ plan didn’t work?”

      “He was a good man, but we have to admit he was as bonkers as the rest of us.”

      “Then you’re as bonkers for following his instructions.”

      “A friend of mine once said, ‘We’re all mad here.’”

      “Shut up, Turtle!” Fabiola was losing it. Tom thought she’d better go back to being a nun. It helped her calm down. “What am I going to do now? Who is going to kill Alice if she comes back?”

      “My question is, why don’t you do it yourself?” Tom proposed. “I see you’re ready to kill for your cause.”

      The impact of Tom’s words twitched every pore of Fabiola’s face. He thought he even saw her hand tremble. The White Queen seemed to have developed a certain affection for Alice. That’s what this really was about. Fabiola’s weakness was now her affection for a Bad Alice.

      Damn that Pillar, Tom thought. The man is a genius. Why not, when Tom couldn’t yet figure out how the Pillar entered and left his cell with no one ever knowing how?

      Fabiola dropped her sword. “I hate you,” she said.

      “Come again?” Tom said.

      “I hate you for making me love someone so bad.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Tom said. “Are you sure you’re talking to me?”

      “Of course I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to the Pillar, wherever he is.”
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      Jack surprises me, returning within seconds. He is still holding his stomach but stands next to me in the station. “I think I can take the pain,” he says. “I know how much the trip means to you.”

      I don’t give a damn. It’s good that he is back. I grip his hand tighter, so I don’t lose him this time. I don’t even thank him.

      “What happened to your professor?” He points at the girls gathering around the Pillar, making sure he is all right.

      “Don’t bother,” I tell Jack, then I turn to the girls. “Hey, you don’t want to miss the bus. Come over here.”

      One of them swears at me, describing how cruel I am. As if I care. The rest of the girls are too naive to comment or get back at me. Frankly, all I see is jealousy. They’re jealous of Jack’s devotion to me. How I managed to make him love me, I can’t remember.

      Across the street, the Queen’s limousine still waits. The Reds are in every corner, watching me. Even Lorina and Edith are standing by the curb. Why hasn’t the bus arrived yet?

      Don’t do it, Alice. The nagging voice arises again. You can change the future for the better. You can still purge your sins.

      I want to kill that stupid girl inside me, but don’t have an idea how. But it doesn’t matter; soon enough the bus will arrive, and we’ll get this over with. I’m in control. The Bad Alice is in control.

      No, you aren’t, the nagging voice says. You really aren’t.

      The nagging voice is too confident this time. I wonder why. It scares me. Why is my good side so confident I will fail?

      Look at him, it says. Just look at him.

      Look at whom? I tilt my head and stare at Jack. He is still aching, but he’s nothing but a ring on my finger now. I’ll tell him where to go and what to do. Not him, the voice says. But him.

      Who? I look left and right, panicking. Is the Good Alice trying to play games with my mind?

      There is no one here that can change my mind. No one.

      I keep repeating this to myself… until I see him.

      Not Jack, but the boy the Good Alice is pointing at. A boy who is going to change my life. How? I’m not sure.

      I find myself staring at a boy wearing an exquisite black hat. He is standing across the street. He has a confident and rough attitude about him, but that’s not what attracts me. I know him.

      I know him in the strangest ways.

      It’s not even logical that I recognize him. But I do. I can’t forget the voice of the man I’m going to marry in the future. Did you wake up, baby? I remember him saying when I was in the future in the Wonderland Compound.

      I’m staring at the boy I don’t know but will change my life.

      But even so, the Bad Alice in me is still stubborn enough to complete her mission. I am still determined to kill everyone on the bus. Who said I have to marry this boy in the future? Who said he has an influence on me?

      You really don’t get it. The nagging voice is laughing at me now. Wait until he crosses over to the bus station. You’re toast. The Good Alice will win. It’s going to be painful, but I will win.

      The boy does cross the street. And with every closer look at him, I begin to understand how the Good Alice will win.

      Again, in the strangest ways.

      With each step closer, I see the boy in a very different way. I recognize him and relate to him — although I’ve never seen him before — in the most emotional ways.

      It’s in his eyes. It’s in his cheeks. In his walk. It’s in my children I see through him.

      I gasp, noticing Lily has his eyes. Tiger has his pompous and manly walk. Lily has his cheekbones. Tiger has his pursed-lipped smile. I can go on forever.
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      Unconsciously, I let go of Jack’s hands. It’s illogical. Unexplainable. As mad as love is. The Good Alice surfaces.

      Whether I’m going to marry this boy or really have his children in the future, only one thing matters now. I’m myself again. The self I choose to be, not what Black Chess wants me to be. Jack has to live. So do the girls on the bus.

      “Something wrong, Alice?” Jack asks me.

      I fill my eyes with his gorgeous face. I want to tell him that he is going to live. I want to tell him that I’m okay. Everything is going to be all right.

      But he wouldn’t understand. His love for me is too strong.

      Not only do I know that from my feelings, or the way he came back from dead for me, but from what happens to the Cheshire in the future. Jack’s love for me is so strong it will soften the cat’s heart.

      Which means Jack will never let go of me in the future.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Jack’s eyes sparkle.

      I know why. Because I know Jack will never stop loving me. And even if I stop him from getting on the bus today, even if I don’t kill him, he will never be safe around me. Who guarantees I don’t turn into the Bad Alice five minutes from now? And if not, Jack could be easily hurt in the future, whether by the Cheshire or anyone else.

      I know why I’m staring this way at him. Because it’s the last time I will be staring at him so lovingly. The last time he will love me at all.

      Slowly I turn away from Jack, unable to imagine how he is going to feel a minute from now. True, I won’t kill him. But I will do worse. I will make him not love me again.

      Stepping ahead, I wave at my future husband, the pompous boy, and wrap my arms around him.

      The boy welcomes me. Either because he is used to girls doing this to him, or because it’s just fate we can’t change. I pull his head closer to me and kiss him. The boy kisses me back, and I start to make out with him in the craziest ways.

      I am so blunt about it, it looks like I do this a lot. Hisses saturate the air around us. Girls gasp, others whisper, and Jack… I have no idea what’s happening to him.

      A tear threatens to squeeze out of my eye. But I lock it in. Jack has to believe I mean this. And the boy, well, he is enjoying this a lot.

      Images of Tiger and Lily flash before my eyes. Maybe I am not going to marry the one I love, but the one whose children I will love.

      After the kiss and the incredible scene I made, I slowly catch Jack’s reaction from the corner of my eye.

      Oh, Jack. I’m so sorry.

      Jack is simply dying in front of my eyes. The damage is done. Mission accomplished. Everyone lives happily ever after, except Jack.
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      “She sacrificed her love to save the students on the bus,” said the mousy chauffeur, having just arrived from eavesdropping on Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock in the Inklings.

      The Pillar, sitting in the back, smiled. He had both hands resting on his cane. His smile was thin, the chauffeur thought. But he understood. The situation was complicated. Alice, evil or good, was doomed.

      “So, is that it?” The chauffeur felt uncomfortable about the Pillar’s silence. “She saves the world, fails to find her Wonder, and ends up dead in the past?”

      The Pillar tapped his cane. Said nothing.

      “That’s not fair,” the chauffeur said. “I mean, she really changed the world. Why does she have to die, let alone live in this kind of misery?”

      The Pillar resorted to silence again and again.

      “Shouldn’t we see changes in this future because of the things she changed?” the chauffeur tried one last time.

      The Pillar leaned back, staring out of the window. It had started to rain, and looking outside was like looking at a mirror buried in the mist. “You ever been in love?” the Pillar said.

      The chauffeur shrugged. “Once.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. Everyone must have been in love once.”

      “Not an ugly mouse like you.”

      The chauffeur knew the Pillar was joking. “I fell in love with a girl, mousy like me. We suited each other. In fact, she loved me a lot.”

      “If so, why aren’t you with her now?”

      “Because I’m with you, professor.”

      “Why are you with me?”

      “I believe in your cause—morally controversial, yes, but I’d like to help.”

      “I didn’t know you were a miserable liar,” the Pillar said.

      “Liar?”

      “You’re not here because of me. You’re here because of the money I pay.”

      “What’s wrong with a man needing a job?”

      “I’ll tell you what’s wrong,” the Pillar said. He leaned forward, one hand gripping the back of the passenger seat. “You’re not spending time with the one you love, thinking that making money and securing your future will help you prosper, so you can finally spend time with her.”

      “Professor.” The chauffeur shrugged. “What are you telling me?”

      “Go back home,” the Pillar said. “Give me the keys and go back to your loved one. Forget about me and Alice. This war that’s coming isn’t for everyone unless you’re really ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “To give up on your loved ones.”
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      Making out so bluntly with my future husband is like reaching the last rung on the ladder of insanity — let alone the fact I just said, future husband.

      My lips on that boy are in severe pain. A strange pain. I close my eyes, wishing Jack would just disappear behind me. Hoping he gets the message and hates me for the rest of his life.

      But Jack doesn’t.

      He taps me on the shoulder. I try not to turn around. I’d prefer he walks away with my back to him.

      “Hey,” the boy says. “She’s mine.”

      I come to understand the boy, and Jack might get into a fight. So I give in and turn to face Jack.

      Keep the tears locked inside, Alice. Just for a minute. If Jack sees you crying, he’ll figure out something is wrong.

      “Is that why you were surprised I came back from the bathroom?” Jack’s pain is painted like a Picasso on his face. “Is that why you suddenly didn’t want to get on the bus?”

      “I—”

      I have nothing to say.

      Lorina takes the opportunity and backs Jack up. I can’t quite hear what she says. All my senses are focused on Jack’s pain. Generally, she is calling me all kinds of bad things.

      Jack’s eyes lock with mine. He must be seeing a stupid teenage girl, reckless and selfish. I see beautiful eyes that will enjoy a prosperous life and will not die young.

      The tension breaks with the bus’s ticket thrown at my face. It’s not Lorina who does it. But Jack. Lorina smiles broadly and takes Jack’s arm.

      “I never want to see you again,” Jack says. “I should have known. You’re weird.”

      “She is mentally cuckoo,” Lorina offers. Her friends laugh. “Trust me, I know. She’s my sister.”

      “I should’ve listened to the rumors,” Jack says.

      “Rumors?” It’s all I can say.

      “They said you were some kind of a witch or something. You and your Wonderland creeps.”

      “Let’s go, Jack,” Lorina says. “You don’t need this trip. I have a surprise for you.”

      Jack’s last stare at me is full of disappointment. Borderline hatred. I’m sure it can’t be fixed in the future now.

      Go away, Jack. Go with Lorina. Stay alive.

      My future husband senses the tension and holds me before I collapse under the weight of my pain. I pretend I like it, watching Jack walk away.

      With every step, I get this warm feeling up my nostrils. I realize its blood. My time in the past is scant. I may have saved Jack and the bus, but I haven’t found my Wonder. I haven’t saved myself.

      But Jack returns for one last scene. An unexpected one. “Here.” He hands me a necklace. “It’s yours, and I don’t want anything that reminds me of you.”

      “Mine?” I stare at it, remembering he talked to me about it earlier. But I don’t recognize it.

      “You don’t even remember you gave it to me?” Jack says. “I bet you give it to all the boys.”

      “What’s this for?” I stare at the necklace in my hand and realize there is a key attached to it. The key has a drawing of the Six Keys on it. On the back is that strange number 14 again. This is the key to where I keep the rest of Six Impossible Keys.

      The irony.

      I stand with the necklace in my hand. The keys. The reason why I embarked on this journey from the beginning. I’ve exchanged Jack’s life for the keys. No wonder they never found the rest of them. I kept them with Jack.

      “I don’t want the necklace,” I scream at Jack. The pain is too strong. I don’t know why I do it, but I throw the keys back in his face. They’ll end up in Black Chess’s hands if I keep them with me. Jack catches them as if a tiny piece of him still wants to carry a memory of me.

      Then he disappears.

      My bleeding intensifies, and I begin to feel dizzy. In only minutes I’ll die, it seems. All I need now is to make sure the bus is safe.

      I watch it arrive. The yellow school bus slows down by the curb. Most girls forget about the drama, excited by the trip they’re about to take.

      You did it, Alice. You did it.

      I watch the girls get on the bus, my nose bleeding faster, but my heart is fluttering with the victory. It’s hard to imagine that I started this journey looking for a bunch of keys. Here I am, ending up with a bitter victory. But it’s the right thing to do.

      Without me on the bus, the future can change. Who said we can’t change the past, Mrs. Tock?
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      “Did we just get the keys back?” Mr. Tick squinted at the dying Alice on the table.

      “I’m not sure, Mr. Tick,” his wife said. “Alice found the keys, but I think she threw them back to Jack.”

      “She also looks like she is going to pass on killing her classmates.” Mr. Tick didn’t look happy about it.

      “Can’t have all the cake, Mr. Tick.”

      “Of course I can have all the cake.” He pointed at the brownie in his hand. “I always do. Figure out a way for Alice to kill her classmates and make sure she gets the keys.”

      “I don’t know how to do that, Mr. Tick.”

      “Mr. Jay will be very upset.”

      “Margaret hired us to send Alice back in time to get the keys. She never said anything about keeping the timeline intact.”

      “But this will change a lot of things.”

      “I know, Mr. Tick. She will also die without killing her classmates. Because she will not have found her Wonder.”

      “Which means we will not even get the keys if she has them.”

      “We don’t need to, Mr. Tick. We know that the keys are with Jack.”

      “So?”

      “Last I heard, the Cheshire managed to possess Jack’s body. With a few tweaks and digging into his mind, the Cheshire will know where they are.”

      “That’s genius, Mrs. Tock. But how about Alice? Doesn’t Black Chess want their fiercest warrior back?”

      “Can’t help her now,” Mrs. Tock said. “Like I said, if she doesn’t kill her classmates, she dies.”

      “She is already dying.” He pointed at Alice on the bed. “Look at how fast she is bleeding.”

      “Farewell, Bad Alice,” Mrs. Tock said. “We’ll miss you. You were real fun.”

      “Look at the endless number of kids she inspired for a century and a half,” Mr. Tick said. “Did the kids know she was the Bad Alice?”

      “Some did.”

      Mr. Tick let out a long sigh, took another brownie bite, then combed his hairies. “I guess that’s it, then. Alice dies, and we get the keys from Jack.”

      “I believe so, too.”

      “I’m just really unhappy with the passengers on the bus staying alive,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve seen someone capable of changing the past so dramatically. It’s always been a few small changes, but not enough to change the course of the future.”

      “I agree, Mr. Tick. We all know those on the bus must die.” Then an idea hit her. She rested a forefinger on her lips as if she’d discovered time itself. “Don’t you think time won’t let her change the past?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that the future always finds a way to stay on course. Rule number 47 in the Wonderlastic Guide to Time Travels.”

      “I read the rule, Mrs. Tock. But every rule has an exception.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “Maybe not.”
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      Instead of slowly withering away, the terrible Alice inside me surfaces again. I guess it’s because of my weakness that I can’t oppose her now.

      With blood trickling down my cheeks, I stand up and push my future husband away, about to catch up to the bus I am supposed to kill everyone on.

      Talk about schizophrenic.

      The boy holds me back for some reason. “You’re still bleeding,” he says. “You need a doctor.”

      I push him off me, realizing I still have enough strength to get the mission done. He falls back. “I really have no idea why I will marry you in the future,” I say, standing up.

      “Wow, hold your horses, girl,” the boy says. “Not so fast. We were just fooling around.”

      I don’t pay attention to him and run after the bus. All around me, Black Chess are still watching me, waiting for me to make it happen. Although I’m in evil mode, I wonder again and again why I have to kill those on the bus.

      I run after the bus, realizing that I’m limping. Why not? I’m dying. Slower, I limp like a mad girl with blood on her face.

      People make way for me. They don’t want to have anything to do with me.

      The last girl gets on the bus as I cling to the rail on the back. I’m going to get on it. It’s the only meaning in the Bad Alice’s life. It’s the only way that I can live and return to the present, I suddenly realize. If I have no Wonder as a Good Alice then I bet it’s the Bad Alice with the Wonder of killing her classmates.

      The bus starts up, and I cling harder to the rail, my legs scraping against the asphalt.

      My knees hurt like hell. I should be dead already. I am trying to gather the strength to climb up. The girls in the back window stare at me as if I am a terrorist. Well, I am. A Wonderland Monster.

      I manage to pull myself up, bending my knees, and begin to climb up toward the top of the bus, like a poisonous spider who’s come to finish the job.

      “Let me in!” I pound on the glass. I must look like a demon now. “Let me in!”

      The bus is full of girls. Why girls? Why do they have to die? Who are they?

      One of the girls is so scared she submits to my threats and actually tries to open the back window. I smile wickedly at her, encourage her to speed it up.

      Here she goes. Just a little wider, and I can set my foot inside.

      But I don’t.

      Someone pulls me by my legs. I slip back, dropping on that someone behind me in the middle of the street, watching the bus fly away.

      “No!” I scream, reaching out.

      “It’s all right.” The Pillar holds me tight, both of us lying on our backs. “Let it go, Alice. Just let it go.”

      When he calls my name, I don’t know which Alice he is talking to. It’s worse than not knowing whether I’m mad or not.

      The Pillar’s grip is strong. He is more embracing me than keeping me away.

      “The bus is gone,” the nerdy Pillar says. “Whatever the reason you feel you need to catch it, there’ll always be another.”

      “No, there isn’t,” I say, knowing it’s too late. I possess no more strength to go after it. I don’t really know what I’m doing anymore. I don’t know who I am or what I want.

      “The girls on the bus will live,” I mumble.

      “They will,” the Pillar says. “Now, just calm down. It will all be okay.”

      And it should, the Good Alice reminds me. Like the Pillar said, I just need to let go. I did all I could, saved a boy, a bus, and resisted a great evil inside me—although I am not sure which part of me surfaces most of the time.

      But it’s all right. The bus is about to disappear over the horizon.

      It’s okay. No harm will be done.

      “I think I changed so many things in the future,” I tell the Pillar, standing up.

      “You think so?” He tilts his head. “I once read the future can never be changed.”

      And he is right, because far in the distance, looking over his shoulder, I see the bus veering off the road and crashed into a building.
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      “What happened?” Fabiola said.

      Now that she had no means of using the Muhsroomers to kill Alice, she had come back, wanting to make sure the evil girl wouldn’t return.

      “The strangest thing.” Even Mrs. Tock was surprised by the incident in the past.

      “What do you mean? Speak up.”

      “I think…” Mr. Tick squinted. “I think Alice didn’t kill her classmates on the bus.”

      “That’s great news,” Fabiola said. “It means she hasn’t found her Wonder. It means she will not wake up again.”

      “It’s not quite that simple,” Mr. Tick said. “I also think that everyone on the bus died anyway.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You see,” Mrs. Tock began, “Alice didn’t get on the bus, so she didn’t kill her classmates, but even so, the bus crashed and exploded.”

      “That’s impossible. It doesn’t make any sense.” Fabiola gripped her sword tighter, staring at the dying Alice on the bed. This was so hard for her. Her past, and the secrets she knew obliged her to kill Alice now. But she just couldn’t.

      “Sense has nothing to do with time,” Mr. Tick explained. “Time does what it likes.”

      “When it likes,” Mrs. Tock added.

      “Not a tick too soon.”

      “Not a tock too late.”

      “I need real answers,” Fabiola said. “Something that I understand. If Alice wasn’t on the bus, why did it veer off the road?”

      “Why?” Mrs. Tock shook her shoulders. “I have no answer to that.”

      “But we know who did this,” Mr. Tick said.

      “Who, then?” Fabiola had to know.

      “You won’t believe it,” Mr. Tick said.

      “Carolus Loduvicus, although he jumped off the bus and didn’t die himself,” Mrs. Tock said. “He had always been the other Wonderlander on the bus with Alice.”

      “And I’ve always wondered why Carolus got on that bus, Mrs. Tock,” Mr. Tick said.

      “Me too. His presence on the bus is a mystery.”

      “But it does have a meaning,” Mr. Tick said.

      “It does?”

      “Time is so slick it put Carolus on the bus so that if any of us, time travelers, ever wanted to change the past, it would always have a backup plan. Carolus. Time is so devious, Mrs. Tock.”

      “That’s why we love working for it.” Mrs. Tock snickered. “Time is never on your side. It’s only on its own side. The future always finds a way to stay the same.”

      “I don’t care about any of this,” Fabiola said. “I need you to answer me this: did Alice find her Wonder?”

      “Of course not,” Mr. Tick said. “Her classmates died, but she didn’t do it. Alice is pretty much dead. Evil or good. No Wonder. I’d be writing her obituary if I were you.”

      Hearing this, Fabiola collapsed on the chair. She finally had the results she’d sought. But she didn’t know whether to love or hate the situation. She ran her hands over Alice’s wide-open eyes and brushed them to a close. “Good night, Alice Wonder. I’ll always hate myself for wanting you dead, but it’s the right thing to do.”
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      “What do you mean she died?” Margaret yelled at Carolus on the phone.

      Carolus explained what Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock had told him. He didn’t tell her it was him who’d crashed the bus, though — and lived. He didn’t see the point, and he didn’t even remember doing it.

      Margaret took a moment to assess the situation. She hardly cared about Black Chess or Alice. She cared to have good enough results so she could get back what was hers from the Queen. “And the key?” she asked.

      “The keys are with Jack. We don’t know what he’s done with them. But the Cheshire will fix that.”

      “So, my plan worked.”

      “I’d say it did. You promised the keys to the Queen. And now we know where they are.”

      Margaret let out a long sigh. “Okay, Carolus. Take a break now. I have an important meeting with the Queen.”
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      The Queen cried herself to death in her room. Her tears were piercing bubbles, splashing against every wall in her chamber. Her dogs eagerly waited for the salty tears to slide down the walls, so they could lick them. They hadn’t eaten or drunk anything for a while.

      “Such a loss,” the Queen told herself, dialing Mr. Jay’s number. “I wonder how he will take the news.”

      “Yes?” Mr. Jay answered.

      The Queen told him about Alice’s death. The man’s silence extended for a few uncomfortable breaths on the line. “Is that confirmed?”

      “She is dead. I’m sorry,” the Queen said. “I wished she wasn’t.”

      “A shameful loss for Black Chess.”

      “I know. Winning the war will be much harder now.”

      “Alice has always been my favorite. The things she has done for us after the circus. I will always remember her. I wish there was someone to blame for her death.”

      “The Pillar,” the Queen said. “He’s the one who turned her mind, almost converted her to one of the Inklings.”

      “That’s not quite true,” Mr. Jay said. “Alice had once been an Inkling before she joined Black Chess. She didn’t become one of us until the incident after the circus. You could say she had good and evil in her all the time.”

      The Queen nodded silently.

      “Also, we may have never found her if it weren’t for the Pillar,” Mr. Jay said. “None of us was sure it was her.”

      “That damn Lullaby pill, and Lewis’ curse to make us forget. I wonder how the Pillar knew she was the Real Alice.”

      “Maybe he didn’t. It could be a stroke of luck.”

      “I doubt that. So are we going to do something about him now?”

      “Something like what?”

      “If you allow me to chop off his head, it’d be most Jub Jub.”

      “No.” Mr. Jay’s voice was firm. “Don’t ever underestimate the Pillar. He didn’t get into this to only convert Alice. The war is just starting. He is full of secrets. So tell me, do we have the keys?”

      “The Cheshire is working on it. He says Jack’s mind is a bit tricky.”

      “Don’t trust the Cheshire either.”

      “I understand. I have my eyes on him.” The Queen hesitated. “However, I have a request.”

      “Listening.”

      “I want to organize a respectable funeral for Alice.”

      “I understand, but it would expose us to the Inklings’ forces. Who knows if they have other plans for us?”

      “No one will notice. Kids and families will think it’s a memorial for Alice in Wonderland from the book. To us, Black Chess, we’ll be honoring our Real Alice.”

      “I don’t mind. When are you planning on it?”

      “Right away. It’s going to be an exceptional Alice Day in the whole world next week.”
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      The Cheshire sat alone on a bank. His head was still spinning from all the emotions and love in Jack’s head. He’d heard about Alice’s death and her sacrifice to make Jack hate her. But he hadn’t witnessed any changes yet.

      Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock had told him changes in the future took some time. They didn’t happen right away like in movies. Now the Cheshire cherished every last moment of Jack still loving Alice, knowing that soon this love would turn to hate.

      He closed his eyes, still searching the corridors of Jack’s mind. Searching for whatever made him come back from the dead.

      And here it was. The Cheshire listened to Jack’s mind.

      I forgive you for killing me, Jack’s voice said. But was that all? I came to tell you where I kept the keys.

      The Cheshire’s mind brightened with knowledge. He listened to the whereabouts of the keys and what they were for. The Cheshire was in awe. He couldn’t believe it.

      His eyes flew open. Would he tell Black Chess or the Inklings about it? Or would he take the power for himself?

      Slowly, the Cheshire’s body was hurting. He knew what was going on. The changes Alice had made in the past were starting to manifest in this world. And since Jack never died in this new version of life, he never came back for Alice, and the Cheshire never possessed him.

      Mind-bending stuff, even for the sneaky cat.

      The Cheshire fell to his knees, knowing he had to possess another soul as soon as possible. Or he would simply die.

      Clasping his face, the Cheshire realized he’d been tricked by the greatest murderer of all. He’d been tricked by time. Never a tick too soon. Never a tock too late.
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      Mrs. Tock and Mr. Tick watched the Cheshire fall to his knees, wondering if they should help him.

      “It’s a shame that the evil cat was that much of a fool,” Mr. Tick said.

      “Time befriends no one,” Mrs. Tock said. “But I really had so much fun today, Mr. Tick. It was a timely adventure.”

      “Me too, Mrs. Tock.” He held her hand. “We should do this again sometime.”

      “Really?” Mrs. Tock’s eyes brightened. “When?”

      “A couple of hundred years from now,” he said.

      “Why not? We have all the time in the world.”

      “Which is pretty boring,” he said. “But not as long as we’re together. Ticking and tocking all the time.”

      Mrs. Tock laid her head on his chest and sighed. “Since you’ve finally admitted I make your life better, I have a confession, Mr. Tick.”

      “After all this time?” he mocked her lovingly.

      “I know why you can’t grow hair anymore.”

      Mr. Tick grimaced. “You know?”

      “I have to confess it’s because of me. I didn’t want you flirting with younger girls. So I —”

      “So, you did what?”

      “It’s the tea you drink all night and day. It has a substance that causes baldness.”

      Mr. Tick was shocked. Even upset. He pulled his arm away and paced away from her.

      “Mr. Tick!” she called after him. “I can make it grow back. Black pepper and olive oil will fix it!”

      She ran after him. The Cheshire was still choking to death behind her.
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      The Queen had just finished her speech about Alice. The crowd and kids clapped, thinking she was talking about the stubborn seven-year-old Alice in the books. Every news reporter in the world wondered why the Queen wept.

      “I will always miss Alice,” the Queen said, flashing cameras surrounding her. “She will always be a part of my past, present, and future.”

      “Do you plan to build a statue of her?” a reporter asked.

      The Queen thought it over for a moment. It seemed like a good idea, but hell no. She wouldn’t make the people of England think there was someone as important as her in this life. She suddenly realized she didn’t care about Alice. What was she doing?

      Her face twitched, and she yelled out, “Off with their heads.”

      The kids began to laugh. “Why is the Queen of England acting as if she were the Queen of Hearts?”

      “She is mad,” a child began to cheer. His friends liked the idea. Why couldn’t they all be mad in this world? They began singing. “We’re all mad here.
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        * * *

      

      Fabiola stood next to the March Hare. He had woken up after Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock got what they wanted.

      “I can’t believe she is the Real Bad Alice,” the March Hare said. “I thought she was a sweet girl who believed she was Alice. I liked the idea a lot.”

      “You’re naïve, Jittery. That’s all. I will need you to grow up into a man.” Fabiola said. “Now that Alice is dead, the Wonderland Wars have just begun. Us against Black Chess.”

      The March’s ears stood erect again. Fighting Black Chess without Alice scared him. “I wonder who this Mr. Jay really is.”

      “I think I have an idea,” Fabiola said. “I won’t sleep well until I know who he is. So far, he is the man behind Black Chess. We need to find him, or we will never win the war.”

      “Things got a lot complicated,” The March said. “What are we going to do, White Queen? We’re almost powerless.”

      “It’s a shame you’d say that knowing who I am.”

      The March Hare shrugged. Of course he knew. The past was shadowing the future again. Clashes were unavoidable. Masks had been taken off, and there was no going back. “I know.” He nodded, about to cry. “I just can’t believe this sweet girl was Alice.”
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      I’m up in Tom Tower, watching the world below. This is the place where the Pillar once stood, shouting and warning the world of an upcoming war, yet no one paid attention. Things have changed. The world is talking about the possibility of a Wonderland War now. If they only knew what’s coming.

      But I’m not here to watch the world. I am standing here to watch Jack on the other side of the street. This is the present time. The now we should cherish. But it hurts so much. Jack is on the other side of the street, playing cards, and hustling other people. I would love to run to him and throw myself in his arms. But I’d be ruining all that I worked for in the past.

      I tell myself that I should be happy for him. He is alive and well. He isn’t a ghost of a boy who died in a bus accident anymore. Eventually, I will let him go. I know that.

      I am also grateful I’m alive. Even though I didn’t find my Wonder, somehow, time let me live and return to the present moment.

      I remember waking up in the Inklings room, all alone after Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock had left. Even Fabiola had gone to do something. They thought I was already dead and were preparing to bury me. I woke up and left immediately.

      In all cases, I’m everyone’s enemy now.

      Black Chess will hunt me if they know I am back as the Good Alice. The Inklings will hunt me thinking I am the Bad Alive, and that I can never change.

      Back to square one, I tell myself. Back to where I am the loneliest hero in the world.

      How I survived without finding my Wonder, I still don’t know.

      Silently, the Pillar arrives and stands next to me. We share the view of the world in silence. It’s still good to have someone whom I can enjoy the silence with.

      “You’re a tock too late,” I say.

      “Or a tick too soon,” he says.

      “So you read the Alice Under Ground book, went mad, and still killed people,” I say. “Some things never change.”

      “True,” the Pillar says. “Believe it or not, the things you changed are very little. In this new version of the future, everything is still almost the same.”

      “That’s what Mrs. Tock said.”

      “In this version, you and I still met in an asylum. I killed twelve people and entered as a patient. I asked Truckle for you and persuaded you that you were a hero. We saved so many lives, like in the earlier timeline.”

      “How so? If the bus exploded without me, I couldn’t have ended up in the asylum again.”

      “But you did. The people waiting at the station told the authorities about the mad girl running hysterically after the bus. The court suspected you were an accessory to whoever exploded it. Your lawyer pleaded insanity, and you ended up in Radcliffe Asylum again. Your sisters and mother still believe you blew up the bus.”

      “So it’s true that the future always finds a way.”

      “In a most wicked way. Like I said, nothing changed at all. I met you. We saved lives. Tom Truckle is still who he is, except that he remembers his mission clearer now. The Cheshire came to this world, the Muffin Man was killed, I tricked you into showing me the whereabouts of the keys by pretending to be the Hatter, and we were in Columbia a few weeks back.”

      “So, I really failed in changing anything.”

      “All but him.” The Pillar points his cane at Jack across the street. “He looks happy.”

      “Yes. He does.” I smile. “I am thankful that time let him live.”

      “You let him live, Alice.”

      “And the Cheshire didn’t possess him?”

      “No, because they never met. The Cheshire is as vicious as he’s always been. Nothing’s changed.”

      “I heard rumors he was dead.”

      “They’re not true. Although he was going to, being left alone in the cold without a soul to possess.”

      “How did he live then?”

      “He possessed a parasite. Some sort of bacteria.”

      “How convenient.”

      “He’s always been a parasite of souls. He’s also the most important Wonderland Monster at the moment.”

      “Because he knows where Jack hid the keys?”

      The Pillar nods, still sharing the view affront. “Pretty stupid move to throw the keys at him in the past, I must say.”

      “You have no idea how emotionally draining that moment at the bus station was,” I say. “So stop being practical.”

      “I’d like to sympathize, but if you’re going to keep saving lives, you need to be stronger than that,” he knocks his cane on the floor once. “But still, you should be proud you saved Jack’s life.”

      “I know, although he’ll never talk to me again.”

      “Yes. That will never happen,” the Pillar says. “And it will hurt a lot.”

      “Sometimes I hate your bluntness.”

      “Some would argue it’s called the truth.”

      “A painful one,” I say. “Any advice on how I should live with it?”

      “Pain is like a glue to the skin. Try to rip it off, and it will take a piece of you with it.”

      “And the solution?”

      “The solution is to understand there is no solution.”

      “That’s optimistic.” I roll my eyes.

      “Once you neglect it, it will wither away. Pain is like the Cheshire. A parasite. It can only feed on you if you let it.”

      I have little to contribute to this logic. Maybe because the pain is so fresh. Maybe because I saved Jack, and was hurt again in return. I rest my case.

      “And don’t worry about the corpse they buried instead of you,” The Pillar says. “I took care of things.”

      I don’t even want to know what he did.

      “Are we good?” he asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you comfortable with resisting the Bad Alice in you?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “But you’re not her now.”

      I didn’t know how to answer that. The concept of having good and evil inside me still makes me uncomfortable. I need time to get used to it and know what I want. “I have a question, Pillar.”

      “I’ll answer if I know. Lie to you if I don’t.”

      “Why am I alive, even though I didn’t find my Wonder?”

      “Who said you didn’t?” The Pillar points at Jack again. “What is a greater Wonder than saving a loved one’s life?”

      I don’t know why I hadn’t thought about it. But the Pillar may be right. My Wonder is Jack. Saving his life, to be precise.

      I watch him for a bit longer until another girl comes and wraps her arms around him and kisses him. It’s my stepsister Lorina.
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      “I guess Jack has a thing for the Wonder family,” the Pillar remarks.

      I say nothing. Just watch Jack ride his motorcycle with Lorina behind him. I know I have to forget about him forever, although I don’t know how. I turn to face the Pillar. “So, you did all of this to convert me from a Bad Alice to a Good Alice.”

      “I wasn’t sure it’d work. You made it work.”

      “And I hated you for pulling me out of the asylum all the time.”

      “A lot of people hate me lately. I’m familiar with the concept.”

      “How did you ever know I was the Real Alice?”

      “That’s a long story. No need to dig up more secrets now. There are more important matters at stake.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like making sure you can control the Bad Alice inside you.”

      “I don’t know if it’s possible.”

      “I guess only time will tell. There are still other important things, anyways.”

      “Please tell me.”

      “Another Wonderland Monster is coming.”

      “This week?”

      “Yes. Saying he is the darkest of all is an understatement.”

      “You always say that.”

      “This one has a personal grudge against you.”

      “Really?” I grimace.

      “It’s going to be a hard test for you.”

      “Explain, please.”

      “The next Wonderland Monster is someone you hurt badly when you were the Bad Alice.”

      “I see.”

      “He has an agenda of his own. On top of it is making you suffer.”

      “How will he do that?”

      “It will depend on who you choose to be. Good Alice, he will make you suffer by letting you see the world suffer. Bad Alice, he will have to hurt you personally.”

      “I’m ready for him,” I say. There is a certain confidence speaking in me. I feel stronger. Part of me has the cruelty of evil inside. The other part has the innocence of goodness. I believe they can complement each other.

      “Ready and optimistic aren’t enough reason to face him.”

      “Then what is?”

      “Not being ready. Always be pessimistic in your hopes with a monster. Always believe you will fail. Because if you feel a tinge of optimism, they will see it and stab you the same moment you thought you won.”

      “I understand,” I say. “But seriously, Pillar, why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why did you save me?”

      “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

      “That sounds noble, but let’s not fool ourselves. I know you’re not a saint walking around and doing good deeds. I need to understand why. Please be honest.”

      The Pillar shrugs. He slowly reaches for something in his chest pocket. He pulls out a yellow piece of paper. It’s folded, and he grips it hard.

      I am curious.
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        THE PRESENT: BUCKINGHAM PALACE

      

      

      

      “You have what I want?” Margaret asked the Queen of Hearts.

      “I do,” the Queen said. “But you didn’t really have to blackmail me, Duchess. You could just have asked.”

      “You never listen.”

      “Then, you could just have shut up.”

      Margaret shrugged. “I need you to fulfill your part of the deal. Give me back what belongs to me.”

      “I will.” The Queen called her guards and told them to let the woman with the red fur in.

      Margaret stared at the woman for a long time. It was good to see her, but this wasn’t the deal. “Where is he?”

      “Patience,” the woman in the red fur said, and then clapped her hands.

      A chubby young boy entered the room. He licked an ice cream and looked confused.

      Margaret’s eyes moistened. She opened up her arms, waiting for him to come to her. But the boy stood there licking on his ice cream.

      “Don’t you remember me?” Margaret said.

      The boy shook his head.

      “I’m your mother.”

      “My mother is the woman in the red fur.”

      “No.” Margaret got on her knees. “I am your mother. They lied to you.”

      “If you’re my mother, then you must be deliciously evil. Do you like to hurt people?”

      Margaret was shocked.

      “Yes, dear Duchess,” the Queen of Hearts interrupted. “Your son grew to be one of us. He is a nasty Black Chess member now. I’m proud of him.”

      “You filthy b—”

      “No need for swearing. I took your son from you back then, so you’d always do as I say. Now I brought him back. You should be thankful.”

      “But he is — ”

      “He is not going to remember you’re his mother or return to his old self unless I cure him,” the Queen said. “And I won’t do that until we win the war.”

      “So you’ve planned this from the beginning. You knew you wouldn’t give him back to me.”

      “I may be short, but I’m smarter than you. How many times do I need to spell it out for you?”

      “So, what do you want from me?”

      “To keep working for me, Duchess. Once we win the war, you can have your innocent version of your son back. Until then…”

      “The show must go on, I know,” Margaret said. “Please don’t hurt him until then.”

      “As long as you obey me.”

      Margaret hesitated then nodded. “At your service, My Queen.”

      “Brilliant. We have a new monster coming. A special one. This one has the key to the Pillar and Fabiola’s weaknesses.”

      “Why those two?”

      “Because once we find the keys, all we need to win the war is to get rid of those two.”

      “I see.”

      “One last thing.”

      “Yes, My Queen.”

      “The coming monster never lost a war, so we’re expecting someone to die, from us or the Inklings — but it’ll be worth it.”

      “Why?”

      “He is one of few who knows how to use the keys.”
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      “What’s on this paper?” I ask the Pillar.

      “I wrote my Wonder on it.”

      “You have a Wonder, like the rest of us?” I chuckle.

      “At least, I think it’s my Wonder.”

      “What does your Wonder have to with why you helped me?”

      “One day you’ll know.”

      “So, you’re not showing it to me now?”

      “I’d love to, but I’m sensing a few complications on the way. I can’t explain much, but let’s say I’d like you to keep the note.”

      “I’d love to.”

      “Only you have to promise me you’ll never open it until I die.”

      “Whoa. Why are you talking about death now?”

      The Pillar steps closer to me. He gives me that look again. “Something strange happened when I was in the future.”

      “What happened?”

      “I went to Carroll’s grave to get a stock of Lullaby pills from his corpse.”

      “You dug him up?” I don’t like the sound of that.

      “Let’s not try to be ideal heroes here. Yes, I dug him up to get the pills and save your life.”

      I shrug.

      “But that’s not the point,” he says. “On my way out of the cemetery, I came across a tombstone.”

      “Whose?”

      “Someone dear to me was buried there.”

      “Fabiola?”

      “That someone is very important to me. You have no idea how.”

      “Me?” I say. “But it can’t be me. I was alive in the future. My kids expected to see their mum, so I was alive.”

      “It’s not you, Alice,” the Pillar says.

      “Who is that someone? Do I know him or her?”

      The Pillar steps back, locking eyes with me. “That someone is me.”

      There are no words to describe my shock. No words at all. “But…”

      “Don’t, Alice,” he says. “I’m going before, or some time within the Wonderland Wars.”

      “Don’t say that, Pillar.” I step forward. “You will not die. We can do this. We can do this together.”

      “No, we can’t. The future will always find a way.”

      “But you’re wrong. Didn’t you see I saved Jack?”

      “I think that’s why I’m going to die, Alice.”

      “What do you mean? What does Jack have to do with this?”

      “According to the terrible Guide to Wonderlastic Time Travels, time will take a life for every life you save. For every life the time traveler cheats out of time.”

      I didn’t know that. “Are you saying that Jack’s life comes at a cost?”

      “Yes. At the cost of another life.”

      “So what? It doesn’t say it will be you.”

      The Pillar shrugs. It’s one of the rare moments I’ve seen him do that. He tries to evade my eyes, but I don’t let him, locking on with his. “It has to be me, Alice.”

      “Pillar?” I tilt my head, realizing I can’t lose him now. “What’s going on?”

      “Time let you save the dearest person to you. In exchange, he will take the next dearest person to you.”

      And with this, I realize the paradox and dilemma. Now that I’ve learned what the Pillar has done for me, and even though he may have his own agenda, I know he is truly the dearest person to me after Jack.

      “Time is vicious,” the Pillar says. “I thought I’d live long enough to beat him, but I was wrong.”

      “Pillar,” I say. “No. We’ll find a way. We’ll…”

      “Just don’t,” the Pillar says. “I’m good to go. Just keep my note. Read it only when I die.”

      The Pillar starts to walk away. Even now, he is as arrogant as he’s always been. He is smiling. Caucus racing, and doesn’t give a mushroom about this world. I am out of words — and solutions.

      “I think you should look for that future husband of yours,” he says, walking away and happily waving his cane in the air. “Get married after you win the Wonderland War, Alice. Have kids. Teach them how to go down the rabbit hole and beat it.”

      I am standing in place, soaked in my tears.

      “But I have a question,” he says. “Why name your children Tiger and Lily? I thought Lewis and Carol would be neat. But then again, I’m not their father.”

      The Pillar disappears from view, and I stare at the note in my hand. I am staring at the Pillar’s Wonder. But I can’t open it. I promised. I can’t describe how much I love and hate this note. If I keep it closed, the Pillar lives, and I never realize his Wonder. I’m afraid if I open it, I will know his Wonder, but he will be dead.
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      Tom Truckle, having made a deal with the Pillar, keeps me in the Pillar VIP cell upstairs. It’s a lonely place up there in the empty ward. But it’s necessary to have everyone else think I’m still dead at this point. I understand.

      The Pillar doesn’t use the cell anymore. He said he wanted to make something useful out of his days alive. When I asked where he’ll be, he said: “Where madness is a virtue.”

      I can’t imagine where that would be, but he promised me he’ll have a great time.

      All until next week’s monster arrives.

      Now in the Pillar’s cell, Tom brings me my Tiger Lily pot from downstairs. He sets it next to me and asks me if I need anything else. I thank him, and he leaves.

      I spend hours and hours trying to solve a few mysteries in my head. Like why I had to kill those on the bus, where it was going, and who my future husband really is.

      And why the Pillar really helped me.  I keep the note about his Wonder with me all the time, worrying I’ll lose it. I need to find a safe place to hide it.

      Sometimes Jack comes to mind, but I cry the thoughts away. And then I’m fine.

      Even when I can’t stop thinking about him, I remind myself he is alive and happy. It helps, not much, but it makes me not cry.

      I remember my future husband. I don’t know what to think of him. Hey, I’m too young to think of it, even if time pushes me to marry him.

      But all I think about are my children. They break my heart. They mend my heart. They make me laugh. Make me cry. I know it’s a weird way to put it, but they’re the light of my life. They’re the reason I will keep on fighting, even though I won’t meet them until several years from now.

      It puzzles me how time didn’t consider them my Wonder. Maybe because they didn’t happen yet.

      Not that I’m really convinced by the Pillar’s explanation of my Wonder, me saving Jack, but I can live with it.

      At night, I hug the Tiger Lily pot and think of my children. Then I realize I need to take care of it in a better way. I need to quench its thirst and make sure its roots are fine.

      So I spend the night checking the pot.

      This is when an idea comes to me. To bury the Pillar’s note in the mud in the pot. Carefully, I start digging through it with my thumb.

      Instead of tucking the Pillar’s note inside, I find another note. One similar to the Pillar’s.

      What’s going on? Did I do this before in the loop of time?

      I dig the note up, rub away the dirt, and unfold it. It’s in handwriting that I think is mine. The words delight me. They make sense:

      This is me, writing a note to me. Don’t panic. Time is a loop we’ll never understand. Just read the note:

      A little lower, it says:

      You’re alive because you found your Wonder. Which isn’t Jack. Your Wonder is YOU, Alice. Beating the evil inside.

      My heart flutters with a mix of euphoric emotions. I even hug the thin note. I am fine with the Wonder being mine, although I’m oblivious to how and when I wrote this message.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I beat the evil me. I beat my recklessness, my anger, and my weakness to Black Chess. My name is Alice Wonder, and I save lives.
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      Two days later, I’m discreetly walking near Oxford University. It’s heavily raining again. I’m hiding underneath my hood, so no one knows I’m alive. My hood is grey, the color of rain. The color of invisibility. In order to make the Bad Alice disappear, the Good One has to vanish as well.

      It sucks being invisible. It sucks not having friends. It’s been only three days, and I feel as lonely as the homeless man on the corner of the Alice Shop I’m passing by.

      All I can think about is the Wonderland Monster who is supposed to arrive in a few days. I wonder what I did to him in the past – I wonder what the Bad Alice did to him.

      It’s almost impossible to keep saving lives, knowing who I really was and how many people I hurt. This isn’t so much about doing good anymore. It’s more like repenting and giving back to the people I hurt in the past.

      What in the world happened to me after the Circus? How did I become a Bad Alice?

      I tap my hand on my breast pocket, where I keep the Pillar’s note. I really want to know what his Wonder is.

      Walking further, I notice a black limousine has been tailing me for a while. I wonder if someone knows I’m still alive. My feet urge me to stop, but it’s not like I really want to know who it is. I’m just so goddamn lonely I’d enjoy a conversation with the devil right now.

      I stand in silence. The limousine stops. I’m unable to see inside because of its black glass. I wait a little, but no one comes out.

      Curious, I step down from the pavement toward the limo. I reach for the door’s handle and pull it open.

      The limo is pretty dark inside. But I see silhouettes of people. Silent people.

      “Can I help you?” I ask.

      “We knew you were alive, Alice,” a voice speaks to me from the dark. “But, we thought we give you time to heal.”

      “I’m not sure who you think I am ,” I say. “Who are you?”

      “Let’s not play games,” the voice says. “How long will you pretend you’re not one of us?”

      So it’s Black Chess. They found me, and they want me back.

      I pull back about to close the door. “I’m not her anymore. She is dead.”

      “Don’t you want to meet him, Alice?” the voice says.

      “Meet who?”

      “Mr. Jay.”

      I say nothing.

      “Don’t you want to know who he is?”

      I am not sure what’s happening to me. It could be curiosity.  It could be my inner Bad Alice wanting to answer to her employer. Her boss. Black Chess. Her past.

      I don’t know.

      “Don’t you know if you’re mad or not?” The voice says.

      I almost flinched at the assumption. I am tired of people trying to mess with my mind. “Is that another Black Chess trick?”

      “Not at all,” the voice said. “You may have been told we’re evil –which is very much a point of view – but the reality is we’ve never lied to you.”

      “I won’t fall for this,” I stress the words. “I’m Alice Wonder. I’m Mary Ann. I’m an orphan girl. In fact, I’m the Bad Alice. I am not mad.”

      “You’re definitely the Bad Alice. And most of what you just said is true,” the voice says. “But not everything you learned is real.”

      “What do you mean?” My hands grip the edge of the door. An inner voice urges me to shut it. Right now, before my head starts to reel again. I know enough about myself. Maybe it’s not wise to know more.

      “Come on, Alice,” the voice says. “Did you forget about the Lullaby pill?”

      “What about it?”

      “You’ve swallowed a whole lot, enough to make you lose your mind.”

      I should have closed the door. Images of what happened to Tom Truckle hunt me. I’ve seen him pop the Lullaby pills like M&M’s. I’ve seen what they did to his mind. Who said I haven’t been affected like him? I really should have closed the damn door.

      “The Pillar doesn’t have all the answers. Only Mr. Jay, your psychiatrist, the founder of Black Chess, knows the little details about you, Alice,” the voice says.  “They say the devil is in the detail. In Black Chess, we believe that madness is in the detail.”

      I’m lost in the space of my head again. What is the person inside the limo talking about? A stranger's need overwhelms me. I can’t explain it.

      “Think about it, Alice,” The voice says. “You tried to change the future and were slightly successful. You saved Jack, but that’s all. Everything stayed the same.”

      “What’s your point?” I have a feeling I’m about to get into the limousine. I hate that feeling. But hating something never prevented it from happening.

      “The future always finds a way.” The voice sounds confident. Comfortable with the darkness it comes from. “We will win the war. It’s inevitable, even if you change a few things.”

      “The Pillar and I will fight you – “

      “The Pillar will die soon. That’s also inevitable. Give in, Alice. It’s fate.”

      It’s hard to explain how I feel in my chest. Those mixed emotions of love and hate. I feel like there is a magnet pulling me inside the limo. I say, “Yes, I want to meet Mr. Jay.”

      Am I so lonely I want to meet with the mysterious psychiatrist?

      “Please get in,” the voice said. “Mr. Jay is waiting. He has important plans for you.”

      And here I stand at the crossroads of my life.

      Am I really going to enter Black Chess’s headquarters? Will I be a Good Alice and kill them all and save the world? Or will I give into the Bad Alice in me and help destroy the world?

      I wonder.
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      When Carter Pillar ran out of the cemetery with the Lullaby pills, his heart raced. He was afraid he’d miss Alice and that she’d die because of him being late. Panting, he was on his way to his motorcycle when something caught his eye.

      He suddenly forgot about Alice and approached that something. A tombstone outside the cemetery.

      The Pillar stood before it, unable to comprehend what he was looking at. This must have been a mistake. How could this be true? Was this really going to happen?

      The Pillar was staring at his own grave.

      Things didn’t get crazier than that. Staring at your burying place in the future while you’re still alive in the present.

      But that was only half the horror.

      It took him a moment, staring at the writing on the tomb. Strangely, there was no date of death. He leaned forward and squinted in the rain.

      Something else was written at the bottom of the tomb. A revelation that puzzled him the most. The tomb read:

      
        
         

        Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar

        Killed by Alice Wonder.
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      Thank you for purchasing and downloading Wonder. The one book in the series that has very little Lewis Carroll gimmicks, puzzles, or exquisite historical locations. I believe this was necessary in a story about Alice’s real past. I didn’t want to distract from the feelings and emotions associated with her conflicting circumstances. I wanted you to be involved and as shocked as she is. Add in the complications of time traveling (which I toned down since it’s not a Science Fiction book), there was no place for intriguing Alice in Wonderland facts.

      If the facts and little tidbits are your thing, you’ll love Checkmate (Insanity 6) a lot.

      But back to Wonder, which is my favorite book in the series. (I know I say this about each new book, but that’s a good sign, because once I feel I can’t say that about a book I’m writing, then the next book in the series will be the last.) Wonder is Alice’s biggest obstacle. From now on, she’ll be a larger than life character with a few adult decisions to make. I feel the characters matured enough to create endless conflicts all the way toward the Wonderland Wars – and the very final revelation of course.

      Also, I get a lot of emails about the Hatter. He is buried somewhere in a drawer full of researchers I made. He and Tweedledee and Tweedle Dum have a great story to tell soon.

      Don’t miss the Pinterest page, where you can see all the places and riddles Alice and Pillar visited — and a few images of the Invisible Plague, the Garden in Scotland, and a few other interests. I haven’t updated for a while but will on a weekly basis from now on. I’m also working on a map of the places she visits.

      You can access it HERE (Pinterest)

      

      
        
        Thank you for sharing this mad journey with me,

      

      

      
        
        - Storykiller, Cameron Jace
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        World Chess Championship, Moscow, Russia

      

      

      

      The presidents and prime ministers of the world were gathered in the auditorium. They’d come for a global event. They were raising money for citizens who’d recently lost their homes, unable to pay the mortgage and piling bills, and eventually went mad.

      The audience clapped with enthusiasm and proudly waved their country’s flags in the air, hailing and praising the world leaders for caring, then they showered them with roses and lilies and prayed for them.

      The presidents stood proudly and blew kisses in the air, pretending to be modest and humble, while they secretly laughed at their citizens. Because, in reality, it was the presidents and prime ministers themselves who’d caused those bills and pushed citizens to the verge of insanity. They were both the killer and judge, which was madly beautiful.

      And what better way to raise money but a chess event, where they played games on TV, the same way they played their own people in real life?

      The world leaders sat, each at their own small table with a single chessboard upon it. Silence swooped over the auditorium as they began to organize their chess pieces. Of course, all the leaders chose the color white for the game.

      Over one hundred and thirty presidents and prime ministers were ready to play. The idea was to accept donations with every move they made in the game. But the trickiest part was that they weren’t going to play against each other. They were going to play against one man.

      Yes, you read that right. All the world leaders were playing against one man. They called him the Chessmaster, a genius Russian player who’d never lost a game.

      “Did he really never lose a game?” the American president hissed to the British prime minister next to him.

      “Shhh,” the British prime minister said. They called him Mr. Paperwhite because he only dressed in white paper instead of clothes. “Be silent. This isn’t an American football game.”

      The American president rolled his eyes. The British were a bit too conservative at times. He turned to his left, facing another world leader by the name of King Dick, a flamboyant dictator who ruled a poor third world country with wealthy leaders, each of them richer than Bill Gates and Ali Baba combined.

      “Hey,” the American president said. “Is it true the Chessmaster never lost a game?”

      “What do you care?” King Dick breathed onto his recently manicured fingernails. “Americans can’t play chess anyways. You’ll lose no matter what.”

      Mr. Paperwhite snickered at that comment.

      “Neither can the Brits,” King Dick mocked him, and the British prime minister’s face flushed red. “Only the Russians are good at chess. And the best of the Russians is the Chessmaster.”

      “But how can he never lose a game?” The American president gritted his teeth. “We Americans are big on winning. We’re always number one. But even so, we have to lose a game once in a while.”

      “That’s because you’re not as good as the Chessmaster,” King Dick said. “Didn’t you ever hear about him winning the maddest game in the world?”

      “Maddest game?” The American president leaned forward. “With whom?”

      King Dick looked sideways then also leaned closer, his eyes bulging. “The Chessmaster is so good that it’s said that he won a game he played with…” He shrugged.

      “With whom?” The American president’s eyes widened.

      King Dick pointed upward. “With God himself.”

      “God plays chess?” Mr. Paperwhite questioned from behind.

      “Of course he plays chess. He is God. He can play everything.” The American president elbowed the prime minister back and said to King Dick, “Did God really lose a game to the Russian Chessmaster? How?”

      “He cheated,” King Dick said, cupping his mouth with a hand.

      “Of course. That’s it,” Mr. Paperwhite said. “You only beat God if you cheat.”

      “You don’t get it,” King Dick said. “It was God who cheated first.”

      “Get outta here!” The American president almost gasped.

      “It’s what the myth says.” King Dick nodded. “The Chessmaster is too good. God had to cheat.”

      “But how did the Chessmaster win that game?” Mr. Paperwhite asked.

      “The Chessmaster cheated back, of course,” the American president said, gritting his teeth again. “Tell me, King Dick, does this mean that the Chessmaster knows God personally?”

      “They don’t play golf together on Sundays, but of course he does,” King Dick said. “Why are you asking?”

      “I am wondering if the Chessmaster could introduce me to him. We could have brunch in the White House. God and I.”

      “Why would the American president want to meet with God?” Mr. Paperwhite mocked him. “He will send you straight to hell.”

      “Hell is negotiable,” the American president said. “We could always fix a deal.”

      “Then why do you want to meet God?” King Dick asked. “You’re not even good at chess.”

      “You want to know why?” the American president said, smirking. “Imagine I knew God personally. Oh boy, we could do some business.”

      Suddenly the host of the event interrupted the conversation, tapping his microphone, and the three world leaders straightened in their chairs.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the host announced. “I’m proud to present the man who never lost a chess game!” He waved his hands in the air and the crowd hailed. “The man who is about to play against one hundred and thirty world leaders at the same time—and promises he will win.”

      The crowd was going crazy.

      “The man who played with God himself and won,” the host continued. “Russia’s proudest son, the Chessmaster himself.”

      And there, the Chessmaster appeared from behind the red curtains. To the three leaders’ surprise, the Chessmaster looked like nothing they had expected.
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      The Chessmaster was an old man. Partially bald, with flapping, uncombed, and stiff white hair sticking to the side of his head, even worse than Einstein’s. He had a small forehead, small eyes, but a long bridge of a nose. He was beardless but had an unusual mustache. A handlebar mustache that stretched sideways and curved upward like an eagle ready to take off.

      He didn’t laugh, but he looked funny somehow. He looked childish, and as if he had a short attention span. In fact, he didn’t pay any attention to the audience. His eyes were focused on the chessboards he was about to raid with his unmatchable talents.

      But one thing really stood out. The Chessmaster didn’t wear normal clothes. Not even weird ones. He wore the silver armor of a knight, just like his favorite chess piece.

      Chin up, he strode toward his first opponent, the American president, and nodded, implying he wanted the president to make the first move.

      The president was infatuated with the Chessmaster, though he never expected him to look the way he did, and moved a pawn two blocks ahead.

      The Chessmaster stared at the pawn with an expressionless face, then slightly raised his head to meet the president’s eyes.

      “In how many moves do you want to lose?” the Chessmaster said in a cold voice that was as grey as cold souls. Appearances aside, this wasn’t a man to make fun of.

      “I don’t want to lose,” the president said. “I want to win.”

      “Who do you think you are?” The Chessmaster leaned over, hands behind his back. “Rocky Balboa in a Hollywood movie where you beat the Russian champion in the end?”

      The crowd, mostly Europeans and Russians, laughed.

      “I didn’t mean to insult you,” the president said, “but I want to win.”

      “Fine with me.” The Chessmaster said. “If you want to win, drink one of the vodka shots next to the chessboard.”

      The president hadn’t noticed the tiny vodka glasses lined up next to the chessboard. Seven glasses on each side. Seven for him. Seven for his opponent.

      “It’s a Russian custom,” the Chessmaster said. “Make a chess move and take a vodka drink.”

      “What’s the point?” the president asked.

      “Each vodka shot will make you dizzier and compromise your judgment, so it gets harder to play along.”

      “I see,” the president said. “If I do it, then I will have a chance to win?”

      “A chance, yes,” the Chessmaster said, “but I never lose.”

      The American president gulped the vodka. It was bitter, and it hammered his head so hard his cheeks reddened and his spine tingled.

      The Chessmaster laughed at him. “This is going to be fun,” he said, addressing the hundred and thirty world leaders. “Now each of you has to drink after his chess move. That’s the rule. Let’s see what happens first. Will you get drunk before you lose the game, or lose the game before you get drunk?”

      And so the Chessmaster began to play against each leader, one after the other. It only took him a glance at the chessboard to make his move, while it took each opponent no less than an hour to pick his.

      The crowd bit their nails with excitement, though most of the game was in utter silence.

      It seemed that the Chessmaster was keen on playing the Pope’s representative, an Italian man who represented the Vatican. He’d replaced the Pope because the Pope didn’t drink vodka, and none of them previously knew of the drinking rule while playing chess. Though the New York Times had claimed the Pope refused to play because God had told him not to, being angry at the Chessmaster beating him earlier.

      Who believed newspapers, anyways?

      As the games advanced, world leaders began to sweat, taking their time with each move. All but the Pope’s representative, who looked in a hurry, picking a move and gulping his shot.

      “That’s your sixth shot,” the Chessmaster told the man. “I’m impressed you’ve gotten this far without me beating you.”

      “I win if I drink the seventh shot without you beating me, right?” The religious man smirked like a drunk on the street.

      “You win, yes,” the Chessmaster said. “But—”

      The man eagerly picked a seventh move and gulped his last drink. He let out a strong noise from his throat and stood up, raising his hand with victory. “I beat the Chessmaster!”

      “You must be smarter than God.” The Chessmaster smiled at the shocked crowd. They couldn’t believe the best chess player in the world was losing. Not so easily, or…?

      The Pope’s representative began to choke and stiffen. The world leaders watched him grow more and more flushed, reddened and unable to breathe.

      “Oh,” the Chessmaster began, “I forgot to tell you that the vodka is poisoned. It’s the kind of poison that kills you once you drink the seventh shot. You could survive drinking six, but you’d be very sick.”

      “What?” Mr. Paperwhite protested.

      “You see, you have to beat me in six moves or you will die,” the Chessmaster announced. “And look at you, all the presidents and leaders of the world in one room. I may kill you all tonight. Isn’t that frabjous?”

      Everyone stared at the madman with horror in their eyes, unable to believe what was happening. Why did the Chessmaster want to kill the leaders of the world? Who was he working for?

      The Chessmaster didn’t answer any of these questions. He returned to staring at the choking man while pulling at his handlebar mustache. One stroke to the right. One stroke to the left.

      Then he made his last move in the game. The move that killed the queen. He nudged the queen piece with the back of his middle finger and watched the Pope’s representative drop dead to his knees, and then stroked his mustache, saying, “Checkmate. Who’s next?”
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        Mr. Jay’s limousine, Oxford

      

      

      

      I am sitting in the dark of the limousine, not quite sure of what I am doing. It still puzzles me why I agreed to go meet Mr. Jay, whoever he really is. Maybe somewhere inside my mad brain, I am still me—a loyal member of Black Chess.

      Rocking to the bumps in the road, I don’t try to ask questions or make conversation with the unseen passengers inside. I already have so much on my mind. Forget about the choices and decisions for now. I still need to know why I had to kill everyone on the bus in the past. What was the purpose of doing so? Why was it essential to Black Chess that every student on it died?

      I take a deep breath, also thinking about what happened to me after the circus. I am sure I saw the gathering of the Inklings in Lewis Carroll’s studio when I had my vision in the Garden of Cosmic Speculation. Lewis, the March Hare, Fabiola, Jack, and me. And the little girl; who was she? Most important is: when and how did I change and become the Bad Alice? What happened to me?

      “Mr. Jay will be pleased to meet you,” the woman in the dark tells me.

      I say nothing. What’s to say? I don’t say I am pleased to meet him too, but I have questions that are eating at me.

      “He has always believed in you,” she continues. “Never has he doubted that you would embrace the darkness inside you.”

      “Did he say that? I mean, most people think they are on the good side of the scale, even when they are the most evil.”

      “Not Mr. Jay. He loves evil, embraces it, and is proud of it. That’s why he is the head of Black Chess. But you must know that.”

      “I haven’t remembered everything yet.” I play along. “But I am sure it will come to me. Can you remind me what Black Chess really wants?”

      “That, you will have to remember for yourself. We never talk about it.”

      “Ah, we’re after the Six Impossible Keys.” I am pulling her leg.

      “Not exactly. We’re after what the Six Keys are for.”

      “Of course,” I say. “Can’t wait to remember. How long until we arrive?”

      “Not much longer,” she says. “We should be there in about—”

      Her words are chopped off by a sudden crash against the vehicle. It’s a deafening echo of metal scraping against metal.

      “What the hell?” she says, panicking.

      I try to grip something in the backseat, but there isn’t anything, so I rock to the left and smash my head against the window. The blood on my forehead alerts me of the fact that the car is flipping over and looking outside the limo’s window, I realize we’re on the edge of a cliff.
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      Darkness and panic aren’t good friends at all. The unseen men and women inside the limousine are screaming and the smell of blood is making me nauseated. I have no idea what’s happening. I can only see outside the limo, but not inside. I’m not really sure how this is possible, but I am not going to argue with death knocking at the door right now.

      “We’re about to fall off the cliff,” the woman screams in the dark.

      “No shit,” I mumble, surprised with her lack of grit when she is working for the darkest organization on earth. “Hey, driver! Unlock the doors.”

      “I think he is dead, and the car has security locks to keep you inside,” the woman says. “Those were Mr. Jay’s orders since he suspected this would happen.”

      “You think I did this?” I snap but try not to move as the car begins to ease over the gravel underneath, skewing toward the cliff. “I just met you on the street. No one knows I am meeting Mr. Jay.”

      “How about the Pillar?” The woman grunts.

      The suggestion makes me feel better. Who knew? Now that she mentioned the Pillar may have caused the accident, I find myself feeling better.

      “But don’t think we’ll let him save you,” she says. “The limo has an emergency system. Reds are on their way. They should be here before your stupid caterpillar comes.”

      The car takes another heavy jolt and the others in the limo panic again. I don’t. I try to see if I can kick the glass open without affecting the car’s balance. I am not going to die in Black Chess’s limo.

      And even if it’s the Pillar who planned the accident, I am not going to wait for him to save me.

      “Shut up!” I tell the others, carefully crawling toward the window.

      The car seems stable, so I get closer, now thinking of what to break the window with.

      Peeking outside, I can’t locate where we are. There is a river below the cliff, but it’s unrecognizable to me.

      A sudden bang freezes me in place. However, the car isn’t moving. Then I hear a couple of footsteps on the roof.

      “It’s him,” the woman says. “The Pillar!” She grabs me by the neck, trying to choke me. “I won’t let him have you.”

      I struggle, fighting her while the car bounces in every direction. “Stop it or we’ll die.” I elbow her in the face and hear her scream.

      The car’s window suddenly breaks, its shattered glass splinters inward, and I have to shield my face with my hands.

      “Damn you, Pillar!” the woman shouts.

      A smile forms on my face when I glimpse the Pillar’s shadowy hand stretching toward me.

      I stretch mine back, but when I do, I am shocked to find it’s not the Pillar. In fact, it’s a Red.

      The woman laughs behind me. “Told you my men will get you first.”
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        Margaret Kent’s private mansion,

      

        

      
        Kensington, London

      

      

      

      Margaret Kent was staring at her son’s picture, counting the days until she’d have him back from the Queen of Hearts. The vicious Queen who stopped at nothing to get her hands on the Six Impossible Keys.

      Margaret gasped. It had been a long and painful road to find her son. And it seemed like it was only getting longer. She prayed that her plan would work out in the end, and she decided to start by answering her private phone that had been ringing all morning.

      “Yes?” She picked up, doing her best to sound collected and as brutal as she’d like everyone to think of her.

      “It’s me,” the voice said. “Carolus.”

      “What do you want? Didn’t I say I’m taking the day off?”

      “It’s important. I have someone who wants to meet you, Duchess,” Carolus said. “He says his name is Inspector Dormouse. He is head of the…”

      “…Department of Insanity,” Margaret said. “What does he want?”

      “He says he has critical information that you need to know.”

      “What kind of information?”

      “Carter Pillar.”

      “What about him?”

      “The Inspector says he’s discovered something about him.”

      “Something that I don’t know?”

      “He says he knows who the Pillar really is.”

      “Nonsense.” Margaret gently rubbed her son’s picture. “I know all I need to know about the Pillar; all the way back since the days in Wonderland.”

      Carolus took his time in saying, “Do you know why he killed the twelve men, though?”

      Margaret put her son’s picture aside. “He did it so he could plead insanity and be admitted to the Radcliffe Asylum to mentor Alice.”

      “Don’t you think he could’ve found easier ways to sneak into the asylum?”

      “Of course. He could’ve worn a tutu, stood in Parliament Square, and cursed the Queen of England,” she said. “But being the Pillar, he had to act larger than life and do crazy things, so he killed twelve people, claiming the Alice Underground book drove him crazy.”

      “That’s not what Inspector Dormouse said.”

      “Whatever he said, I wouldn’t trust a man who is asleep half of the time.”

      “Maybe that’s why he sees things clearer.”

      “Meaning?”

      “We’re always awake. Always alert. Always thinking. Too much information could be the reason why we overlook a few details.”

      “Don’t lecture me, Carolus. Don’t act like you’re a real person. You’re merely a man’s shadow. What did Dormouse say?”

      “He wants to meet first, but he says he knows the twelve people the Pillar killed weren’t chosen haphazardly. They all actually have one thing in common.”

      “Which is?”

      “He wouldn’t tell. That’s why he wants to…”

      “All right.” Margaret sighed. “Make him pay me a visit at the office today. I’d love to see the Queen chop off his head for wasting my time.”

      “That’d put him into an eternal sleep.” Carolus chortled. “And, ah, I forgot. There’s one other thing.”

      “What now?”

      “A madman by the name of the Chessmaster is holding the world’s leaders hostage and is threatening to kill them all at that world charity event.”

      “Hostages? How is that possible? Why would someone do that?”

      “Not only hostages, but he also killed the Pope’s representative in a weird game of chess.”

      Margaret went silent. She felt a lump in her throat. She should have been the first to know, but she was too occupied with planning to save her son.

      The event had been endorsed by the top five countries in the world. A global chess game to raise money. The Queen of Hearts had sent her new prime minister puppet, Mr. Paperwhite, to attend it.

      “Duchess?” Carolus’ voice crackled in the speaker.

      “Forget about Dormouse,” she said. “Call my staff for an emergency meeting. Until then, I want to know everything about this Chessmaster.”
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        Mr. Jay’s limousine, Oxford

      

      

      

      The Red pulls me out of the window. I find myself floating in the air, clinging to his wrist, baffled by the way he is balancing himself atop the limousine like a surfing master.

      “Take her to Mr. Jay and make sure to evade the Pillar,” the woman demands from the limousine below.

      The Red doesn’t answer her, and pulls me farther up, jumping over the car, down onto the pavement of whatever city I’m in now.

      Now safe, I kick the Red, aiming for his groin, but miss due to his seamless maneuver with his waist. He swivels me as if in a dance, and we end up chest to chest. I try kicking with my knees, but his grip on my waist never falters.

      “Let go of me,” I scream like a little girl, which I don’t like at all. “Don’t you know who I am? I am Alice Wonder, Mary Ann, Black Chess’s most precious.”

      The Red still doesn’t speak, and I can’t see his face under the hood.

      “Is that you, Pillar?” I squint.

      No response.

      It’s not the Pillar. He didn’t come to save me like the woman suggested. It seems like Black Chess sent their best Red this time, making sure I end up meeting Mr. Jay.

      Tons of police cars suddenly arrive. They stop before us, wheels screeching, doors opening, and someone is shouting in the speakers.

      “Drop your gun!” A chubby police officer jumps out of the car, pointing his gun at the Red.

      But, of course, the man gripping me neither flinches nor responds.

      “Drop your gun or I will shoot!”

      “He doesn’t have a gun!” My voice is barely louder than a whisper as the Red’s tight hands are pressed on my chest. “Just arrest him.”

      “I can’t arrest him unless he chooses not to drop his gun,” the chubby police officer says.

      “Didn’t you just hear me?” I snap. “He doesn’t have a gun.”

      “Then we can’t arrest him,” the officer says. “We only arrest criminals who refuse to drop their guns.”

      I roll my eyes, confused. “But it’s your responsibility to save me.”

      “Is it?” He scratches his head.

      I squint against the ridiculousness of his question. “Of course it is. He is kidnapping me!”

      “He is?” He tilts his head toward his fellow officer, a lanky young man. “Does that man in the red robe look like he is kidnapping this lady?”

      The lanky officer holds on to his belt instead of his gun so his trousers won’t slip down. “Hmm,” he says. “They could as well be embracing. I mean, they’re standing chest to chest. The man in the red robe seems fond of her.”

      “Lovers, you think?” the chubby officer asks.

      I am still not registering the stupidity of the conversation.

      “Must be lovers,” the lanky officer says. “Is it Valentine’s Day yet?”

      “It’s not bloody Valentine’s Day, you fool,” the chubby one says. “They must be shooting a movie.”

      “What the heck are you talking about?” I shout. “This man just kidnapped me from the limo behind me.”

      “I don’t have proof of this. I’m sorry,” the chubby officer says. “I mean, I’m not sure he is kidnapping you.” He lowers his gun. “I’m not even sure why I am here.” He turns and asks his men, “Does anyone know why we’re here?”

      “You told us to follow you here,” an officer responds.

      “Hmm.” The chubby officer turns and faces me, then rubs his chin. “I seem to have forgotten.”

      “It’s really puzzling.” The lanky one nods. “It’s almost like a movie scene. Something wrong happens and the police arrive on the spot.”

      “I’ve never understood that.” The chubby one turns and converses with his friend. “I mean really, who calls the police in those movies? The director of the movie?”

      “Are you out of your mind?” I shout, unable to fathom the situation.

      “Gotcha!” The lanky one pulls his trousers up to his chest, then snickers.

      “She really took the bait.” The chubby one laughs at me.

      “What the heck is going on?” I ask.

      Out of nowhere, tens of Reds jump out of the cars. Next to them, the police officers take off their uniforms, revealing Reds robes underneath.

      “That was fun, wasn’t it?” The chubby man jumps up and high-fives the lanky one, who drops his trousers but catches them halfway down. “Give her to us,” he says to the silent Red gripping me. “You’ve done a good job and we’ve had some fun. Mr. Jay is waiting for her.”

      Feeling humiliated, I assume the Red behind me is going to hand me to them. But instead, still, just as silent, he pulls out a sword and flashes it toward them, chopping off their heads one by one.

      At first, he does it while he is still gripping me with the other hand. It’s like a dance of death. A ballet of incomprehensible killing techniques. The Red is a master who is killing his own people with a fluency I have never seen before. I glimpse a couple of None Fu techniques among his plethora of unbelievable moves.

      But before I witness the end of the massacre, I bump my head on the back of his sword and fall unconscious, not knowing what the hell just happened.
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        Buckingham Palace, Queen’s garden

      

      

      

      The Queen of Hearts had her men lined up on the vast chessboard, which she had planted at the bed of her garden. The chess tiles were white squares of grass amidst black squares of black roses. Her gardener had told her that the white grass were special winter lilies, which had been exclusively imported from Siberia. When she’d asked the name of the black roses, she was shocked by the response. At first, she’d thought they were painted black roses, but her gardener had told her they weren’t. They were called Black Shit Roses, and they only grew in her royal garden.

      But that was of no concern to her now. All she wanted was to treat herself with a human-sized chess game, using her less-than-smart guards as chess pieces. It seemed like a fascinating idea, using humans for chess. Because, after all, a politician’s best talent was to do so.

      “They’re ready, my Queen,” said the chubby boy, an ice cream in his hand. Margaret’s boy, whom the Queen took care of now, teaching him the science of all bonkers and evil. “Red guards against white guards. I’ve lined them up like a chessboard.”

      “Brilliant, Humpty Dumpty.” The Queen called him by his Wonderland name, which Margaret had hated all along. “Have you taught them how the game is played?”

      “Of course,” Humpty chirped with lips smeared with ice cream. “You tell them the move you have in mind, and they obey without questioning you as if they weren’t human.”

      “Just like in real life.” The Queen smiled. “My government tells people what to do and they just do it. Sometimes we make them think this is what they want to do, so they do it without knowing it’s what we want them to do, but that’s another story. So what happens if one of my chess pieces decides to disobey me?”

      “They get their head chopped off, my Queen?” Humpty tilted his head, which was so heavy, he almost lost balance and fell.

      “Exactly.” She patted his bloated face with her chubby hands. “And please don’t call me ‘my Queen.’”

      “Really? What should I call you?”

      “Call me ‘Mum.’”

      Humpty looked reluctant, but then she pushed the fat cone of ice cream down his throat and he didn’t care anymore, as long as he was fed.

      “But I have a question, Mum,” he said through blotchy lips. “Who are you playing against?”

      “My dogs.” She pointed at them panting with excitement on the other side of the board.

      “Dogs?” one of the guards standing on the chessboard said.

      “Yes, dogs.” The Queen stood straight. “Haven’t you seen a queen play chess with her dogs before?”

      “But how are we supposed to understand what the dog wants us to do?”

      “Just like you understand me. I talk. They woof. Not much of a difference,” she said.

      “Woof?” the guard, whose position was a pawn on the chessboard, said.

      “I’ll show you.” She stood by the side of the board and ordered her dogs to kick-start the game.

      The dogs didn’t get it at first, still panting with excitement, probably waiting for their Brazilian nuts.

      “Come on, sweeties,” the Queen said. “Make your move.”

      “Woof. Woof,” barked the dog in front, staring right at the reluctant guard.

      “See?” The Queen waved both hands sideways. “Woof. Woof.”

      “So?” The guard grimaced.

      “So follow the orders and make the move.” She began to tense and become annoyed.

      “Woof. Woof.” Humpty laughed at the guard.

      “Don’t interfere, Humpty. Let Mum take care of this,” the Queen said. “You better stick to ‘lick, lick.’”

      The dog barked again.

      “I don’t know what I should do,” the guard said.

      “What does a pawn do in chess?” the Queen asked.

      “They either advance or move diagonally,” the guard answered.

      “Elaborate,” she said, chin up.

      “The pawn moves ahead, only if there is free space. Diagonally if they eat another chess piece.”

      “Do you see anything you can eat diagonally?”

      “No, my Queen.”

      “So the dog can only order you to move forward, right?”

      The guard shrugged. “Yes, my Queen.”

      “And how many squares does a pawn advance at the beginning of a chess game?” The Queen flashed a smug smile.

      “Two squares, my Queen.”

      “And what did my genius dog say?”

      “Woof. Woof.”

      “Two woofs, right? Two square moves for a pawn. I rest my case.” She rested her hands on her hips and sighed.

      The guard walked two squares ahead.

      “Bravo!” She clapped at her dogs, as they drooled with excitement.

      “But what if the dogs want me to move diagonally?” the guard asked.

      “You still don’t get it?” The Queen jumped in her place. “The dog will woof once and you will have someone to eat diagonally.”

      “I understand, my Queen.” The guard was already sweating, partially confused, partially humiliated, and partially thinking he’d gone mad.

      “So let’s start the game.” The Queen clapped with enthusiasm. “Woof! Woof!”

      “What does it mean now?” The guard looked confused.

      “Nah, that’s not for you,” she said. “This is for the guard next to you, so he can chop off your head for being stupid, unable to understand the clear and precise and unmistakable language of dogs.”

      In an instant, the guard’s head was chopped off, blood spilling on the grass.

      Humpty laughed harder, licking his ice cream.

      “From now on, I will not say ‘off with their heads’ anymore,” the Queen announced to her guards. “I will say ‘woof woof!’”

      It was in that instant when Humpty’s big and stocky head was chopped off by the guard standing next to him.

      “What did you do, you fool?” the Queen screamed.

      “You said woof, woof,” the guard said.

      And then another guard’s head was chopped off.

      The dogs began to bark. Woof. Woof.

      In a few seconds, everyone’s head in the garden had been chopped off, each rolling across the life-sized chessboard.

      The Queen stood pouting and staring at the massacre in her garden, the dogs staring back at her. “What can I say?” she told them. “Humans are definitely woof, woof.”
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        Alice Wonder, somewhere in a dark room

      

      

      

      When I wake up, I am too weary to fully open my eyes. The floor underneath me is cold and hard, and the ceiling, if there is any, seems so far away I can’t see it.

      In the back of my head, there is a continuous buzzing, a sharp, needlelike pain that won’t stop. I reach back to touch it and instantly remember the strange incidents in the limousine, and the mysterious Red who seemed to have kidnapped me, but then rescued me as well.

      My eyelids hurt when I squint and look sideways to inspect the rest of wherever I am. All I see is blurry darkness, pierced by a slant of yellow light, slithering diagonally from a top window. I think I am in some kind of dungeon.

      Slowly I prop myself up on all fours, hardly finding the strength to stand up. There is a tray of food next to me. A sandwich, a glass of water, and next to them is something I didn’t expect. My precious Tiger Lily.

      I reach for it instantly, remembering my future children—though I’m not comfortable with the memory of my future husband, whom I don’t know anything about. I hug my Tiger Lily, almost sure it won’t spit at me and call me insane anymore. As far as I know, I am not insane. I am only dealing with an insane world.

      Still, I must have been insane once, with all the Lullaby pills, what happened in the circus, and whatever reason that turned me into the Bad Alice in the past.

      It only takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the semidarkness, and realize there is someone standing before me. The silent Red who saved me.

      “Who are you?” I say, holding tighter to my Tiger Lily and crawling back against the wall.

      He says nothing. Doesn’t even move or make a sound.

      “Listen,” I say. “You will have to talk to me and explain who you are, or I will hurt you. You know who I am, right?” I am well aware of the nonsense I am speaking. I can’t hurt him. He is too strong and I actually owe him for saving me from the rest of the Reds. Only I need to know what he wants with me.

      The answer comes in the shape of a yellow note. A sticky one, which he writes on with a red pencil then hands to me. I take it, noticing it’s of the same type of paper as the note with the Pillar’s Wonder written upon it. The one that is buried at the bottom of Tiger Lily’s pot, which I am now holding.

      I read the note: You’re a horrible Bad Alice. I thought you’d be able to fight me back.

      “What the heck?” I chortle.

      He passes me another note. I take it and read it: Heck is too American for a British girl that inspired Lewis Carroll. But you’re forgiven since you have no idea who you really are yet.

      I am not sure if this is supposed to be a joke, but I can sense the Red isn’t here to harm me. “Why did you save me?”

      Another note: Consider me your guardian angel.

      “I don’t need a guardian,” I say. “And I am not sure angels are on my side at this time.”

      Note says: You talk too much.

      I say, “As if you talk at all.”

      Note says: I made a choice not to. You, on the other hand, do talk, so use your mind and focus, or blabbing will kill you. Then he writes something that makes me chuckle. Too much yappening, not enough happening.

      “And you make fun of me speaking in American terms?” I retort. “What you just said isn’t even English.”

      A note: It’s better than English. It’s nonsense.

      I don’t reply, watching him churn out another note. This one says: We may have started on the wrong note. Let’s start all over again.

      “That sounds better,” I say. “Where do you want to start?”

      A note: Let’s begin with introductions. You can call me Dude.

      “Nice to meet you, Dude—I guess.” I struggle to stand up and stretch out a hand.

      He doesn’t shake it, but tucks another note in it: Time is running out. You have to get ready for your next mission.

      “You’re giving me orders now?” I ask.

      A note: Yes. The world is counting on you to save them from the Chessmaster.
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      The Dude tells me all about the Chessmaster, the best chess player in history, who’s just gone mad and killed the Pope’s representative while entrapping the world’s leaders in an auditorium in Russia.

      Then he makes me watch the news covering the catastrophe.

      “But they don’t mention why he is doing this,” I say.

      No one knows yet. He didn’t say.

      “Does the Chessmaster have a name?”

      No one’s sure. He has been concealing his identity for years, even when winning chess championships each year. Some say his real name is Vozchik Stolb.

      “Sounds like a Russian name.”

      Who cares? You just need to stop him.

      “So he is not a Wonderland Monster,” I say. “You understand I only catch Wonderland Monsters, right?”

      That’s exactly why I am here, giving you orders, and not the Pillar.

      “You know about the Pillar? Who are you?”

      I’m the Dude. I told you that. I am here to teach you that you don’t only save lives by beating Wonderland Monsters. You’re obliged to save anyone harming humans in this world.

      “And why would I do that?”

      Because you have a responsibility to repent for the things you’ve done in the past.

      “Seriously.” I glare at his hollow face under the hood. “Who are you?”

      I’ll answer you when you know who you are.

      “I know who I am, smartarse.”

      Really? Bad Alice? Good Alice? Insane? Sane? Alice? Mary Ann? Orphan? Family? You don’t have the slightest idea.

      I shrug. It’s hard to argue with the only person bothering to save my life, other than the Pillar.

      We may not have time, since the Chessmaster is playing the game with the world’s leaders right now, and they are very bad at chess. Soon, another world leader will die—it’s already a mess at the Vatican. People are angry and worried for the Pope’s life.

      “I thought it was the Pope’s representative who died.”

      The Pope was forced to play the game after his representative died. He is present in Russia, endorsing the charity event. He happens to have no idea how to play chess. Now the Chessmaster is forcing him to play. Either win or die.

      “This is getting serious.” I rub my chin. “Do you happen to know where the Pillar is?”

      I thought you’d never ask. Then he writes down an address. I will drive you there, but then you’ll not see me again. My role ends here.

      I don’t know why I feel a bit lost, realizing I want to see this mysterious Red again. But it seems weird to vocalize my interest in him. I am not even sure I can fully trust him, so I take the note and we descend the stairs of the abandoned building we’re in. Out on the streets, I immediately recognize the city of London.

      The Red shows me to a Corvette in a vacant back street and opens the door for me.

      “Must be rich,” I mumble, sitting.

      I borrowed it from a rich guy.

      “You mean you stole it from a rich guy.” I pull on the seatbelt.

      He doesn’t write a note and starts the engine.

      “I’m really worried about the Pope,” I comment, thinking about who this Chessmaster may be, and if he will end up being a Wonderland Monster. “You said the Chessmaster forced him to play and he has no clue how to play chess. What’s the Pope doing now?”

      He writes a note with one hand while driving with the other. The Pope made his first move. It’s a very common move in the Vatican when facing a crisis.

      “Which is?”

      A note with a smiley face: Praying.
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        Buckingham Palace, Queen’s garden.

      

      

      

      The Queen watched her doctors trying to put Humpty Dumpty’s head back on. They struggled with it. The boy’s head was much heavier and bigger than most children his age. It was also a horrendous operation knitting it back onto his neck.

      “So he’s going to live?” the Queen asked, chin up, hands behind her back, wearing rabbit flip-flops for a change.

      “It’s too soon to tell,” the doctor said. “We’re knitting the head back on. The rest needs divine intervention.”

      “What’s divine intervention?”

      “It’s when you need God to intervene and save someone.”

      “Never heard of that,” the Queen said, rubbing her chin.

      “It’s like when God lets people live while he decides others will die.”

      “Ah.” She clicked thumb and forefinger. “You mean like when I chop off heads or don’t chop off heads. I decide who lives and who dies.”

      The doctor shrugged, not sure if he should object or explain things further. He certainly could get his head chopped off if he spoke.

      “Anyhoo,” she said, smiling.

      “Anyhoo?” the doctor asked.

      “It’s a hip word I heard the kids say,” she said. “I like it. Nonsensical, and I like how you have to ball up your lips in the end like you’re going to kiss someone. Any-hoooo.”

      “Whatever you say, my Queen.”

      “So like I said: Anyhoo, I think my Humpty will live. It happened to him before in Wonderland. He’d fallen off a wall and splashed open like an Easter egg. Lewis wrote a rhyme about it.”

      “And he still lived?”

      “Yes. Became a little dumber, though. He is like an egg. You can certainly glue its shell back together, but you can’t squeeze all the yolk back in.”

      “I don’t think we can afford him becoming any dumber,” the doctor said, staring at Humpty balled up on the table.

      “What’s wrong with dumb?” she demanded. “I love dumb people. Now get your dumb arse out of my chamber before I chop it off.” She stopped in her tracks, a forefinger pressed to her lips. “Did I just say I love your arse in the last sentence?”

      The doctor suppressed a laugh and hurried toward the door.

      “Wait,” she said. “Margaret will want to see me because of this Chessmaster situation. I don’t want her to see her kid like this or she will give me a hard time, so tell her I am busy.”

      “Busy?” the doctor said. “Doing what?”

      “I am the Queen, dammit! I can be busy playing with my big toe if I want to. Get out!”

      Then she patted the poor kid while staring at the massacre in the garden. It was mesmerizing staring at the dead guards who’d just killed each other over a woof, woof.

      But she had no time for lamenting. She picked up the phone and dialed a fourteen-digit number.

      “Mr. Jay,” she said. “I assume you heard about the Chessmaster.”

      “I did, and I don’t like it.” The answer came in low tones from the phone.

      “Let me guess. You don’t like it because we don’t know who he really is?”

      “That’s exactly it. I’ve never heard of a Chessmaster in Wonderland. True, Lewis had been obsessed with chess after visiting Russia, where he invented the famous zashchishchaiushchikhsya None Fu move, but he never revealed the Chessmaster’s identity.”

      “Not even in Alice Through the Looking Glass?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “So, all we know is that the Chessmaster knows what the Six Keys are for?”

      “That’s all Lewis mentioned in his diaries, but I’m starting to doubt that. I’m not sure.”

      “If I may ask, sir,” the Queen said, “aren’t you supposed to know what the keys are for?”

      “Of course I do—so do you and most of those interested in the Wonderland Wars.”

      “So why is the Chessmaster important? We can nuke him like we did Hiroshima when you advised the Americans to do so, and get rid of him. I know we’d lose the world leaders, but I’ve already planted their substitutes of my madmen all over the world. We could rule the world by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “It’s not about knowing what the keys’ ultimate purpose is—we both know what that is. The problem is what do they open to get to our ultimate purpose.”

      “Ah.” The Queen scratched her head. “So even knowing their location now isn’t enough, because we don’t know where to stick them.”

      “Stick them, yes.” Mr. Jay sounded irritated with her. “Call me when you know something. I have other concerns at the moment.”

      “Really?”

      “Someone kidnapped Alice on her way to my castle, and I need to know who he is, then get her back.”
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        Lifespan Hospice, London

      

      

      

      After the Dude drives me to the Pillar’s location, he guns the Corvette into the streets and disappears, leaving me with my mouth agape, staring at the hospice where I am supposed to find the Pillar.

      I enter, not sure what the Pillar is doing here, so I ask the receptionist about him.

      “Oh, Mr. Pillar,” she cheers “Such a charming man. He is in Ward Six.”

      “Charming indeed,” I mumble, a little envious of everyone finding him so, not pointing out that he is utterly bonkers—and a serial killer.

      Inside, I try to smile at everyone I pass by in the rooms. I mean what consolation can you give to a dying person, though I totally respect the work done here.

      Then there I find him, in Ward Six. He is standing on top of a patient’s bed, dancing with his cane up in the air and the hookah in his other hand. I can’t hear what he’s saying since I am behind glass. But I can surely see what the other patients are doing.

      They are simply dancing as well, half of them smoking hookahs—and coughing ferociously afterward.

      I rap on the glass but no one’s paying attention. The Pillar’s dance moves are imitated by each person in the room, all of them standing on their beds.

      Pushing the glass door open, the first sound that attacks my ears is a well-known song, booming out of an eighties cassette player that most youngsters of my generation only see in old movies. The player is crackling with a badly equalized version of “Don’t Fear the Reaper.”

      I call out for the Pillar, but still, no one pays attention. Everyone is dancing and smoking as if they’re reckless teenagers with no respect for what time does to us in this world. None of them look like they’re dying soon, actually.

      “Listen. Listen!” The Pillar waves at them. “We’ve danced enough.”

      “No!” They pout.

      “Seriously.” He coughs with beady eyes. “I need to tell you something.”

      “That you’re handsome?” An old woman, who ripped her IV from her arm, giggles.

      “Thank you, darling, but I already know that,” he says. “What I want to tell you is a phrase, which I want you to repeat whenever you feel your time has come and that you’re about to die.”

      The room falls silent. Even the song ends on its own.

      “Don’t worry,” the Pillar tells them. “When death comes creeping up to your bed, under the sheets, telling you it’s time, all you have to say is the following…”

      The patients’ eyes are all on him.

      “You say, ‘I will die when I say so,’” the Pillar says, and I feel embarrassed. The man must have smoked too much and now is only talking nonsense.

      But the patients surprise me by loving it. They all start saying, “I’ll die when I say so!”

      Rolling my eyes, I pull at the Pillar’s trousers while he is standing on the bed. He kicks me off, grunting. “What do you want? Get out of here.”

      “Seriously?” I say. “This Chessmaster is threatening to kill the leaders of the world and you’re playing games with these poor people?”

      “He isn’t fooling us.” The old woman glares at me. “Carter is one of us. He knows how we feel.”

      I shrug, speechless, unable to comment. What does she mean? Is the Pillar dying?

      “Wait outside, Alice,” the Pillar says. “You have no idea what’s going on.”
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        Outside the Lifespan Hospice, London

      

      

      

      “What was that all about?” I ask the Pillar, once he walks outside on the pavement.

      “What?” He shakes his shoulders, pacing ahead.

      “You’re deluding people by promising them they can stand in the face of death. I find it unethical.”

      “Unethical?” He rolls his eyes. “I’m sure death is pretty unethical, too.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Fight unethical with unethical,” he tells me. “Or better, fight death with nonsense. Laugh at it. I’m pretty sure Einstein said that.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t. And what did the woman mean by saying you’re one of them?”

      “Forget about it, Alice.”

      “I want to know.” I grab his arm, stopping him. “Are you dying?”

      The Pillar shoots me a flat stare. It’s the one he uses to conceal a big secret. I know him well enough to tell by now.

      “Pillar,” I say gently. “If you’re dying, you have to tell me. Is it that skin issue you have?”

      “Someone is going to kill me.” He knocks his cane once on the ground, his face strangely unreadable.

      “Are you psychic now, knowing someone is going to kill you?”

      “I’ve seen it in the future.” His chin is up, and he’s avoiding my eyes.

      The realization strikes me hard. “Is that why you were the same age when we time-traveled in the future? Because you weren’t supposed to be there?” I cup my hands on my mouth. God, the Pillar will be dead fourteen years from now.

      “I saw my grave, Alice.”

      “And it said you were killed, not a normal death?”

      The Pillar nods, though I still feel he isn’t telling me the whole truth.

      “So you feel like you basically belong in the hospice, waiting for your death? That’s not like you.”

      His flat expression lasts a whole minute, torturing me with his silence, as I fail to read his mind. It ends with him walking away toward the street.

      “Where are you going?”

      The Pillar doesn’t answer but stops at a café a little later. I stop next to him, watching the café’s TV broadcasting the latest news about the incident in Russia. The host comments on the Pope’s bad moves in the game and that he may be the next to die. The screen shows the world leaders sweating at their chessboards, most of them having played two moves out of the seven. Most of them have also sipped that poison that might eventually kill them.

      “How can he possibly play with a hundred and thirty people at once?” I ask.

      “It should be easy for a man who played chess with God and won.” The Pillar drags on his pipe.

      “You don’t really believe that.”

      “It’s a great marketing scheme, instilling fear in everyone. It works. I don’t have to believe it.” The Pillar nears the TV. “Nice handlebar mustache, and look at that armor he is wearing.”

      “He is a madman who needs a psychiatrist,” I comment.

      “Or a fashion designer,” the Pillar says. “I find it humiliating that the world is threatened by a man so out of fashion that he’s still wearing armor.”

      “Do you know him? Is he a Wonderlander?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve certainly never met him before.”

      “He looks very much like Wonderlanders,” I say. “Eccentric, mad, and evil.”

      “You’ve just described every politician on TV.”

      “This chess game strikes me as a Wonderland theme.” I stare the Pillar in the eyes. “Like the chessboard of life in the Vatican.”

      “Are you implying something?”

      “I think you know who he is and aren’t telling me.”

      “Usually I am, but not this time.”

      I try to believe him but can’t. “So why is the Chessmaster doing this?”

      It’s exactly this instant when the Chessmaster approaches the camera and begins to talk.

      “I will be brief,” he says. “Before I reveal my intentions and demands, I need to make sure only those who are qualified to meet my needs apply.”

      We all watch him pull each side of his handlebar mustache after every couple of words.

      “Listen carefully,” the Chessmaster continues. “Because you have no idea who I am. I mean, I am so scary that I sometimes prefer not to remind myself who I am.”

      “You think he could be the mad barber on Cherry Lane Road, who’s responsible for half of the male Brits being bald?” the Pillar asks, but everyone in the café shushes him.

      “In order to let your world leaders live, I need you to bring me something,” the Chessmaster says in his Russian accent. It makes him sound both funny and intimidating, which puzzles me. “I want you to find something called ‘Carroll’s Knight.’”

      Everyone in the café starts to murmur and speculate. I look at the Pillar for answers.

      “Carroll’s Knight.” He drags from his pipe. “Sound’s interesting.”

      “Don’t bother trying to figure out what it is,” the Chessmaster says. “Only those who already know will understand.”

      “I guess my work is done.” The Pillar is on his way out of the café. “Because I don’t know what Carroll’s Knight is.”

      “Wait,” I say. “The Chessmaster must be a Wonderland Monster. Carroll’s Knight sounds Wonderland related.”

      “To get what I want, I will ask you to solve the following puzzle,” the Chessmaster says. The Pillar stops at the door. I guess he can’t resist puzzles. “If you are the few who are capable of getting what I want, you should be able to answer the following question. It’s a puzzle, the answer to which leads to a place.”

      Everyone is listening.

      “The puzzle is: Where is Miss Croatia 1454?”
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        The streets of London

      

      

      

      The Cheshire now possessed a politician’s body. A middle-aged minister in an ironed suit and tie. After ordering people left and right, he sat back in his comfortable chair and glanced at the rainy London through his office window.

      It wasn’t like the Cheshire hadn’t possessed politicians before. Only this time he made sure not to let his persona overcome that of the politician. Instead, he let the man’s mind seep through, so the Cheshire could read it all.

      It wasn’t surprising how the politician didn’t give a damn about the world’s turmoil at the moment. The man rocked in his chair, lit a cigar, and started thinking about how he could benefit from the crisis of the Chessmaster holding the world’s leaders hostage.

      His thoughts were like this: Would the American dollar rise or decline in such times? Never mind the British pound. It may be as strong as a rock, but it means nothing in the world’s economy. Should I be investing in certain things now? Should I start planning to take the prime minister’s place?

      In short, the politician was a scumbag, and the Cheshire was far from surprised. It was what he’d always expected from humans, though he’d begun mildly sympathizing with humanity, especially since he’d time-traveled to the future and possessed Jack’s soul.

      Of course, it baffled him how he partially remembered that journey when he shouldn’t know anything about it. He couldn’t explain it, and he didn’t remember much anyway.

      All he remembered was that fuzzy feeling in his chest toward Alice, which were Jack’s feelings, of course.

      But the Cheshire felt changed since then. Not that he had converted to loving humans—the politician he was possessing made sure of that—but he was confused.

      Part of the Cheshire’s confusion was that he still didn’t belong to a body or identity. It seemed like it was time he stuck to one person and lived their life. But who?

      He picked up the remote and turned on the TV.

      There was a show about cats, where a woman loved them and fed them and took care of them. All the cats looked really well-groomed, too cute, too loving.

      “Disgusting,” the Cheshire said, and turned over the channel, wondering how much they paid those cats to act like they enjoyed the company of humans.

      As he flipped through channels, he suddenly remembered that at some point he’d possessed the knowledge of the whereabouts of the Six Impossible Keys, but had forgotten it when he returned to the present again.

      “Dang!” he said in the politician’s voice.

      He stopped at the channel that broadcast the Chessmaster in Russia and laid the remote on the table.

      The Cheshire knew a few secrets about the Chessmaster. He even had an idea of why he might be killing the world’s leaders. A few secrets the Cheshire preferred to keep to himself.

      The one thing he didn’t know, that puzzled the purrs and furs out of him, was what, or where, Miss Croatia 1454 was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        On the train, somewhere in Europe

      

      

      

      I’m fidgeting in the seat next to the Pillar and slightly rocking to the train’s movement. He doesn’t pay attention to any of my questions, but stares at a paper he’s discreetly pinned into the back of the woman sitting in front of him. She has bushy hair and probably hasn’t washed it for some time, so she doesn’t feel it.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me where we’re going?” I ask him, disappointed that I’ve failed to solve the puzzle.

      “We booked two tickets for Croatia, didn’t we?” he says, still staring at the paper, which reads, Miss Croatia 1454.

      “I know, but this couldn’t be so easy.”

      “The puzzle says Croatia, so it must be,” he says. “All we need is to figure out what 1454 means. Could be an address.”

      “You mean a street or house number? Come on, he said only a few people will be able to solve it. That doesn’t sound like a puzzle designed for a few people to get.”

      “I agree, but I can’t solve it. Let’s stick with the Croatia idea. What do you think the numbers are?”

      “Coordinates?”

      “I checked. It’s not.”

      I let out a sigh. Today seems to be the day of disappointments. Earlier, I couldn’t defend myself against the Reds, and now I am clueless to this puzzle. “Are you sure this isn’t a Wonderland puzzle? Something Lewis Carroll wrote in his book?”

      “I am. Lewis only left England to travel to Russia. I doubt it if he’d ever known anything about Croatia.”

      “Not even the 1454 number?”

      “Nah, but wait.” The Pillar waves his gloved hands in the air. These are new gloves the woman at the hospice gave him with her phone number on the back.

      “What is it?”

      “1454 is a year.”

      “I thought of it, Googled it, but found nothing of importance.”

      “Not even in Croatia?”

      “I don’t think Croatia existed in 1454,” I say, wondering if he is testing me. Usually, he knows more, though today he strikes me as a little off-balance with his worrying about dying within fourteen years. I wonder about the real reason he visited the hospice. I wonder if there is still a part of what he saw in the future that he hasn’t told me about. And I hope he isn’t really dying because I am not sure what I’d do without him.

      The Pillar pulls out a marker pen and stretches his arm forward, then crosses the word miss out. Instead, he writes, Ms.

      “What difference does it make?”

      “All the difference in the world.” He looks like he’s got something.

      Then I get it. It only takes a minute to see it, and I am proud of myself. “It’s an anagram.”

      “Indeed,” he says. “The words ‘Ms. Croatia’ are meant to be shuffled and changed to give us another word.”

      “The Chessmaster is brilliant. In order to make sure very few can solve it, he made it harder by substituting ‘Ms.’ with ‘Miss.’”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” the Pillar comments. “He said Miss Croatia, never wrote it. So it was up to us to interpret it the way we want.”

      “But now that we know ‘Ms. Croatia’ is actually the word…” I am trying to figure it out without pen and paper.

      “Marostica,” the Pillar says. “I am beginning to think I’ve underestimated the Chessmaster.”

      “Marostica?” I Google it. “That’s in Italy.”

      “Yes, it is.” The Pillar pulls the paper back and the woman flinches, glaring back at him. The Pillar sticks out his tongue like a kid, making her feel uncomfortable, she looks away immediately.

      “So the message is Marostica 1454?” I whisper to him. “What happened in 1454 in Marostica?”

      “Something beautiful,” the Pillar says, booking train tickets to Italy on his phone.

      “Something beautiful?” I squint. “I doubt the Chessmaster is inviting us to something beautiful.”

      “Dear Alice, buckle up and take a deep breath,” the Pillar says. “The Chessmaster might be some sort of Wonderlander after all.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Let me put it this way: in the year 1454 in Marostica, Italy, the first chess game in the history of mankind was played. Something Lewis had been very fascinated with.”
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        Marostica, Italy

      

      

      

      The train stops at Bassano del Grappa, the nearest railway station to Marostica. Most tourists take the buses, but the Pillar insists on taking a private taxi, so in case someone is tracking us we can see them in the mirror. Who knows what the Chessmaster really has on his mind?

      The Pillar converses with the driver in Italian, but I don’t understand what they’re saying. All I know is that the driver seems pretty amused with the professor, and at some point, it seems they’re talking about national football teams.

      Marostica itself is an exceptional town. I imagine Jack taking me here and us having a good time. But Jack is part of my past now. I shouldn’t be thinking about him, even if I want to.

      Since we don’t know where we should be going in Marostica, the taxi driver starts giving us a little tour. He shows us a few landmarks and recommends a couple of restaurants. But none of that piques our interest. Not until he shows us two castles, one at the top of the hill above town, the other in the main square, Piazza Castello. It’s the one in the square that piques our interest.

      The square before the castle is one large chessboard laid out in paving stones. I am not making that up. It’s true.

      The view with the upper castle, Castello Superiore, behind it is enchanting. The lower castle, directly overlooking the chessboard, is Castello Inferiore, and it guards the main entrance through the town walls as well.

      We stop and get out and the taxi driver refuses to take any money, which doesn’t strike me as an Italian behavior. He shoots me a pitying glance then says in English, “I pray for you,” before he guns away.

      “What was that all about?” I ask the Pillar.

      “I told the taxi driver you were an insane girl who still thinks that Wonderland exists,” the Pillar says nonchalantly.

      “Why?”

      “It helped us get a free ride, didn’t it?” He pulls my hand and shows me ahead. “Now let me tell you about this place.” He points at the people gathered around the large chessboard. “The famous Chess Game, or as the Italians like to call it: Partita a Scacchi di Marostica.”

      “So this is where the Chessmaster wants us to obtain his Carroll’s Knight?”

      “It has to be. Right here, the first-ever chess game in history took place.” He points at the live chess pieces, men and women dressed as such, gathering, each upon a square and pretending to be bishops, pawns, rooks, knights, kings, and queens.

      “Really?” I say. “I mean, I never thought the first chess game was ever traceable.”

      “You’re right about that. Let’s just say this is the first documented chess game in history, here in Marostica in 1454. There is no doubt this is where the Chessmaster wants us to be.”

      “The only question is why.”

      “I imagine we’re about to find out,” the Pillar says. “Usually there is a yearly festival in the memory of that game, in September of each year.”

      “It’s not September, so why are people gathered and celebrating?”

      “My assumption would be that it’s been planned by the Chessmaster.”

      A woman wearing what looks like a rook’s top on her head approaches us and asks for tickets. The Pillar talks her out of it. She smiles pityingly and tells me she is going to pray for me.

      “You have to stop that,” I tell him.

      “It got us a free ticket, didn’t it?” the Pillar says. “Besides, I’m only telling the truth. You’re a mad girl who thinks Wonderland exists. The game we’re about to see, accompanied by dancing and music, involves scores of costumed participants and human chess pieces.”

      “So this isn’t really a chess game?”

      “No such thing. They’re reciting a traditional story of a local ruler with a beautiful daughter. She had two suitors, but rather than letting them fight a duel, the lord proposed a chess match, with the winner receiving her hand in marriage and the loser marrying her younger sister.”

      “So she didn’t have a say in the matter of her marriage?”

      “They’re not called the Dark Ages for nothing,” the Pillar says. “What strikes me as interesting, though, is the fact that the first documented chess game in history was about two men trying to win one woman’s heart.”

      “Are you trying to sound sentimental?” I mock him.

      “Nah, I’m trying to remind you of your similar situation. You still don’t know who you’ll end up with. Jack or the mysterious future husband, but anyways, let’s…”

      This is when the Chessmaster’s plan starts to reveal itself.

      A tall man dressed as a black knight in the game on the large chessboard acts like he is about to checkmate the white queen, but with a mallet in his hand, he threatens to knock off her head.
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      I am about to run toward him and stop him, when the Pillar squeezes my hand, pointing at the armed men in the higher castle, all pointing their weapons at the crowd below, including us.

      People panic in a rage of murmurs, unable to comprehend or object to the situation. None of us understands what’s going on until a large screen nearby broadcasts the Chessmaster live on TV.

      “So, I believe that two people have solved my puzzle.” The Chessmaster rubs his handlebar mustache, staring too closely at the camera. “And that’s where the game begins.”

      “Who is broadcasting this?” someone asks, but no one answers due to their paralyzing fear.

      The Chessmaster proceeds. “Whether you’re watching this on TV or are actually in Marostica in Italy, you will get to see live footage of what’s happening now. To put it simply, the man with the sword will chop off the head of the woman in the queen’s outfit if my next puzzle isn’t solved. Anyone who interferes will be shot by my men in the higher castle. Any other interference by air or military, I will kill the next president.” He looks sideways at the sweating leaders of the world, trying to figure their next move in the chess game that may save their lives. “I believe I’ve clearly explained myself.”

      “Did he mean us when he talked about the two people in Marostica?” I whisper to the Pillar.

      The Chessmaster answers me instead. “Please step forward, Alice and Professor Pillar.”

      “It’s just Pillar,” he says pompously. “I’ve not used that title in some time.”

      “Don’t try to sound smart,” the Chessmaster says. “You have no idea who I am or what I can do.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I shout at the screen.

      “Well, first of all, it’s fun,” the Chessmaster says. “My other reasons should stay concealed for the moment. Let’s just say this will help you find Carroll’s Knight for me. Let’s start with my first question or this woman in the white queen’s dress will die.”

      Neither the Pillar nor I say anything. We’ve seen too many lunatics and know they’ve usually planned everything in advance.

      “Here is my first question,” the Chessmaster begins. “What was Lewis Carroll going to call the Alice in Wonderland book when he first wrote it?”

      I am about to tell him Alice’s Adventures Under Ground, but the Pillar squeezes my arm again. “Too easy,” he says. “I doubt it’s the right answer.”

      “But it is the right answer,” I insist. “You told me so.”

      “Just think about it, Alice. The man looks like a loon. He wouldn’t give it away so easily.”

      I try to make sense out of the Pillar’s words, but the sight of the man lowering his sword toward the woman in white scares me. I snap. “It’s Alice’s Adventures Under Ground!” I shout out.

      The Chessmaster says nothing but pulls on his handlebar mustache again. One rub to the left. One to the right. “Wrong!”

      And suddenly we’re back in the Dark Ages again. The man’s sword chops off the woman’s head instantly.

      I shriek, watching her bloody head roll all over the chessboard, not knowing how my answer is wrong.

      “Checkmate!” The Chessmaster roars with laughter in the microphones. “Want to play again?”
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      It’s hard to imagine the world’s reaction to what just happened, not to mention those watching this on TV, probably among their children at home. As for us here in Marostica, we’re in a dreadful state of fear, since it seems like the Chessmaster has eyes in the sky. He seems so invincible.

      “I haven’t heard the right answer yet,” he announces on the screen. “Until I do, more heads are going to roll.”

      The man with the sword has approached the next woman on the board, the one wearing the uniform of a knight. She was already shivering as he came closer.

      “You’re a liar!” I tell the Chessmaster. “I know my last answer was right.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” the Pillar says, looking disappointed he didn’t figure it out sooner. “Lewis Carroll had many choices for the title of what became Alice in Wonderland. He listed them on a single page in his diary, which can still be found in the archived papers in the Surrey History Centre in London.”

      “What?” I am totally mad at the Pillar. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

      “Because it’s such trivial information that no one ever mentions it anymore.”

      The Chessmaster applauds the Pillar by clapping both sides of his mustache. “That partially answers my question. Now let’s make it harder. There are four titles on that page.” The Chessmaster neglects my comments. “Only one of them counts because Lewis actually sent it to the printing house before he changed his mind.”

      I turn back and face the Pillar. The woman’s life is in his hands now, and I am sure I don’t have enough time to Google it if this is even the kind of info I can find on Google.

      “That’s easy.” The Pillar shrugs, glancing at the poor woman. I think he isn’t sure of the answer but spits it out anyways. “Alice’s Hour in Elfland was the original title.”

      “In Elfland?” I say.

      “Right answer,” the Chessmaster says. “Weird, but right.”

      “I’m assuming you won’t let the woman go anyways.” The Pillar steps forward, flashing his cane. I’m terrified at the thought.

      “Well, you assumed right,” the Chessmaster says. “May I ask why you assumed so?”

      “Because you’re a lunatic, that’s part of it,” the Pillar says. “And because you’re not here to spill blood and institute chaos. You have a bigger plan in mind.”

      The Chessmaster smirks, brushing his mustache. “Next question.”

      “Let the woman go first,” I demand.

      “Don’t bother, Alice,” the Pillar says. “He won’t stop until he gets what he wants, though I am not sure what that is.”

      People suppress their shrieks all around us. They stand frozen in their places, some of them eying the snipers in the high castle, some of them watching the man with the sword on the chessboard.

      “Next question is,” the Chessmaster says, “name three masterpieces written in the same era Alice in Wonderland came out.”

      “David Copperfield by Charles Dickens.” The Pillar shoots his words faster than the speed of nonsense. “The Water-Babies by Charles Kingsley, and Great Expectations, also by Charles Dickens.”

      “That’s impressive.” The Chessmaster claps again. “Why so fast?”

      “Because it’s common knowledge that in spite of the three masterpieces being the world’s most awaited novels in that era, it was Alice in Wonderland that topped the bestseller list,” the Pillar says in one breath. “Now let the woman go.”

      The Chessmaster ignores the comment and shoots another question. “What was so special about Alice’s character in the book?”

      “That’s a vague question,” the Pillar says.

      “Let me rephrase: What was a first about Alice’s character in Lewis Carroll’s book?” the Chessmaster says. “Something that hadn’t been done earlier in literature.”

      The Pillar grimaces, searching for answers, but it’s me who surprisingly knows. I don’t know how. It could be part of my lost memories coming back, or something that has been buried in me for years that I had just forgotten about.

      “She was…” I begin, realizing that what I am about to say puts so much weight on my shoulders if I am the Alice in the book. So much weight that I feel I am not really doing enough to save the world or stand up to the model Lewis made out of me.

      “She was what?” The Chessmaster nears the screen, eyes glinting.

      “She was the first female lead in children’s literature, ever,” I say. “Before her, children’s books had only male heroes.”
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      My words don’t seem to affect the crowd around me. They’re nothing but the right answer to them, so the woman won’t get her head chopped off like the last. But to me, they make me ashamed of myself. Lewis wrote about me as the first girl in a children’s book to stand up to adults and speak her mind freely and criticize the mad society she—or he—lived in. And still, I let him down and turned into a Bad Alice at some point in my life.

      “Magnificent,” the Chessmaster says. “I am now sure it’s you and your old caterpillar who can find Carroll’s Knight.” He doesn’t explain why and says, “But first, I need to give you the first clue and to do so, you need to answer a question you don’t have an answer for.”

      “You mean you want to kill this woman anyways, like the one before?” I clench my fist. “Why is it important you kill them?”

      “Life is a game of chess, Alice. One move at a time. With each move, doors either open or close for the next. Some of us are lucky to come upon several doors in a row. Pure luck, if you ask me. Some are doomed with a closed door after their first move,” the Chessmaster says. “Now, here is my last question, after which, if you answer it correctly, I will let the woman go—but then again, you don’t know the answer, and the Pillar isn’t allowed to contribute.”

      “I am ready,” I say.

      “No, you’re not, but here it is: What was the color of the cover of the 1865 version of Alice in Wonderland book, published by Macmillan at the time?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “The kind that kills,” he says. “Lewis Carroll insisted on that color, even though his publishers thought it would scare kids away.”

      I glance at the Pillar, who looks like he knows the answer, but if he tells me, the woman dies. I myself have no idea. A color that Lewis Carroll insisted on nearly two centuries ago? Why would his book’s color matter? Should I just make a guess?

      “I don’t know the answer,” I tell the Chessmaster.

      “Then the woman will die. Thank you very much.”

      We all watch the man with the sword about to chop off her head, but an old man calls out from the crowd, “Stop!”

      The man with the sword actually stops, and even the Chessmaster seems to be interested in the old man from his screen.

      “Stop! Don’t kill my wife.” The old man steps ahead with both hands in the air. “I will tell you what you want to know.” He is speaking to the Chessmaster.

      The Pillar and I exchange glances.

      “Do tell,” the Chessmaster says. “Before it’s too late.”

      “I will tell you how to get Carroll’s Knight,” the old man says, now hugging his wife, who was about to get her head chopped off.

      “So this is what it’s about?” the Pillar says. “This whole game was a threat to make whoever knew the secret about Carroll’s Knight speak up before his loved one died. This was never about Alice and me, or the puzzles.”

      “Genius, isn’t it?” The Chessmaster winks.

      “Sick,” I retort.

      “I had my doubts if it was the first woman or the second,” the Chessmaster elaborates. “Since no one came to save the first woman, it wasn’t her. But the second is. And her husband knows the whereabouts of Carroll’s Knight. The book’s cover was red, by the way,” he tells me. “The color of the Red Queen, but that’s a whole other story. Now let’s hear from this old man who knows the secret to Carroll’s Knight.”
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      The man’s name is Father Williams, which is a name the Pillar squints at, and I don’t know why.

      I am surprised the man isn’t Italian. In fact, he comes from a family of English noblemen who have been instructed to live in Marostica all these years, as keepers of the secret of Carroll’s Knight.

      “What secret?” I ask him.

      “I will show you,” says Father Williams, gripping a torch and guiding us into the hallways of the high castle, Castello Superiore. “Follow me.”

      The Chessmaster isn’t watching us at this point. He orders his man with the sword and a few snipers to follow us until we get him Carroll’s Knight and bring it back to him. I am most curious about what’s really going on here.

      “So your family was instructed to keep a secret in this town?” I ask Father Williams. “Why? Who instructed you?”

      “Lewis Carroll,” Father Williams says reluctantly. “It’s his knight you’re looking for.”

      “You mean what the Chessmaster is looking for,” the Pillar says. “And by ‘knight’ you mean what exactly?”

      “I don’t know,” Father Williams says. “I only know of the place and have been denied looking upon the tomb where it is by my father.”

      “Tomb?” I shrug, the shadows from the torch reflecting on the wall and worrying me.

      “It’s where the knight is kept,” Father Williams says.

      “So it’s a person,” the Pillar says.

      “Like I said, I don’t know.”

      “Do you at least know why Lewis hid it here?” I ask.

      Father Williams stops and stares into my eyes. “I am told it holds great evil.”

      “Oh, please.” The Pillar rolls his eyes. “Great evil in a tomb. Is that some Hollywood movie again?”

      “I can tell you’re scared,” Father Williams tells the Pillar.

      “I’m not scared,” the Pillar says, though I think he is. Maybe he is claustrophobic. The castle’s hallways are a bit too narrow and slightly suffocating. “I just hate this whole thing about an item that holds evil and will unleash it onto the world if you reopen it. I mean, if Lewis knew it was so evil, why not destroy it?”

      “Agreed.” I nod at Father Williams.

      “Funny, coming from people interested in a book where a girl gets taller when she eats a cake and shorter when she drinks a drink.” Father Williams’ logic starts to amuse me. “Do you want the knight or not? I’d prefer to go spend time with my wife than with you.”

      “Please forgive us,” the Pillar says, then whispers something in his ear.

      Father Williams looks sympathetically at me and says, “I pray for you.”

      I pinch the Pillar immediately, but then the door to the tomb opens before us. Carroll’s Knight is carved on the wall behind it.
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      The tomb is not like anything I expected. Its walls and floor are covered in black and white tiles, and there is a coffin in the middle. One side surprises me with two dead men, now skeletons, leaning on a chessboard.

      “Thieves,” Father Williams explains. “Some claim they’re Tweedledum and Tweedledee, but I doubt it.”

      “Then who are they?” the Pillar asks.

      “They tried to steal Carroll’s Knight,” says Father Williams.

      “Why are they dead on the chessboard, then?” I ask.

      “The tomb has a locking system. They were locked in and, by a Wonderlastic spell, they were forced to play chess, not until one wins, but until both died.”

      “You people have really misunderstood that chess thing,” the Pillar says. “Anyone told you it’s just a game?”

      “It’s not a game,” Father Williams insists. “Chess is life. Move one piece, take a step in life. Move another, yet another step. Make a bad move, spend a couple of moves correcting it and paying the price. And by move, I mean a year of your life.”

      “I dropped out of elementary school, so don’t go poetic on me.” The Pillar chews on the words.

      “I take it you can’t play chess,” Father Williams says.

      “If you mean pulling hair for hours to make one move in a game so slow it’d make a turtle bored out of its mind, then the answer is no, I can’t play chess.”

      “You have a lot to learn, Mr. Pillar,” Father Williams says. “And you, Alice?”

      “Me?” I shrug. “I’m fresh out of an asylum. Doctors advised me I stay away from too much thinking.”

      The Pillar looks like he wants to crack a laugh, but he goes inspecting the coffin instead.

      “Now that you’re here, I’ll leave you to open it,” Father Williams says.

      “Wait.” I wave a hand. “Open it? I thought you knew how to open it.”

      “I don’t. I am just the keeper of the secret.”

      The Pillar and I sigh. Not again.

      “It’s shut and locked, so don’t try to push anything, it won’t work. I’ve tried,” Father Williams says. “The key to unlocking it is in the groove in the middle of the coffin’s lid.”

      I locate what he is talking about. The coffin is made of stone, and it’s fixed to the floor. It doesn’t seem to have a ledge or the slightest of openings. In the upper-middle, probably upon the corpse’s chest, is a small groove. It’s neither circular nor diagonal. In fact, it’s shapeless. It looks like three curving strokes that remind me of a palm tree with three branches, waving sideways in the wind.

      “It’s too small for someone’s palm,” the Pillar says. “Or we could have tried fitting one’s fingers in the groove.”

      “We tried that too, even water, but it didn’t work,” Father Williams says.

      “So there is not even a clue?” I ask.

      “My father left me a clue, but I believe it’s useless.”

      “Tell me about it,” I say.

      “Two words that hardly mean anything,” Father Williams says.

      “Hi-ho?” the Pillar purses his lips. “Or hocus pocus?”

      “No,” Father Williams says. “It’s ‘her lock.’”

      “Her lock?” The Pillar tilts his head. “What kind of clue is that? It’s barely even proper English.”

      I give it a thought, but it’s getting harder to concentrate with the noise that suddenly erupts outside.

      “What’s going on?” Father Williams asks the men escorting us.

      “Someone burst through the door,” one of his assistants says. “It’s the Reds.”

      “If I had a smoke each time I bump into them…” the Pillar says.

      “Don’t worry,” Father Williams says. “I’m sure the Chessmaster will stop them from harming us.”

      “No, he won’t,” I say. “He can’t.”

      “Why so sure, Alice?” the Pillar says.

      “Because the Reds don’t work for the Chessmaster at the moment, but Mr. Jay. He sent a limo to drive me to his castle earlier and I escaped. They’re here to finish what they started.”

      “So we’re looking for a bloodbath in here,” the Pillar says. “You have another way out of here, Father Williams?”

      “None. We’ll have to fight them.”

      “I’m not leaving this place,” I tell the Pillar. “Not before I open the coffin.”

      A loud thud sounds outside. The Reds have already broken into the castle.
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        The Inklings, Oxford

      

      

      

      “Her lock?” the March Hare said, staring at the message Alice had managed to send to him by phone from Italy. He had stopped cleaning the bar’s floor, and no matter how his ears perked up, he couldn’t solve it. Sometimes the March didn’t want to think too hard in case those who controlled the light bulb in his head read into his thoughts.

      “So Alice is alive,” Fabiola said from behind the bar, serving a couple of customers. “The Pillar only made us think she died.”

      The March didn’t comment. Fabiola’s quest to kill Alice had become redundant. He wondered if it was the whiskey she drank in the Inklings that messed with her head. Mental note, he thought: there is a reason nuns shouldn’t drink whiskey or wear tattoos.

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know, Jittery,” Fabiola said.

      “I am not pretending,” he answered. “You should have known she was alive all along if you’d switched on the TV and watched the news.”

      “I have,” Fabiola said. “I just didn’t want to think about it. My biggest priority now is to persuade the Mushroomers to be part of my army.”

      “Any luck, White Queen?” The March noticed a few customers’ heads turning when he called Fabiola by her Wonderland name. But hey, who believed in Wonderland anyway?

      “Tom Truckle is working on a serum that should bring sanity to the Mushroomers.”

      “Good luck with that.” The March continued cleaning. “I doubt the pill-popping doctor can help anyone with their sanity.”

      “I hate it when I hear you talk like that,” Fabiola said.

      The March said nothing. To him, the war didn’t mean anything. All he cared about was going back to Wonderland and never growing up again. He’d been reading Peter Pan lately, and the idea of never really growing up resonated with him even more. Adulthood sucked marshmallows.

      “So tell me about the clue,” Fabiola said. “Is Alice in trouble?”

      “She is,” the March said. “Reds again.”

      “Maybe they’ll succeed in killing her this time.”

      In his mind, and though he respected Fabiola dearly, he wanted his broom to transform into a double-headed axe that he could roll in the air and immediately chop off her head with. The March loved Alice too much, and Fabiola was being unreasonable.

      “It’s a clue that should help her open a coffin with a groove in it,” the March said. “It says ‘her lock.’ Do you happen to know about that?”

      “Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you,” she said. “But I’d assume it’s a clue Lewis designed.”

      “Why so?”

      “Because it’s a Carrollian phrase. ‘Her’ refers to Alice. ‘Lock’ refers to…” Then she suddenly stopped.

      “Lock refers to what?” The March was curious. “The lock on the coffin? A metaphor for the coffin being locked?”

      Fabiola suddenly smiled. It was a devious smile. Very much unlike her. Sometimes the March wondered if she’d been possessed by the Cheshire. It would explain her sudden change. But the Cheshire couldn’t possess Wonderlanders. Certainly not Fabiola.

      “I think you know what the clue is,” the March said.

      “In fact, I do.” Fabiola poured herself a drink, and then two free drinks for the customers at the bar. “But I am not telling. She won’t be able to solve it anyways.” She made a toast and gulped happily, leaving the March in pain, wondering what the world “lock” really meant.
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        Castle Superiore, Marostica, Italy

      

      

      

      Fighting the Reds in such a claustrophobic corridor proved to be overly bloody. Father Williams’ men and the Chessmaster’s snipers were dropping like flies outside the tomb. Alice could barely see them. She and the Pillar preferred to stay inside the room and try to unlock the coffin.

      “I don’t know how long before the Reds get into the tomb,” Father Williams said. “The Chessmaster sent his men to attack them from behind, but it’s turning into a massacre, and I’m not sure who is going to win.”

      “We have very little time,” I say.

      “You mean before we die or solve the puzzle?” Father Williams chuckles worriedly.

      “I am assuming the word ‘her’ means you, Alice.” The Pillar is kneeling down to inspect the groove on the coffin again. “Lewis always referred to you as ‘her,’ let alone the fact that he always talked about you.”

      “So what does it mean?” I ask.

      “It means the coffin is locked with your lock.” The Pillar is only speculating. “I know it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Or maybe it means that only I can unlock it,” I offer.

      “It’s a probability, but how?” The Pillar grimaces at the sound of men dying outside.

      “Hurry!” Father Williams says.

      I stare at the coffin with no clue of how to unlock it.

      “Who told you about this clue?” the Pillar asks Father Williams.

      “My father.”

      “How so? Did he write it down for you or just say it?”

      “Never wrote it down. The keepers of the secret always keep the clues in their minds.”

      “And I assume your father heard it from his father, and so on.”

      “I assume so,” Father Williams says. “Why?”

      “I am only trying to see if the clue is wrong, misinterpreted, or even misheard.”

      “I am sure it says ‘her lock,’” Father Williams insists.

      “What do you have in mind, Pillar?” I ask.

      “I am not sure, but I have a feeling the word is alluding to something else, if not intentionally misheard. Lewis loved those kinds of misinterpretations.”

      “How so?”

      “Like a game of Chinese whispers, when you whisper a word in someone’s ears and it comes out something similar, but very different in meaning from the original.”

      “Like the word ‘her’ being ‘hair,’ maybe?” I am just going along, shoving the killing sounds outside behind me.

      The Pillar’s eyes widen as if I’ve just discovered a way out of here.

      “What is it?”

      “‘Hair’ seems to be the solution.” He stared at the groove in the coffin again. “The groove doesn’t resemble bending palm trees, but a few hairies in the wind.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Father Williams says.

      “Even so, what does that mean?” I kneel beside the Pillar.

      “It means that ‘lock’ doesn’t mean ‘lock’ as in ‘lock and key,’” he says.

      “I’m not following.” But then I realize I actually do. My mouth hangs open wide for a moment. “Lock as in a lock of hair.”

      “It’s also a double entendre,” he says. “A phrase or word open to two interpretations. ‘Her lock’ could mean her lock of hair. Or hair lock, which also means a lock of hair.” The Pillar looks a bit dizzy, phrasing this and thinking about it. “Damn you, Lewis, for messing with my head. In all cases, the groove opens with a lock of your hair, Alice.”

      “My hair?” I ask. “How would you have come to this conclusion?”

      “Because, my dear Alice,” the Pillar says, “Lewis, as weird as he sometimes was, kept a lock of your hair as a bookmark in one of his diaries. A strange action, but a fact which scholars can’t explain until today.”

      I am not sure about Lewis keeping a lock of my hair, but I don’t sweat it. The Pillar, as resourceful as he always is, hands me a knife, and I cut a lock of my hair and set into the groove.

      Instantly, we hear a click, and the coffin is ready to be opened.

      “Hurry!” Father Williams urges us again. “The Reds are by the door.”

      The Pillar and I push the heavy coffin’s lid open, and there it is, the thing that the Chessmaster calls Carroll’s Knight. But it definitely is like nothing I ever imagined it would be.
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      Carroll’s Knight is so small I actually tuck it inside my pocket. “How is this thing in my pocket so important?” I ask the Pillar.

      “I think I have an idea,” he says. “But first we have to find a way out of here.”

      Through the slightly ajar door, I see the Reds winning outside.

      “Soon they’ll get in,” the Pillar says. “We need to think fast.”

      “I can use my None Fu,” I say.

      “I doubt a nonsensical martial art would help in this narrow space,” the Pillar says, then turns to face Father Williams. He shoots him a look like earlier. I am starting to believe the Pillar and Father Williams know each other. “How about you show us your talents in fighting the Reds, Father Williams?”

      “Talents?” I ask. Father Williams is a bit old for knowing how to fight the Reds. He has bushy white hair, an arched back, and is pretty overweight, with a ballooning belly.

      “All right,” Father Williams says. “You got me.”

      “So you are who I think you are,” the Pillar says. “Just like in Lewis Carroll’s poem.”

      “What poem?” I ask.

      “Later, Alice,” the Pillar says. “Let the old man help us get out of here first.”

      Father Williams knuckles his fingers and takes a deep breath. “I haven’t done this in a few years, so I may look a bit rusty.”

      “I’m sure rusty isn’t that bad.” The Pillar seems amused. “Why don’t you start with your famous somersault?”

      I am baffled, unable to fathom what’s going on.

      But Father Williams surprises me with an actual somersault as if he were a teen ninja from an anime of ridiculous superheroes.

      “Frabjous,” the Pillar says, helping keep Father Williams stable on his feet. “Go get them!”

      With a wide-open mouth, I watch Father Williams use his remarkable techniques, somersaulting, walking on walls, on hands, fighting with his bare hands, and kicking everyone’s butt outside.

      “What’s going on?” I ask the Pillar.

      “I will tell you on our way out.” The Pillar elbows me and pulls me outside, where we start to descend the spiral stairs while Father Williams is kicking Reds left and right.

      “How can he do that?” I ask.

      “He is something, isn’t he?” The Pillar enjoys the view of the fight from atop. “No wonder Carroll made him a keeper of secrets.”

      “Shouldn’t we help him?” I say.

      “Father Williams can take care of himself. Didn’t you ever read Carroll’s poem about him?”

      “What poem?”

      At this moment, things become extremely surreal. The Pillar recites Carroll’s poem in a musical way that makes it sound like a soundtrack for Father Williams’ killings left and right. It’s a long poem, mentioned in few Alice in Wonderland copies. It describes an old man called Father Williams who has no worries about growing old. In fact, he eats like a young man, plays like a child, and plays sports as if he is a nineteen-year-old athlete. Part of the poem says:

      

      “You are old,” said the youth, “As I mentioned before,

      And have grown most uncommonly fat [Father Williams];

      Yet you turned a back-somersault in at the door—

      Pray, what is the reason of that?”

      

      It perfectly describes Father Williams, who is a miracle. Even the Chessmaster’s men can hardly believe what’s going on.

      Once we reach the bottom of the stairs, the Pillar guides me to a side door, which I kick open. Right there before us is the large chessboard of Marostica, bordered by the Chessmaster’s men in every direction.

      I pull back my sleeves. “It’s time to use my None Fu.”

      “No it’s not,” the Pillar tells me, but I can’t see him. Where did he go? “If anyone really knows None Fu, it’d be Father Williams, not you.”

      “But he is still fighting the others by the stairs.”

      “That’s why I am hoping you know how to ride a horse,” the Pillar says. This time I locate him riding a horse, which the chess players originally used to resemble a knight on the large Marostica chessboard.

      “I don’t know how to ride horses,” I say.

      “Then hop on behind me,” he says, and I do, clinging to him from the back. “It’s about time we escape this place.”

      The Pillar rides away, only we’re surprised when the horse doesn’t run in straight lines, but in L-shapes, just like a knight is allowed to move on a chessboard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        World Chess Championship, Moscow, Russia

      

      

      

      Not for a moment did the Chessmaster hesitate with his moves. On the contrary, the world leaders took too much time. Part of it was squeezing their thoughts for a winning move, but most of it was stalling, in case Alice and the Pillar could find Carroll’s Knight—whatever that was.

      But the Chessmaster was losing patience and getting more furious by the minute, especially after Alice and the Pillar escaped with Carroll’s Knight in their pocket.

      The Chessmaster faced the camera and warned the world of the consequences that would occur if he didn’t get what he wanted in a few hours. “This is a call to the world,” he began. “Don’t think I have no more rabbits under my hat. Killing your world leaders in a chess game is only the beginning. You don’t want me to go further with my threats.”

      He walked with his hands behind his back, and the camera followed him. “Everyone in Italy is responsible for catching Alice and the Pillar. This or…” He stopped before the Italian president’s table and grinned. “I will checkmate your president sooner than you think.”

      People gasped in the auditorium and the Italian president swallowed hard, thinking about his next move.

      “Listen to me, people of this world.” The Chessmaster faced the camera again, exercising his hobby of rubbing his mustache. “Like I said, you don’t know who I am, and you probably don’t want to,” he said. “I’m not a Wonderland Monster. That would be an understatement. I’m your last and worst nightmare. Bring me Carroll’s Knight or…trust me, I’ll checkmate the world.”
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        Marostica, Italy

      

      

      

      The Pillar stops atop an abandoned green hillside and we get off the mad horse.

      “I need this to be mentioned in Guinness World Records,” the Pillar says. “Having managed to escape with a horse that only runs in L-shapes.”

      “That was weird.” I pat the horse. “You’re a weird horse. Beautiful but weird.”

      I stare down below at Marostica, which is in a paranoid craze. The Chessmaster’s men are still fighting the Reds, people are scared, but Father Williams is nowhere in sight.

      On my phone, I watch the Chessmaster’s speech and realize we’re in so much trouble now.

      “Almost everyone is looking for us,” I tell the Pillar. “I think we should call Fabiola. She may help.”

      “Trust me, she won’t help,” the Pillar says. “She thinks you’re the Bad Alice and wants to get rid of you.” He raises a hand in the air. “And please, let’s not discuss this now.”

      “You’re right, we need to know what this is for.” I pull out Carroll’s Knight. “How can Carroll’s Knight be a chess piece?”

      “Not just any piece.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s made from Carroll’s bones.”

      Hearing that, I almost drop the piece. I think it’s the fact that it’s wrapped in transparent cellophane that makes me not do it. “Lewis’s bones?”

      “It’s something that I’ve heard he did before he died,” the Pillar explains. “He ordered Fabiola to carve little bits of his bones into chess pieces. No one’s really sure what that was all about.”

      “Fabiola?”

      “Don’t even think about asking her. I doubt she will tell us.”

      “Because she thinks I’m the Bad Alice?”

      “No, because Lewis kept a lot of secrets with her before he died.”

      “Why her? Why not me? I thought I was the closest to him. He wrote the book about me, not Fabiola.”

      “Alice.” The Pillar eyes me. “You weren’t the Good Alice in those days. You lost it and turned bad. Lewis didn’t really like you anymore.”

      I wonder how long I will be reminded of my bad past and feel guilty about it. “Then it’s time for you to tell me what happened.”

      “What happened to what?”

      “What made me become that Bad Alice?”

      The Pillar’s gaze freezes. I can’t interpret it. Part of it seems like he is about to tell me. Part as if he is not. Mostly I get the feeling he can’t tell me for reasons beyond him.

      “You didn’t ask me how I know the chess piece is Carroll’s.” He changes the subject, and somehow I don’t mind.

      “How did you?”

      “It’s a speculation, actually, because I was told that Carroll told Fabiola to scatter the chess pieces all over the world.”

      “I don’t see the connection.”

      “If the Chessmaster, whoever he is, is looking for Carroll’s Knight, and Father Williams was told to guard it all these years, then this must be it.”

      “Are you saying the Chessmaster is looking to find Carroll’s chess pieces? Why?”

      “I’m not sure, but one advantage we have is that he doesn’t know where it is. This ballet of death he enjoyed at the chessboard was a trick to expose the keeper of secrets, Father Williams, into confessing the whereabouts of the piece we’re holding.”

      “And it worked.” I stare at the chess piece. “The one thing that I find odd is this piece in my hand not being a knight.”

      “You have a point. If it’s called Carroll’s Knight, why is it a white queen in your hand?”

      “I think I know the answer,” I say. “And it’s going to drive the Chessmaster mad.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I think the Chessmaster is after the knight but Carroll—or Fabiola—was too devious and scattered all the pieces around the world like you said. Now instead of Carroll’s Knight, we have Carroll’s White Queen.”

      “Do you think it may contain a clue to where the other pieces are?”

      “Only one way to find out.” I slowly pull out the wrapper and start inspecting the white queen for another clue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Director’s office, Radcliffe Asylum, Oxford

      

      

      

      “I need you to find the serum sooner,” Fabiola told Tom Truckle. “I need to convert the Mushroomers into my army.”

      “It’s a long process,” Tom Truckle said and popped down a couple of pills. “I am doing my best.”

      “Your best is not good enough. If Lewis made you create the asylum for the purpose of saving the Mushroomers, then you better be good for the job.”

      “You’re not the only one who cares about the war, Fabiola,” Tom said. “Don’t act like you know better.”

      “I know more than you think I know!” She rapped her hand on his desk.

      Tom swallowed a couple of more pills. “What the hell was I thinking, dragging myself into this Wonderland War?”

      “You’re a Wonderlander like all of us, so don’t try to escape your responsibilities.”

      “I am a mere Mock Turtle. A useless and slow animal. I am soup at best,” he lamented. “I’m so not important, Lewis only mentioned me in a single page in the whole book.”

      “I don’t care,” Fabiola said. “Find a serum. Bring those mad Mushroomers back to their senses. Make them fight the war they were destined to fight.”

      “Aye, aye, boss,” Tom said. “All this aside, what about that Chessmaster?”

      “What about him?”

      “Who is he?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “That’s not original, because that’s what he said too.”

      Fabiola tapped her fingers on the table impatiently.

      “If you tell me, I will expedite the serum’s invention,” Tom said.

      Fabiola looked like she was going to choke him, but she seemed to need that serum badly. “All right. I will tell you. But I will kill you if you tell anyone else.”

      “Only me and my flamingo friend downstairs will know.”

      “Not even him, you understand?”

      “I was joking. We all know now he is a spy for the Queen.”

      “Which makes me wonder why you haven’t gotten rid of him yet.”

      “I thought he may be useful at some point.”

      “Whatever that means. I don’t even want you to tell yourself what I am going to say to you.”

      “It’s that secret?” Tom leaned back in his chair. Being closer to Fabiola was making him uncomfortable.

      “It’s that scary.” She leaned forward, cornering him in a bad place. “The Chessmaster is…”

      Fabiola suddenly stiffened in place. The veins in her neck stiffened too. Then she began shaking, hands on her stomach, and then vomited on Truckle’s desk.

      And before he knew it, the White Queen fell silently to her knees, hardly breathing, as if she was about to die.
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        Marostica Mountains, Italy

      

      

      

      The chess piece is a piece of art. It’s small, but when I focus on it, I can totally admire the craftsmanship, though I am still unsettled by the fact that I am holding a piece of Carroll’s bone.

      “Let me inspect it.” The Pillar pulls out a magnifying glass.

      “Where did you get those tools from?” I pass the piece over. “Who walks around with a magnifying glass?”

      “You never question that in movies, when the hero suddenly pulls out a gun while she was wearing latex all the time,” the Pillar says. “Why me?”

      “Because we’re not in a movie.”

      The Pillar raises an eyebrow. “Alice, we’re characters from a book.”

      “What?” I am shocked. “Are you saying we’re not real?”

      “I’m not saying that. I am just pointing out that we’ve been mentioned in a book that mostly we can’t escape. It’s like the blueprint of the fate of our lives. But never mind, let’s focus on the chess piece.”

      “Anything showing on it?”

      “Nothing in particular, but wait…” He pulls the glass magnifier back. “I think it twists open at the middle.”

      “Really?”

      I watch the Pillar give it a couple of tries, then it works. The white queen is split into two pieces, and he pulls out a scrap of paper from inside. “Like a fortune cookie, baby.” He looks amused.

      “What does it say?”

      “It’s a note…” He shrugs.

      I know why: because it’s made of the same yellow note he wrote his Wonder upon—it reminds me that I left my Tiger Lily in a safe box in Marostica and should pick it up soon.

      “How come it’s the same paper you used for the note you gave me, your Wonder?” I ask the Pillar.

      “I don’t know. Could be a coincidence.”

      “I don’t think so,” I say, and then tell him about the Red who saved me earlier today, using the same kind of notes.

      “Why not read what’s on the note instead of investigating who manufactured it?” the Pillar offers. “It has writing on both sides, actually.”

      “What does the front say?”

      “White Stones.”

      “Does that mean anything to you?”

      “Neither does Black Stones.”

      “How about the back of the note?”

      “Deep Blue.”

      “This looks like it’s going to be a complicated puzzle.”

      “Deep Blue isn’t, actually,” the Pillar says. “Assuming all puzzles are chess-related, I think I know what it is.”

      “The suspense is killing me,” I mock him. “What is it?”

      “Deep Blue is the name of the first IBM computer ever designed to play chess.”

      “You totally lost me. IBM?” I am not sure how this fits into a puzzle.

      “In the nineties, IBM started work on a chess computer, later claiming it could beat a man,” the Pillar says. “It was a big scene. Actually, the story I am going to tell you changed mankind’s perception of machines.”

      “I hope it will lead to solving some kind of puzzle.”

      “In the nineties, IBM challenged the best chess player in the world, at the time, of course, to beat the machine, and he accepted.”

      “Interesting.”

      “His name was Garry Kasparov, another Russian chess player—not the Chessmaster, of course.”

      “And?”

      “It’s a long story, but let me put it this way: Kasparov eventually lost to the machine after six games and two weeks of an exhausting emotional breakdown.”

      “Breakdown?”

      “IBM played all kinds of psychological tricks on the man to get him to fear the machine.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “Why do you think, Alice?” The Pillar has one of those smiles on his face again—the one he has when he is about to tell me one of the world’s biggest secrets. It reminds me of the time when he told me about food companies making the world fat when we were chasing the Muffin Man.

      “Let me guess,” I say. “IBM sought propaganda, making their name bigger and getting extreme exposure.”

      “That’s part of it. It was a crucial moment in history like I said. IBM managed to insinuate into the global conscious brain that the ‘machine’ will beat ‘man.’”

      “You don’t really believe machines will beat us someday?”

      “If we create the machine, then it’s us who can make it malfunction, Alice. Don’t let anyone make you underestimate the fabulousness of being human.”

      “Enough with the clichés, okay? So why did IBM force Kasparov to lose, really?”

      “Before the game, IBM wasn’t as big as they are now. They were merely suppliers for Microsoft and such.” The Pillar knocks his cane on the ground. “The most important part was: this was just a marketing scheme.”

      “Marketing for what?”

      “For selling millions of chess games,” the Pillar says. “Now, everyone wanted to play the IBM model after the game. They wanted to buy it and challenge the game that beat the best chess player in the world.”

      “Oh. All about money again.”

      “All about Black Chess, you mean.”

      “What’s Black Chess got to do with this?”

      “Black Chess owns IBM, among many other companies all around the world.”

      “You realize you sound like those lame conspiracy theorists out there?” I tell him. Though I can see Black Chess interfering with everything in the world, some part of me wants to believe the world isn’t that manipulated.

      “You know what the problem with conspiracy theories is?” the Pillar says.

      “Enlighten me.” I fold my arms before me.

      “They’re rarely theories.”

      I swallow hard, realizing I was only wishfully thinking the world wasn’t mostly manipulated by Black Chess. Was that the Bad Alice in me talking again?

      “IBM will sue you for such blunt accusations,” I tell him.

      “They might.” Pillar shakes his shoulders. “But they will never win.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I am like you, Alice, officially declared mad. I could just apply for a certificate of madness like you. And that’s the beauty of it. I’m invincible.”

      I laugh. “You’re right. What’s the worst they can do? Send you back to the asylum?”

      “Shock therapy until my hair spikes up like an Irish rooster?” He winks.

      “I’ve never realized how blessed we are, being mad.” I high-five him.

      “Besides, I’m supposed to be a character in a book. They can’t sue me. Pillar? Who’s the Pillar? The caterpillar from Alice in Wonderland? He is real? Get outta here! Now enough play, and back to saving the world,” the Pillar says. “We’ll start with the Deep Blue clue.”

      “How so?”

      “We’ll pay the infamous machine a visit.” The Pillar mounts his horse again. “I know where they keep it, and I have a feeling we can beat the machine this time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Margaret Kent’s Office, Westminster Palace

      

      

      

      Inspector Dormouse had been sleeping on the couch in the Duchess’s office for some time. It hadn’t been his plan to fall asleep again. He’d come to discuss an important matter about Professor Pillar. But he couldn’t resist the comfort of Margaret Kent’s couch in the lobby.

      In his sleep, he was wondering where he could get a smoother couch for home—or better, for his office at the Department of Insanity. Why weren’t such couches available on the market? Even if they were, how could he afford one?

      But seriously, the cushions on that couch were so smooth, like marshmallows, like a steady tide of a calm river, swooping left and right. Now that was what he called sleeping. Real sleep, not flashy naps interrupted by his wife or children calling for him so he could wake up and buy the groceries.

      What was a man’s life without proper sleep? Really? In Inspector Dormouse’s head, he sometimes envied sleeping dogs, snoring like they had a stack of a million bones for the rest of their lives. What a feeling!

      “You!” A voice woke him up from the sweetest of dreams.

      Inspector Dormouse rubbed his eyes, the image of Carolus Ludovicus slowly zooming in. He was so upset to be awake that he grabbed the edges of the couch, in case he had time to sleep again.

      “Margaret Kent can’t see you,” Carolus said. “In fact, no one will. We’re all concerned about that Chessmaster in Russia.”

      “Ah, I see.” The inspector stood up and adjusted his clothes. “But I think the identity of Carter Pillar is as important.”

      “Why? What did you discover?”

      “It has to do with the twelve people he killed. They weren’t random.”

      “You already told me on the phone. Elaborate.”

      “I prefer to talk to Margaret Kent,” Inspector Dormouse said.

      “Then you’ll have to wait, inspector. A long time, so excuse me, because I am supposed to find a way to save our prime minister.”

      “Mr. Paperwhite?”

      “Yes, him. The one the Queen recommended for the position,” he said and walked away.

      “Wait,” the inspector said. “May I ask why he is called Mr. Paperwhite?” He had considered it weird the prime minister had such a name, especially when it was the name of a character in Alice Through the Looking Glass, a man who only wore white papers for clothes.

      “Really? You don’t get why the Queen calls the prime minister Mr. Paperwhite?”

      “Trust me. I gave it a thought, but didn’t get it.”

      “Because he is like a piece of white sheet paper to her—she can write anything she wants on his clothes, and then he’ll babble it out on TV as if they were his own thoughts.”

      The inspector realized he was grinning, watching Carolus walk away. It was devious, what the Queen did, but the cleverness of it amused him.

      He sat back on the couch, preparing himself for another nap. After all, he couldn’t leave without telling them who the Pillar really was. It would turn everything that had been happening in the world for the last weeks on its head.
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        The Pillar’s private plane

      

      

      

      It only takes us a couple of hours to get to the Pillar’s plane, which he previously parked in a private hangar nearby. It wasn’t the mousy chauffeur who was helping this time—the Pillar said he’d let him go home to his family—but another nerdy young man who believed in the evilness of Black Chess.

      “Get on the plane,” the Pillar tells me. “Before they catch us.”

      I climb up the stairs, watching the young man throwing me one of those sympathetic looks again. “I pray for you,” he says, and I roll my tired eyes one more time.

      I am about to scream and pull at my hair when he hands me Tiger Lily’s pot, telling me they picked it up from the safe box.

      Upon the plane, I strap in next to the Pillar, who is flying this time. He puts on his oversized goggles and wears a helmet with England’s flag on it as if he’s riding a motorcycle, not a plane. “I am doing this for my country. You know that Alice, right?” He sounds like a child with a toy plane, ready to play James Bond.

      “All in her majesty’s service,” I say, playing along.

      “You mean the real majesty, right?” He adjusts some levers. “Not the Queen of Hearts. I wonder what happened to the real Queen of England.”

      The plane speeds up on the runway, and we’re ready to go wherever the Deep Blue machine is.

      “Hang on, Alice,” the Pillar says.

      “I am.” I find my back glued to the seat. “You know how to fly this one, right?”

      “I do, but a simple side fact: most plane crashes happen while they take off, so technically getting closer to heaven is the scariest part of the flight.”

      I close my eyes and wish I could shut my ears, so I’d stop hearing him yell like a lunatic. As my heart sinks into my feet, the plane wriggles midair for a moment, then my whole inner compass is messed up. I am so confused at what’s going on that I am forced to open my eyes again, only to realize the plane is upside down and I am dangling from my seatbelt.

      “Had to do it, Alice,” the Pillar’s upside-down face tells me. His mouth looks really weird that way. “Been dreaming of doing this since…”

      “You were a child?”

      “No, just a couple of minutes ago.”

      Finally, he flies the plane back into its normal position.

      A few minutes later, I am ready for more questions. “So where does IBM keep the Deep Blue machine now? Where are we going?”

      “Let’s keep it a surprise,” he says. “But know this: Deep Blue hasn’t been used since that championship game. Never again. Rumors had it they kept the genius machine in one of the IBM buildings, but later it reappeared in the Computer History Museum in Mountain View, California. They claimed it was a similar one, but it was the real one. For some reason they didn’t want to get rid of it, and neither did they want it shown to the public.”

      “So where is it now?”

      “In the last place you could ever think of. You’ll see.”

      I let out a sigh, but I am used to the Pillar’s vagueness. What’s confusing me is… “What are we actually doing, Pillar?”

      “Following the clue.”

      “To get us where?”

      “So we can find Carroll’s Knight.”

      “Which is presumably another chess piece in the shape of a knight?”

      “Exactly, part of Lewis Carroll’s special chess set, the one Fabiola only knew about.”

      “And you think the clue in the white queen chess piece will lead us to it?”

      “I hope so, or the Chessmaster will kill more world leaders. Who knows what he has in store for us if we don’t find it. And don’t ask me why he wants it. I have no idea.”

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t try calling Fabiola?”

      “She won’t talk. I know her.”

      “You mean you love her.” I am being blunt now. “I’ve read the note you sent to her while she was still in the Vatican.”

      The Pillar’s face dims. No more happy, playful attitude. Even the plane winces a little in his hands. “How did the letter end up in your hands?”

      “The March Hare,” I say. “He took it on her behalf because when you sent it, she’d just left the Vatican. Her assistant collected the letter and sent it to the Inklings, where the March read it.”

      “And the key?”

      “It’s safe with the March Hare, and Fabiola doesn’t know about it. Don’t avoid my question. How is it you’re in love with Fabiola?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” His voice is shattered and weak. He stares ahead, avoids my eyes, and I feel guilty bringing it up.

      In that same instant, I receive a message from the March Hare. It’s saddening news. The kind of news I shouldn’t be telling the Pillar, not now.

      “Who’s the message from?” the Pillar asks. “Your Red admirer?”

      “It’s from the March Hare. Something happened to Fabiola.”

      The Pillar grips the stick harder, still not facing me. He doesn’t even ask what happened to her, pretending to be that tough guy who never breaks down.

      “She is dying, Pillar,” I say as slowly and softly as I can. “Someone poisoned her.”

      The Pillar says nothing, his knuckles whitening around the flying stick.

      “Do you wish to turn back? Maybe you want to see her before she dies.”

      “No,” the Pillar says in a flat voice. “Saving the world from the Chessmaster is more important.”

      I say nothing. Silence chokes both of us in the cockpit.

      “In fact, I feel like doing this again,” the Pillar says, and flies the plane upside down again, like a child in pain with too many toys.
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        Buckingham Palace, London

      

      

      

      The Queen of Hearts had been following the event on TV, as well as awaiting updates from Margaret. The news host announced the latest unfolding events, telling about Alice and the Pillar not finding Carroll’s Knight, but a chess piece of a white queen instead. One of the Chessmaster’s men had seen them opening the coffin in Marostica, and reported it to the news.

      “A white queen chess piece?” the Red Queen said to her dogs, hands on her waist. She didn’t care for her guards or advisors at the moment. Whatever was going on seemed beyond anyone’s grasp.

      She paced her chamber, thinking about the chess piece. If the Chessmaster wanted Carroll’s Knight, whatever that was, why did they come across this white queen piece? Was it supposed to lead Alice and the Pillar to Carroll’s Knight? And why would the Chessmaster sacrifice the world to get it?

      Her telephone rang. It was Margaret.

      “Queen of England speaking,” she said, liking the sound of it. In her mind, being the Queen of England seemed cooler than the Queen of Wonderland.

      “I know it’s you.” Margaret sighed. “I called you on your private phone, so it has to be you.”

      “Oh.” The Queen scratched her head. “So tell me, have you found anything out about the Chessmaster?”

      “Nothing,” Margaret said. “None of us remember him from Wonderland.”

      “He said he wasn’t a Wonderland Monster.”

      “Which puzzles me. If he isn’t, why lure the Pillar and Alice to find Carroll’s Knight? And why do his puzzles scream ‘Wonderland’?”

      “I agree. He knows a lot about us. Do you think he knows about our plans?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “So you’re useless like always, Margaret,” she said and kicked her son’s head toward her dogs. Her doctors hadn’t found a proper way to knit his head to his body again, let alone bring him back to life.

      “I’m not,” Margaret said. “Something happened to Fabiola a few minutes ago.”

      “Fabiola?” The Queen of Hearts felt a lump grow bitter in her throat. “What happened?”

      “I am sorry to say this, but I think she is dying. It seems she’s been poisoned.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “I was waiting for you to ask me this.”

      “Why?”

      Margaret took her time and spoke clearly. “Because our White Queen was poisoned right after Alice and the Pillar found the chess piece, which is that of a…”

      “A white queen, too…” The Queen of Hearts slumped in her chair. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      “I can’t tell, but it’s far from being a coincidence.”
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      I am not sure how much I’ve slept, but when I wake up it seems like more than seven hours have passed. I rub my eyes to take a better look outside my window.

      I can’t believe what I am seeing.

      We’re flying low, gliding over a white, snowy mountain in the middle of nowhere. The Pillar next to me is still flying the plane and listening to some Asian chanting melodies.

      “Where are we?”

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he says and keeps chanting meeha tu tu chi, or something like that.

      “I asked you where we are.”

      “First, you have to admit it’s beautiful.”

      “Okay, it’s beautiful. Where are we?”

      “Here.” He points at something that’s revealing itself in the snow.

      I squint and lean forward, waiting for the structures emerging out of the snow to make sense to me. Either my mind refuses to believe it or I am hallucinating.

      “Is that a Buddha statue?” I point with an open mouth.

      The Pillar nods, pointing. “That one is Buddha, that is Duddha, and the one on the left is Nuddha.”

      “I’ve never learned of the last two.”

      “They’re Buddha’s sisters, but no one ever mentions them because they were girls. You know how condescending religions are toward women.”

      I ignore his remark. It’s the Pillar. No changing the way he views the world. I keep watching the structure behind the huge statues revealing itself. “It’s a monastery?”

      “Jackpot!” The Pillar skews the plane, ready to land. “We’re in Tibet, baby! I hope you brought your orange robe along.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “We’re somewhere near Burang in the Tibet Autonomous Region.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are we here?”

      “This is where IBM keeps their Deep Blue machine,” the Pillar says with a happy face, already waving to a few monks waiting for us below.

      “Why here? This seems like the last place on earth to hide such a machine.”

      “You said it yourself. Bury a genius machine in a monastery in the snow. Genius.” He reaches for something in the back with one hand. “Here. You have to dress in this.”

      I grab the monk’s cloth. “Why do you want me to dress up in this?”

      “We have to act like monks or they won’t let us see the machine. Trust me, you’ll love it here.”

      Before I have a chance to argue, the plane lands with consecutive thuds on the snow. It’s such a clumsy landing that most of our plane’s nose is buried in white, and there is something burning in the back.

      “My best landing yet,” the Pillar says. “The last one, everyone died but me.”
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        Outside Burang, Tibet Autonomous Region

      

      

      

      The beautiful monks welcome us in their orange and red robes as if they haven’t seen people outside their tribe in years.

      I trot in my new boots the Pillar gave me and feel the chill of cold, though I’m wearing a lot of layers of orange. A few steps closer, I realize the Pillar is still inside the plane.

      “Pillar? What’s keeping you behind?” I say, turning.

      It’s only seconds before he appears from behind the plane. He is wearing a lush orange robe and looks pretty much like a Tibetan monk now. Not just because of the robe, but because he’s shaved his head bald.

      “Seriously?” I grit my teeth.

      “I am an expert in communication and we need to blend in. Most monks here are bald, so I figured I should be too.”

      “Do you know how long it’ll take for your hair to grow back?”

      “They’ve got pills for that now,” he says. “I didn’t like to comb and wash my hair each day anyways. I always wanted to feel the drizzle of water on my bald head in the shower. It was on my bucket list.”

      A closer look, I realize it’s a wig. A bald wig.

      Behind us, Tibetans approach us. They speak in a language I don’t understand, but an old man, presumably their leader, smiles broadly and holds me gently by the shoulder.

      I bow my head with respect, not knowing what to say.

      “Alice of Wonderland!” the old man says in English.

      “You know me?”

      “Who doesn’t?” He pulls out a copy of Through the Looking Glass, this one with a red cover.

      “You’ve been reading about me?” I am flattered.

      “In Chinese!” He shows me that the copy is in their own language. Everything is read from top to bottom instead of left to right. “The monks are crazy about you here.”

      “Oh.” I am speechless, wondering if the monks dismiss their prayers to read a children’s book.

      The old man nears me, whispering, “The monks spend their time chasing rabbits in the snow, wishing they’d fall into a hole. It’s either prayers or rabbit holes around here. I’m Xian, like Xiangqi, named after the Chinese chess game.”

      “Nice to meet you, Xian,” I say. “You have your own chess here?”

      “The oldest in the world,” he says proudly. “They will tell you the one in Marostica is the oldest, but they don’t know squat.”

      “Squat?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “I learned English in Brooklyn, New York.” He laughs. “You know our chess game is said to contain the secret of the universe. The Nazis sent their expeditions to Tibet, wanting to find out about it.”

      “Nazis.” I frown. “And squat.”

      “Or crap.” He mirrors my eyebrows.

      “So I assume you know this man.” I switch my glance toward the Pillar, assuming he may recognize him as the Caterpillar from the books.

      The old man turns and faces the bald Pillar, and his smile broadens. “Of course I know him,” he says. “Who doesn’t know the famous Cao Pao Wong?”
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      “Cao Pao Wong?” I glare at the Pillar.

      “Better than Kung Fu Panda,” the Pillar remarks.

      “You were here before?”

      “It’s a long story.” The Pillar changes the subject and turns to Xian. “We need a favor.”

      “Shoot,” Xian says, and I can’t fathom his dialect or slang. Maybe he is some sort of a modern monk.

      “We have a puzzle that led us to you.” The Pillar shows him the note we found in the chess piece.

      “Sticky note!” Xian seems fascinated with it. He sticks it on his head. “Haven’t seen one of those in about…hmmm…forty years.”

      “I’ll send you a tank full of sticky notes later,” the Pillar says. “As you can see, it has the words Deep Blue written on one side.”

      “White Stones on the other,” Xian says.

      “Let’s stick to the part you know about,” the Pillar says.

      “You mean the machine?” Xian looks all serious and worried.

      The Pillar nods.

      “You remember what the machine looks like, right?”

      “Of course,” the Pillar says. “A long, monolith-like black box. Inside it are all the wires and microchips that make it think.”

      “Good memory, Cao Pao Wong.”

      “I think the puzzle is a secret way to open it.”

      “No one has been able to open the machine ever before. I hope you remember that.”

      “I know; even the guys at IBM believed it was haunted when they couldn’t open it after the game with Kasparov. Just tell me where you keep it.”

      Xian rubs his chin. “This is going to be a bit of a problem.”

      “Why so?” I interrupt.

      “Like the Pillar said, it looks like a monolith—black, intimidating, and huge. You look at it and feel strange and conflicting emotions.”

      “So?” I ask.

      “Let me put it this way,” Xian says. “It looks like the monolith in that Space Odyssey movie by Stanley Kubrick.”

      I haven’t seen the movie, so the Pillar explains it’s about space exploration, where a mysterious monolith is found by astronauts. The monolith is shown in the movie to have taught the first man, apes precisely, how to hunt and make a weapon. In brief, it showed man how to make things, from a hunting weapon to a thinking computer in our modern-day.

      “I get it,” I tell Xian. “So the IBM machine looks like that monolith in the movie. What does this have to do with us seeing Deep Blue now?”

      Xian takes a moment and then says, “Well, my monks are now worshiping the machine in the middle of the snow.”
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      Xian walks us to where the Deep Blue machine sticks out of the snow. It’s about two meters high and slightly less than a meter wide. It also looks like it parts from the middle, only if you punch in a combination of secret numbers in the digital pad on top. A sixteen-number combination.

      “So the issue is to how to get the numbers?” the Pillar asks Xian.

      “I’d call it your secondary issue,” Xian says. “The first would be them.” He points at the monks in orange praying while facing the monolith. A few of them are already suspicious about us.

      “So they think Deep Blue is God?” I ask.

      “Todd,” Xian says.

      “Todd?” the Pillar asks.

      “Yes, Todd,” Xian says.

      “Who’s Todd?” I ask Xian.

      “God,” Xian says.

      “Todd is God?” the Pillar asks.

      “Or God is Todd,” I remark, loving the insanity.

      “How can God be Todd?” the Pillar asks.

      “A misspelling,” Xian says.

      “You Buddhists misspelled God’s name?” the Pillar says.

      “Not at all,” Xian says. “One day, I took my monks to New York. They asked a man whom New Yorkers pray to. A drunk man on a Sunday morning told them ‘God’ in a slurry tongue. They thought he said Todd. And since Deep Blue is a computer, and my monks believe computers are western inventions, they called it Todd.”

      “What about Deep Blue?” I ask.

      “You can’t worship something called Deep Blue,” Xian says.

      “Why even worship a machine?” I ask. “Are you sure you guys are Buddhists?”

      “First of all, not all of my monks worship Todd. Some of them don’t. Secondly, we’re not really Buddhists; we’re left out in the cold wearing those silly orange robes, and we don’t know why we do it. We were just born that way.”

      “And third?”

      “That part of my men worship Todd so they can get an American visa.”

      “What?” My voice pitches up.

      “They were told that if they worshiped a machine from California, and the machine liked them, they’d end up with an American visa.”

      “That’s nonsense.”

      “A green card, maybe?” Xian scratches his head.

      “You’re being outrageously offensive right now,” I tell him, about to tell those poor monks the truth.

      “Work permit?” Xian asks. “They wouldn’t mind that. It’s really cold and lonely here.”

      “Stop it.” I hold my head to stop it from internally exploding. “Who the hell told these poor monks they could get a visa by worshiping a machine?”

      Xian shrugs, looking sideways.

      “Who?” I get his attention by grabbing his robe.

      “Him.” He points at the Pillar.

      I turn and find the Pillar is already praying with the monks, avoiding me. When I near him, he is talking a woman into marrying him and giving her British citizenship, which is way cooler than American.
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      It’s hard to do something about the Pillar’s atrocious behavior right now. I don’t even know when he was here in the past or what he’s done. All I get from his wink is that he is distracting the monks so I can solve the machine’s puzzle.

      “Come with me, Xian,” I tell the old man, walking back to Deep Blue.

      “So you know how the numbers go to the machine?” he asks.

      “Hardly,” I say, looking at the note again. “All I know is that the other side of the note should be the way to do it.”

      “White stones?” Xian asks.

      “Do you have any idea what it means?”

      “I am trying to think.”

      “If Lewis—or Fabiola, or whoever designed this global puzzle—meant the ‘white stones’ to help us open the machine, then it should point at something nearby.”

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere. There is nothing nearby.”

      He is right. My eyes dart back to the machine itself. I notice the back of the machine is divided into small squares, carved with a sharp tool. Many, but not all, of the squares, have circles inside them.

      “What is this, Xian?”

      “We’ve never known exactly. It came with the machine.”

      “Looks like a calendar to me. The squares.” I rub my hands on its surface. “Look at the top of each set—you can see those small writings. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and so on.”

      “One of our monks suggested that, but what use could it be?”

      “I agree. It seems useless, but why write a calendar on the back of the machine?”

      “You tell me, Alice of Wonderland. Maybe you can autograph my robe?”

      “Autograph?” I roll my eyes. “What would you tell others? That the girl from the book autographed it? Stick with the puzzle, please.”

      “As you say, Alice of Wonderland,” he says, and pulls out a pair of slippers from under his robe. They’re made to look like two rabbits. “Can’t think of a better occasion for wearing them. Brought them from—”

      “New York, I know. You should stop being obsessed with American products.”

      “But the slippers aren’t American,” he argued. “They’re made in Wonderland, the beautiful salesman told me.”

      I roll my eyes again, wondering just how many more foolish and stupid people I’ll be running into. Then I grab one of the slippers and check the label on the back. “It’s made in China, Xian,” I say. “So you technically let some sneaky salesman sell you an American product, claiming it was from Wonderland when probably one of these monks manufactured it.”

      Xian looks shocked. “You mean I could’ve already obtained the American visa with those rabbit slippers?”

      I leave him be and take another look at the calendar. Some of the squares are marked. Some with a white circle. Some with black. The scene reminds me of the War between the Inklings and Black Chess, and the black and white chessboard of life.

      “I found you a white stone.” Xian shows up again. He hands me a snowball. “You said it had to do with something nearby. A snowball looks like a stone and is white.”

      Though I dismiss his suggestion, I realize it gave me a clue. The white circles in the calendar could be the white stones. But how are they related to discovering the numbers that open the machine?

      “Pillar?” I shout against the sudden wind looming nearby.

      He doesn’t answer me, still having fun with the monks and promising them visas and better lives.

      “Cao Pao Wong?”

      “Yes, dear,” he says with a nose smudged in snow.

      “What do white stones and calendars have in common?”

      And there he suddenly looks interested. “Why did you mention calendars now?”

      “There is a calendar drawn on the back with white circles.”

      “So this is it.” He clicks his fingers and approaches.

      “Is what?”

      “The clue.” He stands next to me and Xian. “Nice slippers, Xian,” he comments. “I know a guy in the States who has the originals from Wonderland.”

      Xian looks double shocked.

      “What do you mean this is the clue?” I ask the Pillar.

      “Lewis Carroll had a fascination with marking days on calendars,” the Pillar says. “And he always marked the happy days in his life with white stones.”

      “Is that true?”

      “I never lie on Tuesdays,”

      “It’s Wednesday,” I say.

      “Then I never lie on Wednesdays.” He winks and stares at the calendar. “Now tell me you figured out the numbers already.”

      “I can’t seem to get the connection.” But then I regret speaking so fast because one more glance helps me figure it out. Each white stone marks a particular number in each month. Starting from the third day, ninth, eleventh, and so on. There are sixteen numbers in all.

      “Genius puzzle,” the Pillar says.

      I punch the digits in while the Pillar distracts the monks, and hurray, the door clicks open. Xian helps me pull it back. It’s a bit heavy, and inside there is nothing but wires and…

      Wait. There it is. Another chess piece.
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        World Chess Championship, Moscow, Russia

      

      

      

      “Where are Alice and the Pillar?” the Chessmaster asked, just after making four consecutive moves with four different presidents. He seemed to have a certain love for white knights in the game. He used them a lot, leaving world leaders in total awe of his brilliant moves.

      “Untraceable so far,” one of his men told him.

      “How is that possible? If they’ve found the white queen chess piece, they must have been told of the next clue. And if so, I assume they will need transportation. The pieces are scattered all over the world.”

      The Chessmaster’s assistant said nothing, afraid to upset him.

      “Why do you need this Carroll’s Knight so much?” uttered one of the world leaders. His name was Samson, declared dictator and sultan of Madderstan, a neighboring country to Looneystan.

      “What did you just ask me?” The Chessmaster rose and rubbed the right side of his mustache.

      “You heard me.” Samson seemed full of himself, unlike most world leaders.

      “You think you can just ask me questions because your country is a terrorism-spreading little land?” The Chessmaster knew Samson pretty well. The dictator ruled a small, but oil-rich, country in Africa, and his small tribe of soldiers endorsed terrorism everywhere, just for the fun of it.

      “Guilty as charged.” Samson raised his hands in the air. “I am such a bully. I love hurting other people and enforcing my ideologies on them by the sound of the gun. But how different are you?”

      The Chessmaster rubbed the left side of his mustache and approached Samson. He could see the man had already made six moves, one move away from a checkmate, one move away from drinking the seventh cup and getting poisoned.

      “You think I am just a lowlife like you?” the Chessmaster said.

      Samson laughed. “What else are you? Just another madman, thinking the world is not enough of a price for his ego.”

      The Chessmaster reached for the knight on the chessboard and made the move. It was an easy one in his book, though not expected by any of his spectators.

      Samson didn’t bother. He reached for his poisoned drink. “My men will slice you to pieces after I die, Chessmaster.”

      Before he gulped, the Chessmaster gripped his wrist. “You have no idea who I am. You have no idea why I am doing this. All you are is a cockroach of a human being; a parasite, spreading chaos in the world and making it a terrible place.”

      “And again, how different can you be?” Samson asked.

      “I am the world’s salvation,” the Chessmaster said and forced the drink down the dictator’s throat.

      The dictator dropped next to his table in an instant. The world broadcasting the scene, showing him wriggling and writhing before his death.

      The Chessmaster turned and faced the camera. “I just killed another world leader. Don’t think I won’t go killing more. And let me tell you this: every one of you is responsible for finding Alice and the Pillar now. Find them and bring them back to me, or your world leaders will not be saved.”

      The words echoed the right way in the Chessmaster’s head. He demonstrated people’s worst fears and knew they would cooperate immediately. His message should have had the desired effect, but then his assistant pointed at the news on TV talking about what just happened.

      To the Chessmaster’s surprise, people were leaving their houses searching for Alice and the Pillar. But not because they feared him. On the contrary—they had just declared their respect for the Chessmaster killing one of the world’s cruelest dictators.

      It all left the Chessmaster bewildered. He sensed that warmth in his heart, the kind of warmth that had left him years ago. People suddenly believed he was their savior. He’d killed the world leader that most of them wanted dead already. Not all of them, of course, but enough people to help him catch Alice and the Pillar.

      But the Chessmaster, being the dark being he was, also wasn’t fond of people’s love. He didn’t like to feel empathy or being admired. He’d transcended such weak emotions long ago. He needed to breathe anger and talk in vengeful syllables, or he’d weaken before completing his mission. The one he’d been planning since the fourteenth of January, 1898.
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      “It’s a rook.” I grip it and show it to the Pillar.

      “The second piece of the puzzle,” the Pillar says. “I bet you can unscrew it open.”

      “I can.” I am still looking at the mysterious piece. “Is this also made of Lewis’s bones?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      “You think it will lead us to Carroll’s Knight?”

      “Eventually.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Remember when I told you I think I know what’s going on with the Chessmaster, back in the tomb in Marostica?” the Pillar says.

      But before we have a chance to discuss his theory, I realize the monks are surrounding us from all directions.

      “What’s going on, Xian?” I ask the old man.

      “I believe Cao Pao Wong knows.” Xian hides behind the Deep Blue machine.

      The monks look angry now, balling fists against fists, making creepy faces, and murmuring angry words I can’t understand.

      “Pillar?” I say worriedly.

      “Do you still know None Fu, Alice?” the Pillar asks, taking a strange martial arts position, reminding me of Kermit the Frog.

      “Why are you asking?” I say.

      The answer materializes in the monks readying themselves in warrior positions. All at once. They’re mastering the hardest position I once saw in Jack’s None Fu book.

      “I hope you can deal with orange belts in None Fu.” The Pillar shrugs, taking a None Fu position himself now.

      “I have reached the highest levels in the future, but right now I think I still am a blue belt.”

      “Blue belt isn’t good enough,” the Pillar says. “Orange belts will kick your sorry little butt in the air, somersault you, and lay you down on a sword.”

      “So what are we going to do? Why do the monks want to kill us? Don’t tell me it’s because of the visa.”

      “Part of it,” the Pillar says. “They must’ve realized I played them.”

      “Which makes it time to tell me what you were doing here before.”

      “I know why he was here before.” Xian raises a hand from behind the machine.

      “Speak up, Xian,” I demand.

      “Cao Pao Wong is—I mean was our…”

      “Your what?”

      “None Fu master,” Xian exclaims. “He taught the village the art of None Fu years ago, so we could face our enemies.”

      “You know None Fu?” I glare at the Pillar.

      “Used to. Frankly, I can’t None Fu anything at the moment.”

      “You forgot None Fu?” Xian is shocked for the hundredth time. “That’s impossible.”

      “Stick with me, Xian.” I steady myself and breathe, eyes on the slowly approaching monks. “Why would they want to kill us if Cao Pao Wong was their None Fu master?” I am not accepting answers from the Pillar at the moment.

      “Because it turned out not to be None Fu,” Xian says.

      “Don’t confuse the fu out of me, Xian. I am not following.”

      “I needed money, and I was lost in the snow, being hunted down by an old enemy of mine,” the Pillar says. “I needed the monks to trust me and help me travel out of this frozen land, so I played them and taught them None Fu.”

      “Which wasn’t really None Fu,” Xian elaborates, scratching his head. “When the monks used his technique against the wolves threatening our families each winter, they all died. That’s why the Pillar shaved his head; so they wouldn’t recognize him. He had hair then.”

      “That’s why.” I sigh. “Why am I not surprised?” I tell the Pillar.

      One of the monks approaches me and speaks in English. “None of this is why we’re going to kill you.”

      “Your accent is great.” The Pillar flashes a thumbs-up. “Pretty sure you’ll get the visa.”

      “Shut up,” the orange monk says. “We know you fooled us, but we’re civilized and forgiving people.”

      “That’s definitely a bonus for getting the visa with today’s hostility and terrorism.” The Pillar doesn’t stop. “America’s big on forgiveness—and mac and cheese, of course.”

      “I told you to shut up,” the monk roars. “We’ll kill you because we’ve been waiting for someone to solve and open the machine and find the chess piece for years.”

      “Now that’s truly civilized,” I scoff.

      “She is badass, by the way.” The Pillar points at me. “You really don’t want to mess with her. She’s escaped an asylum. Killed her friends, her boyfriend, and a man who did nothing but sell muffins. She is brutal. A killing machine. No conscience at all. I dare you: if you can, kill her first.”

      “Pillar!” I clench my fists.

      “No need for games,” the monk says. “Hand us the chess piece or die.”

      “You mean we won’t die if we hand it over?” I ask.

      “No, you will die either way.” The monk shakes his head. “I just see them say it like that in the movies.”

      Suddenly, the Pillar panics and stares at something in the sky behind the monks. “Look!” He points with all the fear of the world in his eyes. “A flying Buddha!”

      “Really?” The monks turn for a second, and the Pillar kicks one of them unconscious, then another.

      The monks are still looking upward, and I wonder what’s so interesting about a flying Buddha, if there was ever one.

      The Pillar flattens the two unconscious men on their stomach, and pushes them near a steep, snowy slope, then sits upon one. “Sit on yours,” he says. “Time to ski. Kinda.”

      I do, but the other monks have already figured out the Pillar’s silly Buddha trick. They start trotting after us in the snow.

      The Pillar and I are already gliding down the slope of snow, too fast.

      “We’ll get you, Cao Pao Wong!” the monks scream behind us.

      “Villains always say that at the end of movies,” the Pillar shouts back. “It never works, even if there’s a sequel.”
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        Margaret Kent’s office, Westminster Palace

      

      

      

      “I want to know the connection between Fabiola’s poisoning and the white queen chess piece, right now.” Margaret rapped on her desk.

      Carolus shrugged, but the Cheshire didn’t. He had possessed a rabbit now. Enough with the politicians and humans, he’d thought. A talking rabbit amused him much more.

      “We’re on it, Duchess,” Carolus said. “But it’s really hard to find a plausible connection.”

      “I don’t take no for answer,” Margaret said. “This is too mysterious. I need to know what the Chessmaster is up to.”

      “I say he is up to end the world as we know it,” the Cheshire said. His voice was squeaky and he sniffed between words. His rabbit nose was running as if he had the flu, and his eyes were funny. He stared at everything in such excitement as if it were a miracle, especially the carrot in front of him.

      “I didn’t permit you to speak, Cheshire,” Margaret roared.

      “As you wish, Duchess. Carrots?” he offered. “Good for the temper—and ugly women.”

      “I thought they were good for the eyes,” Carolus said.

      “I can’t speak because the Duchess told me not to,” the Cheshire said.

      “But you are speaking,” Carolus argued.

      “I could stop speaking if you stop asking.” The Cheshire grinned with the rabbit’s mouth, which was creepy.

      “Stop it!” Margaret said, reading a message she’d just received on her mobile phone. “I’m told the Pillar and Alice are in China. They found a second piece, part of the puzzle.”

      “China!” the Cheshire said. “Never had Chinese carrots.”

      Margaret dismissed him. “The next piece is a rook,” she told Carolus.

      “A rook?” Carolus asked. “And a white queen. Hmmm, I have no idea what this means.”

      “Neither do I,” Margaret began, but then she suddenly felt ill and clutched her stomach.

      “You pregnant?” The Cheshire chewed on his carrot.

      “She looks ill,” Carolus said.

      Margaret had lost her speech. The pain inside her was too strong and sudden. She reached out, but the Cheshire gripped tighter to the carrot and refused to share. She reached out to Carolus and he stuck his head forward, wondering if this was some kind of dance.

      Margaret dropped speechless on the floor with a thud.

      “Is she dead?” Carolus said.

      “I think she was poisoned.” The Cheshire puffed the carrot like a pipe. “In fact, I think what happened to Fabiola just happened to her, too.”

      “Are you saying Fabiola’s poisoning has something to do with them finding the white queen?” The Cheshire shook his rabbit’s foot. “And Margaret’s poisoning has something to do with them finding the rook?”
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      As we glide all the way down to the bottom of the snow, all kinds of questions present themselves. What’s really going on? Why are we supposed to find Carroll’s Knight, and why does the Chessmaster need it? Most of all, who is the Chessmaster?

      I end up hitting a bump in the snow and skewing to the right, where I hit into the Pillar. Both of us hang on to each other, balling up like a huge snowball that is rolling deeper into the pit of the hill.

      The way down reminds me of my journey with the Pillar. We’re both unusual people with secrets only a few people know about—me with what’s still locked in my memory, and the Pillar with whatever grand plan he has in store for me and himself.

      But in any case, and even when he proves more each minute to be a mad person, I am stuck with him, just like we’re stuck now. Not because I can’t do it any other way, but because behind the masquerade of being a one-in-a-million nutty professor, I am sure he always has my back.

      Speaking of backs, I almost crushed mine as we come to a sudden stop.

      “Better than a Disney roller coaster,” the Pillar comments, standing up.

      The monks at the top of the hill stand in a circle, too scared to follow us down. As much as we’ve escaped them, I don’t see how we’re going to get out of here.

      “We’re trapped down here,” I say.

      “Pretty much.” He looks around. “Too bad gravity doesn’t allow people to fall up. Why do we all have to fall down and never up? I never understood.”

      “Why would anyone want to fall up?” I smack the snow off my clothes.

      “Are you kidding me? Fall up to the stars, to the skies. I’d love to fall up in another life.”

      “Whatever.” I put my hands on my waist. “So, since we might never get out of here, at least tell me what your theory is.”

      “What theory?”

      “You said you thought you understood what was going on with the Chessmaster when we were up there.”

      “Ah, that. Look, it seems like we’re not just on a journey to find Carroll’s Knight.”

      “Then what?”

      “We’re collecting chess pieces, one by one, and the last will probably be Carroll’s Knight.”

      “Sounds plausible. Are you suggesting we’re collecting Carroll’s whole set, the one he had Fabiola make from his bones?”

      “I assume so. And since Fabiola can’t tell us what it was for, we’ll have to struggle with finding out why.”

      “Are you sure Fabiola doesn’t know the Chessmaster?”

      “No, I am not, but how can I be sure?”

      “Are you sure you don’t know who the Chessmaster is?”

      “Other than the rumor that they say his name is Vozchik Stolb, no, nothing.”

      “It’s a Russian name, right?”

      “Yes, but I’m not sure what it means.”

      “Do you think we’re really going to look for all the chess pieces?”

      “Not all, or it will take us forever.” The Pillar tries to make out what the monks’ shouts mean. “I believe we’re collecting the major pieces. Queen, king, rook, bishop, pawn, and knight. One of each.”

      There is a thud somewhere nearby, and the monks’ voices pitch higher.

      “What are they saying?” I ask the Pillar.

      “Giant,” the Pillar says. “The giant is coming.”

      And that’s when a door in the snowy mountain’s side slides open and a huge man appears.
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      The giant man has thick, hairy skin, like an ape. He is seven or eight feet tall. His eyebrows are as thick as the bushy hair on his chest. He only wears shorts, and the diameter of his leg is the breadth of me and the Pillar combined. His hand is huge.

      “Sorry we woke you up,” the Pillar says.

      “You know him?” I clamp my back against the wall.

      “No, and I don’t want to.”

      It’s clear to me that the giant has his eyes on the Pillar. Each thud in the snow shakes the place all around us. Snowflakes sprinkle off the earth and into the air.

      “So the monks had a plan B,” I say.

      “Plan death, I’d say.” The Pillar apparently has no means to fight with the speechless giant. “I’d start climbing up if I were you, Alice.”

      “And leave you here?”

      “Climb up or die. One of us has to distract him. Go.”

      It’s not like there is an easy way to climb up, but I get the Pillar’s concern. I don’t even have a chance to use my None Fu with the giant.

      Then something out of this world happens.

      “Hit me,” the Pillar says to the giant.

      “Are you crazy?” I say.

      “Hit me, you big, ugly cannonball!”

      The giant accepts the invitation and lashes the back of his arm into the Pillar, who flies through the air and then thuds against the snow wall to the left.

      “Stop it, Pillar. Don’t encourage him. I’m sure you can trick him with your smooth tongue.”

      The Pillar doesn’t listen to me. “Is that all you’ve got?” he sneers at the big man.

      Another lash, to the right this time. The way the Pillar slides down from the wall after this is almost like a cartoon.

      Blood spatters on the snow and the Pillar pulls himself up, stretches his neck, and says, “Try a better one.”

      I can’t believe my eyes as the giant punches the Pillar for the third time. This time he almost buries him an inch deeper into the snow.

      The Pillar spits out the blood and grins. “Not so hard, stupid,” he tells the giant. “You don’t want to kill me. You want to have fun with me.”

      The silent giant grimaces, not sure why he shouldn’t want to kill the Pillar.

      “Because let’s face it. You’re a giant schmuck living alone in this hole in the ground. You’re lonely and have no one to talk to. Your IQ is probably lower than the temperature, so why kill me right away when you can have a good time doing it slower?”

      The giant grins, liking the idea and begins a series of small hits at the Pillar.

      I try to talk him out of it, but he insists I climb up. And right there, when I don’t know how to do it, a rope dangles down for me, and I cling to it.

      “Typical of Hollywood movies,” I mumble. “To have a deus ex machina save you in the last minute.”

      The Pillar is still being hit, for the seventh time, I believe, and someone is pulling the rope up. I hope it’s not the monks, because why would they want to help me?

      I feel guiltier as I am being lifted up, leaving the Pillar behind. Am I really going to let him die?

      Then a terrible thought suddenly hits me. “Pillar!” I scream while being lifted up. “Who is it who is going to kill you in the future?”

      The Pillar cranes his neck for a brief moment. Amidst all the punching he is suffering, his eyes speak the truth to me. I get it now. I understand why he visited the hospice instead of facing his killer. “Don’t tell me it’s me who’s going to kill you.”

      The Pillar smiles and slightly nods as if he doesn’t want to tell me but has to. “And now I know how.”

      Above me, the monks’ voices are absent, and the thin beam of sunlight seems like a dagger of light killing me. I decide to let go of the rope and jump down and help the Pillar. “If you think I’d kill you by leaving you to die by the hands of the giant, you’re mistaken.” I spit snow from my mouth. “The future can be changed. I am never going to kill you.”

      But right then, when I’m about to jump back down, a firm hand pulls me up. I resist, craning my head up. “Let go of me,” I cry.

      But then I realize I can’t fight this grip, because it’s the kind of hand that’s too strong for me. It’s the Dude’s hand that grips me tightly.
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      “Leave me alone!” I shout at the Dude in the Red outfit, but his grip is like a steel chain. “I have to save the Pillar.”

      In his silence, as usual, the Dude passes me another note, and I am already fed up with those: It’s his time. Leave him be.

      “No, I won’t,” I say, still trying to find my way back down, but a swirl of winding snow has already covered the hole below and I can’t see anything.

      Another note: It’s the price you will have to pay for saving Jack.

      I turn and glare at him. “How do you know about Jack?”

      It doesn’t matter. What you need to know is that’s part of the laws of time-traveling. If you cheat time and save Jack, time will demand an equal sacrifice.

      “What does that mean?”

      Time will take the Pillar’s life for Jack’s, Alice, and there is nothing you can do about it.

      “The hell with time!”

      You don’t know what you’re talking about. Time is the one thing that lasts while we all die eventually.

      “But why should I be the one to kill the Pillar?”

      Because you’re the one who saved Jack. Cheat time and enjoy a dear person’s resurrection, but pay the price and live with another dear person’s loss.

      “So time knows how much the Pillar really means to me,” I tell myself.

      Now take a breath, and give it up. The Pillar is gone. I killed the monks, by the way. We’re leaving soon.

      It’s hard to really accept this, but the wind is stirring quite strongly, and my survival instincts take over. The Pillar’s death is shoved to the back of my head, though I can’t believe I am really doing this.

      Next to me, I see monks spread dead on the ground. “Where did you come from?” I ask.

      I’m British, from Kent.

      “You know I didn’t mean it that way,” I say. “Did you follow me? Why are you helping me?”

      No note this time because the Pillar’s pain below is tearing me apart.

      “Another hit, sweet, big, stupid thing,” I hear the Pillar roar at the giant from below—at least he is not dead yet.

      I turn to the Dude. “Can I ask you a favor?”

      Anything you want.

      “Help him.” I point to the Pillar below.

      No. The Pillar isn’t on your side, anyways.

      “What do you care? Didn’t you say you’d do anything I want?”

      Anything you want that’s always in your best interest.

      “This man cares for me,” I insist.

      He surely may act so, but you don’t really know what his grand plan is.

      “Look, others have warned me of him before. They’re all wrong.”

      Again, my words are interrupted by the Pillar’s pain.

      The Dude points at a hot air balloon he has ready in the distance. It seems like this is his escape plan.

      “I am not leaving the Pillar,” I say.

      You have to stop the Chessmaster.

      “Like I don’t know that? I need to save the Pillar first.”

      He is a lunatic, asking the giant to keep hitting him.

      “I know.” I sigh. “I wonder why he is doing this.”

      The Dude churns out another note: Alice, listen to me: you have to stop the Chessmaster. You have no idea who he is.

      This gets my attention. “You know who the Chessmaster is?”

      I do. He is the scariest man on earth. Only you can stop him.

      “Enough with the puzzles. Who is the Chessmaster?”

      The Dude points at the balloon and writes a note: Get in the balloon and I will tell you all about him.

      I turn and look at poor Pillar, then back at the Dude. I am torn with what the right thing to do is. But I am so curious about the Chessmaster.

      The Dude passes me another note. This one is prewritten. It’s the size of a letter.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      The story of who the Chessmaster is.
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      The Dude disappears into a storm of snow, as the wind begins to swirl all around me. It’s a sudden and extreme change in the weather as if unseen forces in the universe want to prevent me from reading the note.

      I duck on all fours and clamp the note, trying to read it under the safety of my orange hood, still faintly hearing the Pillar’s pain. There is hardly anything I can do about it now, but I wish the wind would weaken the giant’s punches.

      Underneath the protective hood, I begin reading the note. There are two separate parts, actually, and even under the hood, they are still hard to read in any detail.

      The first note is written in old English. It almost has the tone of fairy tales or formal old English letters.

      Skimming through, it talks about an eternal war between black and white. The black calling themselves Black Chess; the white, the Inklings. The note mentions it as a prediction, since at the time of writing—probably a long, long time ago—the two forces had no names.

      The two forces are said to originate in Elfland, which a man by the name of Lewis Carroll may change into Wonderland. The forces have no boundaries. They will kill and fight for as long it takes until they find the Six Impossible Keys.

      The wind throws me off balance. I tense my knees and then fall on my stomach, waiting for it to leave me alone. Even flattened on the ground I arch my back a little and keep reading using the weak light of my phone.

      The note later mentions the Six Impossible Keys are used to unlock something, but not a door, nor is it a box. It unlocks the one thing no man can unlock—whatever that means.

      But then it gets weirder—or clearer; I am not sure. The note talks about the Six Impossible Keys being useless without the Looking Glass.

      This tells of the Looking Glass again but fails to mention why it’s important—unless it’s simply a mirror and I am reading too much into things.

      Another howl of wind attacks me. I can still hear the Pillar struggling with the giant in the distance.

      I bite the second note, clinging to it with my teeth, as I am about to finish reading the first one.

      Only two paragraphs left.

      The next sentences talk about a crucial point in the journey to unlock the Six Keys. One milestone is when a third force, neither black nor white, threatens to end the world before the Wonderland Wars begin. That one is called the Chessmaster, who is almost invincible. He is a monster of pain, created by accident, out of an unholy spell used by two irresponsible Wonderlanders.

      I shrug, reading this, trying to put two and two together, but nothing comes to mind. It’s all too vague to comprehend, still.

      Only the last two sentences show me what’s in store. The first explains that the Chessmaster needs to find a “missing piece”—I assume it’s the chess pieces we’re collecting now—to protect himself.

      Protect himself? The Chessmaster is doing all this to protect himself? How can that be? Protect himself from what?

      The revelation comes as a shock in the last sentence.

      The Chessmaster desperately needs the chess piece of a knight, made from Lewis Carroll’s bone, so he can play the last chess game in mankind’s history. A game that will either protect him from a great evil or initiate the apocalypse.

      I am at a loss for words, hardly imagining what kind of chess game the note means. I can accept the idea of a final chess game that will end the world—in a most Wonderlastic nonsensical way, of course. But what does the Chessmaster want to protect himself from?

      Between the terrible wind kicking at my arched back and the Pillar’s struggles below, I part my teeth and let the second note fall into my hands. This one tells the story of who the Chessmaster really is.
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      The Queen listened to Carolus’s story about what happened to Margaret, and couldn’t fathom what was going on.

      “She just fell like Fabiola?” she asked.

      “Yes, my Queen,” Carolus said.

      “But if Fabiola dropped because of the appearance of the white queen chess piece, why would Margaret fall after discovering the rook piece?”

      “It’s puzzling,” Carolus said. “We’re not sure our theory is right, but the two women got ill after each piece was discovered.”

      “That’s nonsense,” the Queen said. “What is this, witchcraft, where you kill a person by poking needles and pins into a puppet?”

      “A chess piece, this time.”

      “How could they possibly be connected to a chess piece?” the Queen snarled. “I am not buying this. Are you sure Margaret and Fabiola aren’t faking it?”

      “I suppose they’re not. Fabiola is doing pretty badly. A special committee of doctors are on her case, flying her to the best medical centers across Europe.”

      The Queen paced around her chamber, hands behind her back, trying to put reason to this unreasonable world. “Assuming the chess pieces are so powerful, we need to know who the Chessmaster is.”

      “We must,” Carolus said. “He is beginning to scare me.”

      The Queen’s telephone rang. It was Mr. Jay, so she dismissed Carolus and answered.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Jay?”

      “Things are getting complicated,” he said.

      “I assume your men failed in catching Alice?”

      “True, but it turns out that Alice is the least of my worries at the moment.”

      “How so?”

      “My men discovered the true identity of the Chessmaster.”

      “And?” The Queen shrugged.

      “It’s not good news.”

      “Is he a Wonderland Monster?”

      “It’s hard to tell.”

      “But you said you know his identity.”

      “And that’s the problem. The Chessmaster did something in the past, in Wonderland, that’s too scary to imagine.”

      “So he did live in Wonderland, among us?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “I’m puzzled, Mr. Jay. Who is the Chessmaster?”

      “Let me read his story for you,” Mr. Jay said.

      “Read his story?”

      “It was written by Lewis Carroll’s sister, part of his lost diaries.”

      “Why hasn’t Lewis written it himself? I’m so confused.”

      “You’ll get it once I finish reading the story. Let me begin with its title.”

      “It’s a diary entry with a title?”

      “Yes. The title is a number: 14011898.”

      “Is that the date of—”

      “Yes, now don’t interrupt me, and listen.”
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        Lewis Carroll’s diary. An entry written by his sister in Guildford, United Kingdom, on the fourteenth of January, 1898

      

      

      

      As I write this, my lovely brother Lewis is dying in his room in my house at Guildford. He’s been here for some time due to his recent illnesses—mostly the intensifying migraines and the possibility of being schizophrenic.

      I haven’t seen much of his split persona that he claims to encounter. On the contrary, my brother’s presence has been so pleasant that I regret not having spent more time with him earlier in life.

      He will die a bachelor, but having affected every child in the world with his books—and, of course, he can’t stop talking about that girl who inspired him to write the books, Alice.

      But I am not here to complain about my brother. I am here to write about what just happened and what I saw with my own eyes. Better write it right away before my fragile old memories escape me.

      Let’s start with Lewis having been obsessed with chess since he went to Russia many years ago. He couldn’t get it out of his head that he had to write Through the Looking Glass, the sequel to Alice in Wonderland, based around a game of chess.

      Ever since he arrived from Oxford to my modest two-storey house here, he’s had his own chessboard.

      It’s been set up and ready on a table next to his bed for some time. Every time I asked him about whom he was expecting to play with, he laughed wearily and told me he was expecting an opponent to arrive at any moment.

      I never understood; neither did I pay much attention to it. I was ignorant about chess and Lewis had always been an unusual man. You don’t ask him about what he is doing, for he is like a child who does what he wants when he wants.

      In the last few days, his health had deteriorated much, and it was devastating watching him like that. He sometimes joked that I need not worry because he would not die, not until he played that last chess game with his expected opponent.

      Which made it harder for me to hold my tears because I thought he was hallucinating.

      But the expected guest came.

      It was late at night when the doors to my balcony sprang open due to a snowy wind with an aggressive appetite for destruction. I stood up, locked the window back, and was about to go back to bed when I heard Lewis talking to someone.

      Tiptoeing, I approached his room and could instantly see that Lewis had left the bed and sat at the table for a game of chess. Opposite him sat the awaited, and most unwelcome, guest. I couldn’t see his face, though, not from this angle. All I was sure of was that he was wearing a red cloak.

      “I thought you would play the game, using your special chess pieces, carved from your own bones,” the guest said to my brother Charles—I mean Lewis, as most of you know him by that name.

      “I knew you’d ask for them, but you will never find them,” Lewis said. “I’ve had someone help me keep them away from you.”

      “Nothing is that far away, Carroll,” the guest said. “I will find the set. I will find the knight, eventually.”

      “Then it will take you years and years to do so because I scattered them all over the world.”

      “The world is mine, not yours,” said the guest. “I have time; you have none.”

      “Don’t get carried away. You haven’t beaten me yet.”

      “No one has ever beaten me when their time came, Lewis.”

      “There is a first for everything.”

      “My first will also be my last.”

      “And it scares you.” Lewis looked unusually competitive. I wondered who the guest was.

      “It does scare me,” answered the guest. “But when it happens, I remind myself that I never lose. It just never happened, because I am—”

      “No need to tell me your real name.” Lewis raised a hand. “I’ve known your name since the days of Wonderland.”

      It was sentences like these that made me doubt my brother’s sanity. He had lost his grip on reality, thinking Wonderland was real. But the guest didn’t seem to object.

      “If only I had enough time in Wonderland,” said the guest. “I’d have killed so many.”

      “But it still wouldn’t be enough,” Lewis remarked. “Because your sickness of killing is unquenchable. Blood will never taste like wine from Eden, no matter how much you spill.”

      “You know I have the right to do what I do.”

      “I sympathized with you in the beginning, but no more.”

      “Why? Because you know it’s her who made me what I am?”

      “Leave her out of it,” Lewis said and made his first chess move. That was when I noticed the small cups of liquor on both sides of the board. With each move, they had to follow up with one drink.

      At some point I was going to enter the room, but then Lewis discreetly waved me off. I respected his wishes and stood watching, still wondering about the guest cloaked in red.

      Later it was clear that Lewis was losing. What troubled me was the fear showing on his face with every move. It was unreasonable, not the kind of fear that shows in a game of chess, no matter what the price.

      But the cloaked guest had another opinion. Close to Lewis’s seventh move, the guest was laughing. “Tell me, Lewis, what’s the most you’ve lost in a game of chess?”

      Lewis preferred not to answer. He looked certain to lose but wanted to make the best of his last move.

      “Say my name, Lewis,” said the guest in a mocking tone of voice.

      Lewis said nothing, making his last move which seemed to make things worse. Instantly, the guest moved his knight and said, “Checkmate.”

      Lewis shrieked in a silent way, unable to breathe properly. I wanted to go in again, but he waved me off again, nervously—I gathered I had to stay away, or I wouldn’t be safe from the cloaked man.

      Lewis pulled the last drink to his mouth, which I later learned was poisonous—the kind of poison that strangely worked after the seventh sip—and gulped, glaring at the guest with a challenging stare.

      “Don’t worry,” the guest said. “It won’t hurt. You will be dead in seconds.”

      Lewis’s face was reddening, and he appeared to be choking when he said, “I am sorry, Wonderlanders. I failed you.”

      “Don’t be hard on yourself.” The guest stood up and patted Lewis. “You were killed by Death himself. Like I said, I never lost a game of chess, not when my opponents played for their lives.” His laughter escalated. “Of all those whom I appeared to and challenged with a game of chess, no one ever beat me; and I doubt anyone will. But to tell the truth, nothing feels as good as killing you.”

      “But you won’t be able to kill her.” Lewis clung to the edge of the table while on his knees, chess pieces rolling left and right on the floor. “I hid the pieces from my bones.”

      I shivered in place, watching my brother die, and listening to a man claiming to be Death itself.

      And then the cloaked man turned and faced me.

      In my mind I wanted to run, but my limbs were frozen. Even though he was an old man with a silly moustache, something inside me assured me that I was looking Death in the eyes.

      “Don’t worry.” He brushed at his moustache. “I won’t kill you. Your time hasn’t come yet.”

      I stood speechless and paralysed with fear, clinging to the door’s frame.

      “But when it does, I will come for you.” He craned his head closer. “And I will challenge you in a game of chess, and I will win.” He laughed proudly again. “What? Did you think it was the Grim Reaper, some spooky guy with a scythe coming for you when your time comes?” He turned to face Lewis for one last time. “Rest in peace, Wonderland man,” Death said. “As for Alice, I will settle for nothing less than watching her burn in an eternal hell.”
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      The storm ends the minute I finish the last sentence from Lewis Carroll’s sister’s diary. Even so, I don’t rise from underneath my coat yet. I’m not sure what I really read. The shock of reading this way outweighs the mystery of the storm.

      Is the Chessmaster really Death? Then what does he want to protect himself from? And why does he want me to burn in hell?

      And all aside, how can you kill Death?

      My coat unfurls by itself, and I feel the sudden chill of cold outside. The world around me is an endless whiteout; I can’t see anything before me. I prop myself up on my knees, and the storm snatches the notes away from my hands and swirls them upward. The notes are swallowed by the thickness of white, but I am not worried. I know what I’ve read, and have memorized it.

      So the Chessmaster killed Lewis Carroll? If so, what’s Carolus doing in this world? Why did Carolus even bother to fool me into killing him earlier? So many unanswered questions. The one thing that seems clear to me is that Wonderlanders—and maybe humans—die playing a last chess game against the unbeatable Chessmaster.

      Is that really how people die? Does the Grim Reaper give them a last chance in a game of chess? Who’d have thought?

      Out of the silence surrounding me, I suddenly hear heavy breathing, but can’t see anything.

      “Who’s there?” I inquire.

      I wonder if it’s the Dude, that mysterious guardian of mine. Why does he do this, and who is he?

      Suddenly a hand slithers out of the thickness of white snow. A gloved hand, covered in blood, stiffening like a predator’s claws.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not Freddy Krueger from Nightmare on Elm Street.” The Pillar pants, his head protruding out.

      I let out a shattered laugh. “You’re alive!”

      “Of course I am alive.” He coughs, crawling toward me on all fours. “In fact, I’m a caterpillar. I may not have turned into a butterfly yet.”

      My laugh splinters into tiny sighs when I see his face. What has the giant done to him? The Pillar is scarred on the cheeks and the forehead—the giant certainly pulled out that bald wig as well. There is a wild, thick slash underneath his neck, on his collarbone, which shows because his clothes are cut left and right, all but his white gloves on his hands.

      I am speechless, feeling guilty. I should have helped him.

      “I could use a hookah right now.” He lays his head on my lap. “I’d smoke the pain away.”

      “You killed the giant?” I brush my hand through his hair.

      “Ever seen Fight Club? It was the same down there. But yes, I killed the giant.”

      “You should have let me help.”

      “You’re more important than me.” He coughs a trail of blood on the white snow. “I’m just a nutty professor; Indiana Jones at best.”

      “Severus Snape, I’d say.” I want to laugh but can’t. “And what’s with you and the movies today? I bet the monks never went to New York. It was you who taught them the American slang.”

      “You’re too smart, Alice. It may kill you,” he says with beady eyes. “Did you ever notice ignorant and stupid people live happier—longer?”

      “I did,” I say. “Only they never live to have such adventurous lives as you and I. And hey, don’t buy into this future thing. I’m not going to kill you, ever!”

      “That’s like saying I won’t let Jesus be crucified if I go back in time,” the Pillar says in his most morbidly sarcastic way. Who can blame a man so much in pain now? “I’m not afraid of dying.”

      “I won’t kill you.” I shake his head in my hands. “Do you hear me?”

      “If you keep shaking my fragile head like that, you’ll actually kill me now.”

      “I’m sorry.” I pat him and stop it. “Why didn’t you fight the giant back, Pillar? Why did you let him hit you so many times, for God’s sake?”

      “You mean ‘for Todd’s sake.’” He tries to wink, but his eyebrows are stiffened by his wounds. “I had to let the giant hit me so I could win.”

      “What kind of logic is that?”

      “It’s a known None Fu technique. It’s called ‘He Who Laughs Last.’”

      “Never heard of it. And it doesn’t make sense. He could have killed you before you had your last laugh.”

      “True, but you see, the idea is that the big troll was too strong, so I’d never have had a chance to fight him like a man, not even choke him with my hookah if I’d had it with me,” he says. “The trick when fighting an unbeatable opponent is not to play their game.”

      “I’m not sure I get it.” I use the edge of the coat’s sleeve and dry some of his blood.

      “In every war, there is one person reacting to the other, Alice,” he says. “Like when a terrorist blows up a building. Suddenly he becomes the master of the game, because he sets the rules. Most people fall in that trap and play it his way.”

      “Which is the normal turn of events.”

      “No it’s not. He who makes the rules of the game always wins—like the Chessmaster. So when the enemy enforces their rules, the one way out is not to abide by them.”

      “Are you saying you repeatedly told the giant to hit you so you’d become the one who makes the rules?”

      “That’s right. Instead of playing his game, I was now playing mine, with my rules.”

      “But he could have killed you.”

      “Common sense certainly endorses the idea, but no, not when he never knew why I asked him to hit me. Every time he hit me and I laughed at him and asked for more, he was puzzled, wondering what was really going on.”

      “And what was really going on, Pillar?”

      “I was wearing him out.”

      “You must be joking.”

      “I’m not. Think of it. Giants like him kill with one stroke. It’s their norm. Like most ruthless villains in this world, they’re not used to a prolonged fight. All I had to do was to make sure I took minimal damage with each hit until he became frustrated with me. Bit by bit, his confidence in himself diminished, his perception of his giant self thinned, and he started to doubt himself just like any of us, because I didn’t die or collapse—and took it to the chin and laughed. I was just a boxing bag with thick skin—or will—hit over and over again and smiling back at him. I was like all of us, any of us, suffering each day to make it through, and he, being a giant, had never seen such strength.”

      “But you could have been broken down any moment, before you’d managed to execute your plan.”

      “I have to admit the sudden storm helped a little. I think it’s called ‘faith.’ That moment when you count on the universe to lend you a helping hand,” he says. “Once I saw the look of doubt in his eyes, I hit back hard—and low. You know what really knocked him down? Not my physical power, but my taking him by surprise, and his own self-doubt. He couldn’t believe I was still alive.”

      “What did you hit him with?”

      “This.” He shows me a sharp-edged computer motherboard. “Got it from the Deep Blue machine. It’s pretty lethal at the edges.”

      It takes me a minute to let the Pillar’s theory sink in. I guess it’s his thing. I wouldn’t be brave enough to practice it, not in a million years.

      “Come on,” I tell him. “It’s time to leave this place.”

      “Got a ride?”

      “A red hot air balloon somewhere behind the white snow.”

      “Whose is it?”

      “The Dude—I mean the Red.”

      “Your guardian angel?” he says. “I’m starting to like him. I think he is in love with you.”

      “Oh, please. Why’d you say that?”

      “He saved you twice in a couple of days. A Red is in love with you, Alice. I believe we’ll see him again. Did he write you notes again?”

      “Yes. He basically told me who the Chessmaster is.”

      The Pillar props himself up, unconcerned with the blood all over him. “I’m curious—who?”

      “I’ll tell you on the way to the balloon. Can you walk?”

      “Not really. My left leg is numb. I’ll crawl, or you’ll have to carry me.”

      “I’ll carry you. I’ll use my left leg. You can use your right, with your arm around my shoulder.”

      “A team.” The Pillar’s eyes brighten. “Could we get a McDonald’s Filet-O-Fish with a badass Coke on the way?”

      “We’re in Tibet, Cao Pao Wong, so shut up.” I elbow him playfully, while we stand and he puts his arms around me. “Is everything a joke to you?”

      “If we didn’t joke we’d die here. Look.” He points at the bloody stripes on his white shirt underneath the torn blue jacket. “Always wanted a white shirt with bloody red stripes when I was a kid. I guess Stephen King’s books really messed up my childhood.”
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        World Chess Championship, Moscow, Russia

      

      

      

      The Chessmaster was losing it. All the news on TV showed a prime minister or president in every country looking for the Pillar and Alice. Even citizens in every country helped. But none could find them.

      At this point, most of the world leaders were in their third or fourth move in the game—they were allowed to take their time with each move, so most of them stalled—and the Chessmaster was beginning to think he hadn’t shown his deadly side yet.

      He wasn’t going to tell them he was Death, not now. He wasn’t even going to tell them about his other few tricks in the bag, or why he was doing this. But he had to scare the world a bit more. In his opinion, people didn’t fear what they were used to. For example, the world had been in chaos for years: the Iraq war, threats by ISIS, and all the bombings of civilians had become the norm to the public. It wasn’t pushing them to the edge anymore, and he had to make a point.

      “Swiss president!” the Chessmaster said, walking toward him.

      “Yes?” Ralph Rollecks, the Swiss president, said in a pompous voice.

      The Chessmaster eyed him for a while. He didn’t like him. He didn’t like the ten-thousand-euro suit; nor did he like the fancy cravat or the golden Rolex watch. As Death, he mostly enjoyed taking the lives of the incredibly rich and those who stole from the poor.

      Not that every Swiss person was like that. In fact, the Chessmaster admired many Swiss scientists, artists, and even chess players. He’d met an incredibly supportive Swiss family in the past when he was still learning and mastering the game of chess.

      But Ralph Rollecks was a sleaze, a thief, and a horrible man. He not only was president, but also controlled most of the Swiss banks—discreetly, of course. It wouldn’t have disgusted the Chessmaster if these were the president’s only sins, but there were more, many more.

      Ralph Rollecks’s family had laundered Nazi money after World War II through his banks, most of it still available to neo-Nazis in this very day. Blood money, which had been a byproduct of killing millions of innocent people worldwide.

      “I see you have three moves left,” the Chessmaster said.

      “I do,” said Ralph, adjusting his tie. “And I intend to take my time.”

      “No, you don’t,” the Chessmaster said, already moving one piece, a knight, in an L-shaped move.

      Lo and behold, it was a neat and genius checkmate.

      “Your queen’s dead.” The Chessmaster rubbed his mustache. “And so are you.”

      Ralph was furious, but there was nothing he could do. The Chessmaster’s men were everywhere, and now he had to drink up and die.

      “My death will not mean anything,” Ralph argued. “My people will elect another president.”

      “No, they won’t,” the Chessmaster said. “Because once you die, something horrible will happen to Switzerland.”

      “What?” Ralph said, stalling.

      The Chessmaster didn’t answer him. He ordered his men to force Ralph to drink, and he did.

      As Ralph weakened to his knees, uselessly untying his cravat, the Chessmaster looked back at the camera. “Now people of Switzerland will face a terrible fate. If you don’t want your country to face the same fate, find Alice and the Pillar for me.”

      The Chessmaster laughed, staring at the monitor on the left, showing everyone in Switzerland falling asleep.
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        Somewhere in Tibet

      

      

      

      The Dude’s balloon is a piece of art, which the Pillar figured out right away. True, it is red, but its hood is white, the color of snow, so when we fly it, no one will be able to track us with satellites from above.

      “You know how to operate this thing?” I ask the Pillar. We are already flying.

      “I think so,” he says. “Saw it used in that movie Around the World in Eighty Days.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get there.”

      “And where is that exactly?” I fold my arms.

      “Kalmykia,” he says, wiping blood off his cheeks.

      “Kalmykia? Never heard of it.”

      “The Republic of Kalmykia, a federal subject of Russia,” the Pillar explains. “It is the only region in Europe where Buddhism is practiced by the majority of the population.”

      “It’s in Russia?”

      “Yes, and bordering China. Very close from where we are. Got a nail shiner? I think I messed up my beautiful nails.”

      I roll my eyes, secretly admiring his sense of humor while soaking in blood. “What’s in Kalmykia?”

      “The next clue.”

      “The clue to the third chess piece, you mean? How do you know that? I haven’t opened the rook chess piece yet,” I say while attempting to pull it out of my pockets, only to realize the Pillar is holding it in his hands. “You took it?”

      “Just before we escaped the monks.”

      “Why?”

      “Needed to know what’s inside.”

      “Did you open it?”

      “Of course.”

      “And it said to go to Kalmykia?”

      “No, it said to get the next piece from the giant down the hole.” The Pillar furrows his brow.

      I need a moment to grasp the fact that the Pillar is always a step or two ahead. “Are you telling me that’s why you pushed us into the hole?”

      He nods agreeably. “Or I could have simply run toward our plane and escaped. The monks hadn’t destroyed it yet at that point.”

      “You knew there was a giant in the hole? I can’t believe it.”

      “It was worth it,” he says. “Because after I killed him, I found this in his cave.” He shows me the third missing piece. I can’t make out what it is with him gripping it.

      “And that third piece says we’ve got to go Kalmykia?”

      He nods, a wide, broad, and magnificently childish smile on his face. “A new adventure, baby.” It’s like he wasn’t being hit to death a while ago. It’s like he isn’t in pain or dripping blood or has torn-up clothes. It’s like we’re not inside a ridiculous balloon in the middle of nowhere, racing against time to save the world. The Pillar is just happy we’re going to Kalmykia.

      “What’s in Kalmykia, Pillar?”

      “A most beautiful city, like you’ve never seen before.” He raises his clenched hand in the air. “But first, guess what the piece in my hand is, Alice.”

      “Stop being childish. I’m not guessing. Just tell me.”

      “Come on, Alice. It’s not like we don’t have time to kill until we get there.” He points at the vast nowhere we’re flying above. “You know how many people have embarked on balloon trips and never found their way back down? Guess the piece in my hand.”

      I have to give it to him. He is full of life. He just doesn’t care about our human worries. He lives every moment as if it’s his last. I wonder if that’s because he thinks I am going to kill him soon, or if that’s just the Pillar.

      “Okay,” I say, finding myself giving in to his joyful spirit, and forgetting about all the blood on his hands. “It’s a bishop.”

      “Wrong.” He winks. “Guess one more time.”
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        Buckingham Palace, London

      

      

      

      The Queen of Hearts hadn’t put down the phone, still listening to Mr. Jay reading the Chessmaster’s story to her. She hadn’t heard a story that scary before. Who wanted to meet with Death face to face?

      But the real question was: “What does Death want with us Wonderlanders, Mr. Jay?”

      “That’s what’s puzzling me,” he said.

      “It surely has something to do with Alice,” the Queen said. “He mentioned he wanted her to burn in hell.”

      “Alice never mentioned Death when she used to work for Black Chess.”

      “She was a wild one, Mr. Jay. She must have done something bad to him.”

      “To Death?” Mr. Jay sounded skeptical.

      “What else could it be?” the Queen asks. “Or why would he bother with killing the masses to get that Carroll’s Knight?”

      “I’d have to agree with you on this. Did you ever hear about those chess pieces Carroll carved out of his own bones?”

      “Never before.”

      “Didn’t Fabiola ever tell you?”

      “No.”

      “Think harder.” Mr. Jay’s voice was demanding.

      “I know you think she should have told me when we were younger and were still close, but no, she never did,” the Queen said. “Besides, Carroll seems to have had her scatter the pieces all over the world, not long before his death. Fabiola and I were enemies by then.”

      “Then we have no choice but to let Alice and the Pillar find those pieces for the Chessmaster, and wait to see what comes out of it.”

      “I understand.”

      “We can’t afford the Chessmaster slowing down our plans. He is on neither Black Chess’s nor the Inklings’ side. We just have to play along and get him out of the way.”

      “I think it’s personal,” the Queen suggested.

      “Personal?”

      “I am thinking the Chessmaster has a grudge toward Alice about something that happened in the past.”

      “Something that none of us knows about? It’s puzzling me.”

      A long period of silence thickened the air in the Queen’s room. She broke it by asking a question that had been puzzling her since she’d heard about the Chessmaster being Death. “Mr. Jay?”

      “Yes?”

      “I was wondering about this Death idea? I mean, I thought we Wonderlanders were immortal. We’ve lived over a century and half already.”

      “I know. And you’re right. It suggests that most Wonderlanders are immortals, but it’s not conclusive. In fact, if anyone had the power to kill them, it’d have been Lewis Carroll himself.”

      “But he couldn’t. That’s why he had us trapped in Wonderland. So how come Death killed Lewis?”

      “Lewis was human, don’t forget that.”

      “Are you saying the Chessmaster can’t kill us Wonderlanders?” the Queen asks with a smug smile on her face.

      “I think so…” Mr. Jay suddenly went silent.

      The Queen could hear him conversing with someone nearby. He seemed to breathe heavier while listening. Finally, he returned to the Queen. “I think I just found the answer to your inquisition about the Chessmaster being incapable of killing Wonderlanders.”

      “And?”

      “It’s true. He can’t kill Wonderlanders.”

      The Queen blew out a long sigh—and an accidental fart of mirth, though her dogs moaned in agony.

      “Unless he finds the pieces,” Mr. Jay continued.

      The Queen stood erect, horrified by the implication. Did Mr. Jay really mean what she just understood? “Pardon me?”

      “In order to kill a Wonderlander, the Chessmaster has to find the chess piece that represents that character in Lewis Carroll’s chess squad.”

      “You mean the ones he made from his bones are magically connected to us?”

      “I’ve just been told so,” Mr. Jay said. “It seems that the Carroll chess pieces aren’t of a normal character. They’re chess pieces magically attuned to some of the most important Wonderlanders. If the Chessmaster gets them…”

      “He can kill us, just like humans,” the Queen said. “So the White Queen piece killed Fabiola because she was the White Queen in Wonderland?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And the rook?”

      “Margaret was the Duchess,” Mr. Jay said. “She’s always been your right hand. The ‘rook’ in the corner of the castle you’re counting on. It protects you from harm.”

      “My God.” The Queen collapsed on her chair. “The Duchess is the rook. That’s why she’s dead now.”

      “And I’ve been told something else,” Mr. Jay said.

      “What is it?” The Queen could sense the concern in his voice.

      “I think you should run away, as far as you can.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I’ve been told that Alice and the Pillar just found the third piece.”

      The Queen swallowed a lungful of her own fart right now. “Don’t tell me it’s a…”

      “A queen. A chess piece of a black queen.” Mr. Jay sounded disappointed. He definitely didn’t want to lose the Queen of Hearts. She’d always been a great asset. “I’m thinking you and Fabiola had always been competitive. If she’s the White Queen, then you surely are the Black Queen in Carroll’s eyes.”

      There was a long silence in the room and on the line. Even the dogs went silent, waiting for Mr. Jay to spell it out.

      “I think you’re going to die within a few hours,” Mr. Jay told the Queen of Hearts. “If not sooner.”
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        Somewhere in Tibet

      

      

      

      “If you were a chess piece in Carroll’s army, who’d you be?” the ever-playful Pillar asks me.

      Now that I know the third piece is a black queen, and that the clue inside it was a yellow note that clearly pointed at Kalmykia, I have nothing to lose but to play along. “The queen, of course,” I say jokingly.

      “Queens and kings are lame,” the Pillar says. “They stay back by the end of chessboard, hiding behind hordes of protective chess pieces, and do nothing but eat and get fat, just like in real life.”

      “Still, they’re the most important pieces in the game. If you checkmate the king, the country will fall, just like in real life, by the way.”

      “It’s a horrendously stupid idea, don’t you think? Having one king or queen or president representing the masses.”

      “I agree. I mean, how could one man be everyone?” I say. “But you didn’t tell me who you’d be in a chess game.”

      “I’ll tell you in the end. I have a firm answer. It never changes. I am curious to know if you’re like me.”

      “Okay.” I shrug. “If not queen, I’d be a rook.”

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s a strong part of a castle. Essential, and it strikes me as brave.”

      “Rooks remind me of scapegoats,” the Pillar says. “Just someone to take the blame.”

      “You have a point. How about bishops? They move diagonally in the chessboard and have no limits.” I am trying to remember the little things I know about chess, as I am far from being good at it.

      “Bishops are a joke,” the Pillar says. “First of all, a bishop piece is an elephant. Why they ever called it a bishop escapes me.”

      “Hmm…haven’t looked at it from that angle before.”

      “It’s an elephant. Elephants are big and slow, so how is it supposed to have no limits? It’s a flaw in the logic of the game, if you ask me.”

      “Then I have no choice but to become a pawn,” I say, noticing I feel dizzy uttering the words. I wonder if I am remembering something. “Pawns stand brave, first in line. They fight like real men.”

      “Alice. Alice. Alice,” the Pillar says. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pawns are nothing but the poor soldiers, pushed to the front line, defending our countries. They make movies about them and hail their names everywhere, but in reality, governments use them as sacrifices. It’s the oldest trick in the book.”

      “Are you saying soldiers are useless?”

      “Soldiers are the pride of our countries. We owe them our lives. They’re the best humans with the best intentions, but they’re manipulated, like pawns in a chess game. How many pawns did you see die in chess? Hell, how many idioms mention pawns in a sacrificial and humiliating sentence?”

      I take a moment thinking about it. I hate to admit his point of view. I love soldiers who die for the freedom of their countries, but the Pillar’s point is solid. Pawns are also used as puppets by government authorities.

      “Still, don’t underestimate pawns in chess games,” I remind him. “If a pawn reaches the other side of the board, it can become any other chess piece. It’s called promotion. I read it’s one of the best tricks used to win a weak game using just one pawn.”

      The Pillar smiles again. “Nice touch. You’ve been practicing chess behind my back?”

      “Just with a few Mushroomers back in the asylum. I don’t think that counts.”

      “I wouldn’t say so. Actually, the most prominent chess players in the world learn their best moves from homeless people.”

      “Really?”

      “They’re called Savants,” the Pillar says. “It’s a well-known fact. Savants live on the streets and usually are genius at chess, but they never realize they can make money out of it.”

      “So it’s you who’s been reading behind my back.” I raise an eyebrow.

      “Had to use my phone between the giant’s punches. After all, you say the notes you read mentioned a final chess game that would mark the end of the world.”

      I let out a sigh. “So we’re really collecting those pieces to play a final showdown against this Chessmaster?”

      “It looks like it.”

      “Neither you and I can play chess, Pillar. We’ll let the world down.”

      “I think the final chess game is rather metaphoric. Soon we’ll arrive and see what’s in store.”

      “So tell me. You said you have a favorite chess piece on the board,” I say. “What is it?”

      “Haven’t you guessed yet?”

      “I did. It’s the knight. You love the knight, but why?”

      The Pillar takes a moment, thinking it over, then says, “A knight moves in an L-shape, regardless of whoever stands in his way. A knight is a unique, unpredictable piece, and you will never see him coming.”

      I wonder if the Pillar is telling me something about himself. Something that I am not supposed to see coming.
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      Tom Truckle didn’t quite grasp Inspector Dormouse’s visit. He stood behind his desk welcoming the sleepy detective, who’d just taken a long ride from London and still slept occasionally on the sofa in the room.

      “Inspector Dormouse?” Tom Truckle said, shaking the man a little.

      “Oomph.” The inspector sprang up on the couch. “I guess I fell asleep again.”

      “You did,” Tom said impatiently. “I am really wondering why you visited if you intend to sleep between every couple of words you utter.”

      “Can’t ever sleep at home,” Dormouse said. “Kids and their mother, not to mention the leaking tap that drips out of tempo.”

      “I can send you my plumber, if that will help,” Tom said. “Now, if you don’t have something useful to tell me, could you please just leave?”

      “No,” the inspector said, standing up and pulling his sleeves down. “You’re the only one who can help me.”

      “Help you?” Tom walked back to his desk and sat. “What are you talking about?”

      “I have important information that no one thinks is important, not even Margaret Kent.”

      “Then maybe it’s not important.”

      “Of course it is.” Inspector Dormouse yawned. “You will be interested, I’m sure.”

      “Why so sure?”

      “My information concerns Carter Pillar.”

      Tom wasn’t interested yet. Though he wanted to know more about the Pillar, he sometimes preferred not to. The professor had been a headache when he was in the asylum, and Tom still had nightmares about the Pillar escaping his cell without anyone seeing him. How did he do it?

      “What exactly do you know about the Pillar?” he asked the inspector.

      “I know why he killed the twelve people.”

      “Come on.” Tom puffed. “Don’t tell me the professor had a meticulously calculated reason to do this.”

      “It’s stranger than you’d ever think.” Inspector Dormouse sounded awake and alert. “Did you know that the twelve men had something in common?”

      Tom tilted his neck, interested.

      “The twelve men the Pillar killed were using fake names,” Inspector Dormouse said.

      Tom didn’t see how that played out. It seemed strange, but not something that would interest him. “Fake names, you say?”

      “All of them,” the inspector said. “They changed their names sometime around the last five years.”

      “Are you saying they did it at the same time?”

      “In the same year.”

      Tom itched his neck. The thought of popping another pill occurred to him, but he didn’t. This seemed to be going somewhere. “Is that all?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if it was.” The inspector pulled out a long list of names and shoved it toward Tom. “This is a list with their names before they changed them.”

      Tom put on his glasses and began reading. Most of the names were foreign, not English, but that was all. “If there is a catch about this list, I’m not seeing it,” he told the inspector.

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” the inspector said. “Neither did I in the beginning.”

      Tom grimaced, his face knotting, waiting for the inspector’s punch line, which didn’t come. Instead, he watched the inspector yawn and fall asleep while standing.

      “Inspector!” Tom rapped upon his desk, thinking about those pills again.

      “Ah.” The inspector woke, stretching like he’d been napping for an hour. “So where were we?”

      “You said there is something special about the twelve men’s names before they changed them. What is it?”

      “All those foreign names on the list are a translation to one name in English,” the Inspector said.

      “One name?” Tom grimaced. “Are you saying the twelve people the Pillar killed shared one certain name—in different languages—then changed it to a fake one in the same year?”

      The inspector nodded proudly.

      “That’s odd,” Tom said. “Definitely interesting. But I don’t see how this exposes the Pillar’s reason for killing them.”

      “Not when you know of the name they all shared in the past.”

      “Is that relevant?”

      “Most definitely.”

      “What is that name?” Tom asked, not expecting the inspector’s answer.

      It was such a strange answer that he had the inspector repeat it to make sure he’d heard it right the first time.

      “Carter Pillar,” the inspector said. “The twelve men shared the name of Carter Pillar.”
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        Close to Kalmykia region, Russia

      

      

      

      “What are you doing?” I ask the Pillar, as our balloon floats closer to the ground.

      He looks up from his phone, which he has been using to play chess for some time. “I’m playing chess against the computer.”

      “I see that,” I say. “You’ve been clicking buttons like a child for half an hour now.”

      “I have the strongest thumbs.” He grins, still staring at the screen.

      “The weakest mind, too.”

      “Love you when you’re nasty like that.” He clicks a side button and plays a song, which has lyrics saying, I’m feeling kinda mean… Blah, blah, blah. “It’s a song by Double Vision.”

      “So?”

      “I need to feel mean and practice chess in case we’re playing against the Chessmaster with Carroll’s pieces.”

      “And a couple of computer games will make you good at it?”

      “I am playing against the commercialized version of IBM’s Deep Blue.” He still grins like a child, making a move against the machine.

      I’m beginning to get curious, peeking to see how far he went. “Any luck?”

      “Nah,” the Pillar says. “This is the seventh game I’ve lost in a row.”

      “In only a couple of moves, apparently.” I point at the screen.

      The Pillar glances toward me. “I think we’d better give in and let the world end. Neither of us can beat the Chessmaster.”

      “You’ve just said it may be another sort of chess game,” I remind him. “Besides, there must be a point in collecting Carroll’s pieces.”

      “Of course, but we don’t know what it is.”

      “Maybe you can only beat the Chessmaster with Carroll’s Knight. It’d make sense why Lewis scattered the pieces all around the world.”

      The Pillar seems to like the idea. “Not bad thinking for a mad girl who’s a mere character in a children’s book.”

      “Stop the joking. Be serious for a few minutes.”

      “Can I be seriously joking?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “Stop it, really.”

      “Seriously mad?”

      “Pillar!”

      “I was thinking seriously funny. Now that’s new.”

      “I’m not going to warn you again. Now tell me what’s in Kalmykia. I’m sure the chess piece didn’t say just to go there without further clues.”

      “You want to know what’s in Kalmykia?”

      “Yes.”

      “Chess City.”

      “Chess City? What is that?”

      “A large complex devoted to chess competitions, located east of Elista, Kalmykia, in Russia.” The Pillar tucks his phone into his battered pocket. “A small town, actually, with a domed Chess Hall.”

      “A center for playing chess, you mean?”

      “Yes, but that’s not Chess City’s main attraction. The small city is an Olympic-style village of Californian-Mediterranean Revival Style architecture. It has a conference center, public swimming pool, and a museum of Kalmyk Buddhist art.”

      “And?” I tilt my head. Clearly nothing of what he’s mentioned is what we’re after.

      “Chess City also has a complex feature of sculptures and artwork devoted to chess. One of them is a statue of a man called Ostap Bender.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “A fictional character of books written by Ilya Ilf and Yevgeni Petrov, Russian authors, equally infatuated with Alice in Wonderland.”

      “What were their books about?”

      “The character in their books proposed the creation of a world chess capital.”

      “That’s interesting.” I’m curious to see where the Chessmaster fits in.

      “Earlier, Chess City had been used to host holy men like the Dalai Lama and such, but then, when completed in 1998, a millionaire from Kalmykia, ruler of the republic since 1993, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov, made this city into something much madder.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Kirsan Ilyumzhinov was also president of FIDE, the international governing body of chess, at the time,” the Pillar explains. “A fanatical chess enthusiast, and totally against the IBM scam with his friend Garry Kasparov, had the city expanded and built for the thirty-third Chess Olympiad.”

      I am not saying a word. The Pillar’s story seems complex, so I keep listening eagerly, waiting for the punch line, because with the Pillar, there is always a punch line.

      “Since then, Chess City has hosted three major FIDE tournaments. Kirsan Ilyumzhinov had future plans for hosting watersport and skiing events, but that never happened.”

      “Why?”

      “You want the truth or the newspaper headlines at the time?”

      “Start with the version told by the newspapers at the time.”

      “They claimed that due to Kalmykia being a poor republic of approximately three hundred thousand people located in the barren steppe regions in the southeastern corner of Europe, with scant natural resources, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov was corrupt and stealing the poor people’s money,” the Pillar says. “As a result, the construction of the opulent Chess City was abandoned.”

      “Abandoned?”

      “It became a dead city,” the Pillar says. “As beautiful as it was, the investigations never ended, and no one lived there anymore.”

      At this moment, the city starts to show itself beyond the fading white of snow in the distance. Slowly, I am absorbing the ridiculously beautiful and larger-than-life aspect of it. From this far, I can already see an endless chessboard built on the ground, much, much larger than the one in Marostica.

      Beyond it, the rest of the city’s buildings are colorful and enchantingly designed, reminding me of the ridiculousness of everything Lewis Carroll imagined in Wonderland.

      “I can’t believe how beautiful it is,” I say. “How come such a place is abandoned?”

      “Which brings us to what really happened with Kirsan Ilyumzhinov,” the Pillar says.

      “I’m curiouser and curiouser,” I say.

      “In reality, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov was a dear friend of…”

      “Of whom?”

      “The March Hare.”

      It takes me a second to connect the March to these events, but once I remind myself of the light bulb in the Hare’s head, my brain lights up with the answer. “Are you telling me Kirsan Ilyumzhinov was searching for Wonderland?”

      “Most definitely.” The Pillar nods. “The March Hare, being chased by Black Chess, especially after they’d implanted a light bulb in his head, couldn’t build more gardens to bring him back to Wonderland. Kirsan Ilyumzhinov, being a Lewis Carroll fan—so many Russians are, trust me, because of the time Lewis spent here—he persuaded the March Hare to build Chess City, which was supposed to be the next best thing to the Garden of Cosmic Speculation.”

      “A better model, you mean.”

      “The March had discovered that the way to Wonderland wasn’t the gardens with ridiculous designs, but the secret was in designing a chess city from Lewis’s lost designs in his diaries.”

      “So we’re about to land on the real portal to Wonderland?” I say, my eyes fixed on the empty city.

      “Not sure, but the city was banned by the Russian government—influenced by Black Chess, of course. There was no way to enter or visit it.”

      “Because they wanted to find a way to Wonderland,” I mumble.

      “Most probably,” the Pillar says. “Though I’m not sure. What I know is that this place never worked as a portal to Wonderland, so it’s stayed like this: a most beautiful ghost city.”

      I turn and look the Pillar in the eye. He looks back at me, impressed with what I am about to say. “An empty ghost town, which was once a possible portal to Wonderland,” I say. “The perfect place for Fabiola to hide Carroll’s Knight.”
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        Buckingham Palace, London

      

      

      

      The Queen’s first way out was to hide under the sheets of her royal bed, but then the stupid dogs barked, exposing her hiding place.

      She jumped out of bed, frantically wondering how she could cheat Death. If Alice and the Pillar had really found that last piece, she was going to die in a few hours, just like Fabiola and Margaret. How was it possible to cheat Death when your name appeared on his to-do list?

      She kept thinking that Death could be bribable, just like anything else in the world. But what did Death need money for? It wasn’t like he was in dire need of a new scythe from Harrods or ASDA.

      Then what? She kept thinking.

      What can I offer Death so he’ll leave me alone?

      She thought if she could talk to him face to face, she’d persuade him of something—or better, trick him into nearing her guards, and chop off his head.

      Chopping off Death’s head. She grinned. That’d look good on my CV.

      But she knew she was just fooling herself. Death was coming. Soon she’d be poisoned and die. The real issue with Death was he didn’t knock on doors. There wasn’t enough time to offer him tea and talk him out of it.

      The only solution was to fool him and make him think he was killing her when she was someone else. The Queen jumped toward the phone and called the Cheshire.

      “I want you to possess me,” she told him.

      The Cheshire, or whoever he was possessing at that moment, was munching on popcorn and watching The Exorcist, which he thought was entirely rubbish. If I was that terrible demon in the movie, why would I possess a helpless young girl? I’d possess the president of the United States or something.

      “Did you hear me?” the Queen said.

      “I heard you, but I’m not sure I heard you right.” He munched on more popcorn and turned off the movie to watch Family Guy instead. The Cheshire dug Family Guy. “Did you just say you want me to possess you?”

      “Yes, that’s an order.”

      “First of all, I don’t take orders from you,” he said. “You’re too short to give orders.”

      “Cheshire! Possess me!” She stomped her feet.

      The Cheshire almost choked, laughing. He imagined the girl in The Exorcist being bratty and all, demanding the demon possess her. That would be a great scene in Family Guy, he thought.

      “Possess me!”

      “You know I can’t,” he said. “You’re a Wonderlander.”

      “Yes, you can if I give you permission.”

      “So you’re serious about it. May I ask why?”

      “Because…” The Queen had to cook up a reason, fast. She began to sob theatrically. “I’m fed up with myself. I’m short, obnoxious, and no one loves me. I can’t think of one child who has me as his idol. I realized I’d prefer being a cat than a queen.”

      “What’s wrong with cats?” The Cheshire purred.

      “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant I prefer to be a beautiful cat than being a nasty Queen who chops off heads.”

      The Cheshire gave it some thought. He’d been searching for a person to possess forever and stick with. Being the Queen of Hearts—and Britain’s queen—wasn’t bad, although he wouldn’t want to stick to it forever. But it’d be fun, too. And he was seriously bored.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m on my way.”

      “Thank you!” she chirped. “You have a pen and paper so you can write my address down?”

      The Cheshire blew out a long sigh. “I know where you live. You’re the Queen of England. Everyone knows where you live.”

      “Ah, stupid me.” She blushed.

      “I’m beginning to have second thoughts about possessing someone like you. So stupid, I could lose my cat mojo.”

      “No, no. I promise I’d buy someone’s brain. How many IQs are good for you?”

      The Cheshire simply hung up. It wasn’t worth it, really. He switched the channel and watched Dumb and Dumber.

      The Queen, on the other hand, was shocked, listening to the terrible beep of the phone. Had the Cheshire just given up on her? How was she going to cheat Death now?

      She suddenly felt a shudder, followed by terrible cramps in her stomach. There was no escaping now.

      She fell to her knees. Even her dogs abandoned her. She swirled and screamed and cursed and spat bubbles of stupidity out of her mouth. But nothing helped.

      Fading away, she saw strange men wearing black armor and looking like the Chessmaster entering the room. They picked her up and began pulling her as her bones scraped the floor.

      “Where are you taking me?” she said.

      One of the knights laughed and said, “To the afterlife. Time to pay your debt.”
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        Chess City, Kalmykia, Russia

      

      

      

      Walking through the ghost city, it was hard not to feel like a tourist, though admittedly a special one. The enormous chess pieces and constructions are dazzling, sometimes infused with Buddhist architecture; it’s an almost ethereal experience.

      “How do you like it in here?” the Pillar asks.

      “It’s incredible,” I say. “But I have to admit, the city is also intimidating.”

      “Of course, because it’s empty.”

      “So we’re going to walk the city? Looking for Carroll’s Knight?”

      “I’m not sure. The clue didn’t explain things further.”

      “I have an idea,” I tell him. “With all due respect, all those beautiful designs are a camouflage.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean the city’s main attraction is this.” I point at the incredibly large chessboard, like the one in Marostica.

      “I agree,” the Pillar says. “But I also don’t see how it could lead us to Carroll’s Knight.”

      “Why?”

      “Look, Alice. True, it’s the largest chessboard I’ve ever seen, but it’s empty, just like the city.”

      The Pillar is right. The chessboard is devoid of any chess pieces.

      In silence, feeling mesmerized and intimidated at the same time, we reach the chessboard. The sun behind us is shimmering with a patch of orange flaring behind the cloudy skies. Surprisingly, there is no snow in Chess City, making me think the March Hare may have been right about it being a portal to Wonderland.

      The chessboard is composed of huge tiles of black and white, like the one in the Vatican. The tiles are incredibly huge, and they could host four to five people, shoulder to shoulder.

      “I think you owe me an explanation,” I tell the Pillar, influenced by the images before me.

      “What would that be?”

      “How come I walked the white tiles on the Vatican’s chessboard?”

      “What do you mean? You’re Alice, the only one who can save the world from Wonderland Monsters.”

      “That’s the Alice you want me to be.”

      “This is the Alice you are. We’re not going through this again.”

      “But we have to, because at some point I was the Bad Alice and I’ve worked for Black Chess. It doesn’t make sense that I was able to walk the white chess tiles inside an important place like the Vatican. Did Fabiola manipulate it?”

      “Of course she didn’t,” the Pillar says. “Fabiola helped you because she thought you were a nice girl who could save lives while being brainwashed by me. If she’d known it was really you, she’d have killed you.”

      “Then why did she show me the vision of the circus?”

      “Either to make you realize Black Chess’s madness, or she was testing you so she could, like I said, kill you if you were the Bad Alice.”

      “Some things you say about her make me wonder why you love her.”

      The Pillar shrugs. “I know. But hey, I’m as bad myself.”

      Sometimes I can’t help it when I listen to him. I suppress a laugh and stay focused on what I need to know. “You still haven’t told me how the Bad Alice was able to walk the white tiles in the Vatican.”

      “Because of your intentions.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We all have good and evil inside us. It comes and goes. Some of us dip our heads too far in the dark, and some only have snippets of bad thoughts clouding our heads from time to time. For instance, it may cross your mind to pull down the window and verbally abuse the reckless driver next to you in a rare episode of road rage. But it just subsides and you don’t give in to it, once you remind yourself that being good is a choice, not a gene.”

      “Stop the metaphors. I need firm answers now.”

      “Because your intentions were good, Alice—that’s why you walked the white tiles.” The Pillar’s voice is flat.

      “If so, then I can walk the white tiles now as well,” I say, taking a deep breath.

      “You’re assuming this is one of those holy chessboards?”

      “It makes sense, since it’s in a place that is supposedly a portal to Wonderland.”

      “A bit far-fetched,” he says. “But if you truly believe so, then you should start with the black tiles. I mean, if you’re right, my bet is you can’t walk them.”

      “I can’t,” I say firmly. “I feel it.”

      The Pillar’s eyes glimmer, not in the most pleasant way.

      “I will walk the white tiles now,” I say, and step onto the board.

      The Pillar’s first reaction is taking a couple of steps back. I believe he just read my mind and realized what I was aiming for.

      “Now it’s your turn,” I dare him. “I want you to try to walk the white tiles, Pillar.”

      “Ah, there is no need to.” He waves his hand, trying to act playful, but the concern in his eyes is exposing enough.

      “I need you to,” I insist. “I need to know about your intentions.”

      His eyes weaken. The shine in them withers a little. I’ve cornered him in a place he doesn’t wish to be. But I need to know. I need to know, once and for all, what his intentions are.

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I will never kill you, not even if you can only walk the black tiles. All I want is to know you’re on my side.”

      “I am on your side,” the Pillar says.

      “Actually, this is what I feel. I know what you’ve done to me. You believing in me is beyond remarkable. But there is this feeling about you I can’t shake.”

      “What feeling?”

      “That I don’t know who you really are.”

      “I can’t walk the tiles, Alice.” The Pillar’s voice scares me, because he is almost begging me, something I’ve never experienced with him. “I just can’t.”

      “Are you saying you can only walk the black tiles?”

      “I’m saying I can’t.”

      I pull out a gun from my back pocket and point it at him. I confiscated it from the Chessmaster’s men in Marostica and held on to it. I’m not even sure it’s loaded, but I have to do this.

      The Pillar says nothing. Somehow he is not surprised.

      “I’m much more worried now,” I say. “Why aren’t you surprised I am pointing a gun at you? Is it that you don’t believe I will pull the trigger?”

      “Actually, I have no doubt you will, if you need to,” he says. “And at some point you will pull the trigger and kill me. It’s my fate, but I’m not sure why you will do it.”

      I grimace, realizing that maybe it’s the Bad Alice in me aiming the gun at him. “I’m sorry.” I lower the gun.

      “No,” the Pillar says. “Don’t lower the gun. Don’t repress that dark part inside you, Alice.”

      “What? Why would you tell me something like that?”

      “Because this is why I helped you become who you are now,” he says. “The world is full of good guys trying to fix it, always faltering when it’s time to pull the trigger, because they have no bad side in them. You’re not like them, Alice. You’re perfect. A good person who was once bad. If you can only find the balance inside, you will save this world.”

      Like always, his words seep through, and I devour every syllable and meaning.

      He is right. If I end up facing Death itself, I will have to pull the trigger. I can only defeat Death with the darker side of me. I grip my gun tighter and point it at the Pillar again.

      “Then walk the tiles, Pillar,” I demand. “Show me what your intentions are.”

      The Pillar nods, still reluctant, but he approaches the chessboard. And there he stands before a white tile, about to step onto it, but can he really do it?
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        World Chess Championship, Moscow, Russia

      

      

      

      The Chessmaster listened to his informer telling him the latest news.

      “The Queen is dying, too,” the man told him.

      The Chessmaster nodded, thinking. “And Alice? The Pillar?”

      “They’ve found three pieces so far. In a few minutes I will be able to locate their final destination.”

      “I want to know as soon as they arrive,” the Chessmaster said. “I hope the place is not far from here.”

      “It can’t be,” the man said. “The sequence of how they found the pieces makes perfect sense. The last piece was in Tibet, pretty close to us.”

      “Are you suggesting they’re close?”

      “They must be.”

      “Be sure, and soon,” the Chessmaster said. “I’m counting on the accuracy of your information.”

      “But of course,” the man said. “I wouldn’t risk you killing me.” He smiled feebly.

      The Chessmaster didn’t quite like being perceived as that scary Death figure. He hadn’t always been that scary. He had a story of his own, a story that justified his actions—at least from his point of view.

      But none of this meant it wasn’t fun infusing much more chaos into the world. After all, with the powers he possessed he wasn’t only capable of killing people. He could also make entire cities fall asleep.

      He stood up, walked toward two other presidents, and with a couple of moves killed them, then simply announced more cities going to sleep. A slow, boring death, he liked to call it. We all went to sleep—died every night—and woke up, never being appreciative of the gift of life. Funny how this came from Death himself.

      The Chessmaster announced the new sleeping cities on the news, warning of London being the next one on the list. Then he sat back, daydreaming about all the hell he would soon bestow on Alice. Oh, how long he’d waited for this to happen.
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        Director’s office, Radcliffe Asylum, Oxford

      

      

      

      “The twelve men were called Carter Pillar?” Tom Truckle said.

      “See?” Inspector Dormouse said. “I told you I knew something.”

      “But what does it mean? Why would people named Carter Pillar change their name in the same year?”

      “I have an idea, not much, but I am curious to know your theories.”

      “I don’t know,” Tom Truckle said. “Maybe they knew about him being a madman and didn’t want to have anything to do with him.”

      “Sounds too far-fetched to me.”

      “Then maybe he made them change their names. I wouldn’t dismiss the idea. The Pillar is a lunatic. I imagine his ego drove him to want only one man called by his name.”

      “It still makes no sense. He is a madman, and he fooled me by pretending to be some animal activist called the Petmaster, but it’s not that,” Dormouse said. “Want to hear what I know?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “The twelve men were foreigners. They weren’t born in Britain, and none of them came from the same country.”

      “It’s getting more interesting now. What else?”

      “They come from all over the world, even from countries where you normally wouldn’t find a name like Carter or Pillar.”

      “But you said their names were a translation to Carter Pillar in their own language.”

      “Indeed, but even some of those translations are never used as names in their countries.”

      “I see. So they arrived here a few years ago? Why?”

      “For all kinds of reasons. None of them suspicious or unusual.”

      “That’s a dead end,” Tom Truckle said. “Did they know each other?”

      “Now you’re on the right track. They all met annually. Once every year.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “A secret meeting, and guess where?”

      “That’s hard to guess.”

      “In Oxford University.”

      “Does that mean they knew the real Pillar?”

      “In fact, yes,” Inspector Dormouse said. “I had to dig into the university’s archive to figure out that it was our Carter Pillar who arranged the secret meetings.”

      “What were they about?”

      “Some kind of ritual.”

      “You’ve lost me. Ritual?”

      “About Wonderland.”

      “That can’t be.”

      “Oh, it can,” Inspector Dormouse said. “I’ve bribed a cook who worked in the kitchen below Oxford to tell me all he knew about the meetings.”

      “And?”

      “He heard them talk about Wonderland all the time. But the boy thought they were nuts. He was fooled by Carter Pillar pretending to be a nerdy professor at the time, so he dismissed the nonsensical talk, and only overheard a few things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like what they called their meetings.”

      “They had a name for a meeting?” Tom Truckle said. “I’m curious. What did they call it?”

      “Are you ready for it?” Inspector Dormouse seemed too awake and alert now.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because I think it may tie a few things you already know together—in a vague way, though.”

      “I know you’re a detective who likes suspense, but I’m not into that,” Tom Truckle said. “So tell me what they called their meetings.”

      “I suggest you suck down a few pills first,” Inspector Dormouse said. “You will need them.”

      “Damn it. Just spill it out. What did they call their meetings?”

      “The Fourteen,” Inspector Dormouse said, watching Tom Truckle pop down a few pills right away.
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        Chess City, Kalmykia, Russia

      

      

      

      The Pillar still hesitates at stepping onto the white tiles.

      “Please,” I say. “You owe me this.”

      His right foot is slightly higher, presumably ready to step onto the white tiles. I’m not sure if he is tricking me into playing one of his games, but he looks a bit thin-skinned at the moment. Something is showing through, but I can’t quite see it.

      “Like I said, I will not kill you, no matter what,” I say. “I will not even hate you. It seems impossible to do so now, not after all we’ve been through, not after you’ve believed in me so much. But I need to know who you are.”

      “Beware of what you wish for,” he says, almost mumbling it.

      What’s going on with him? Who is he, really? Having him standing in front of me, his clothing in tatters, blood dried on his bare skin in most places, makes him most vulnerable-looking now. This looks like a moment I can take advantage of. How many times do you get to have the upper hand over the infamous Carter Pillar?

      “I am ready for anything,” I say. “If you don’t step onto the chessboard, I will assume you’ve been denied walking upon white tiles, just like you wouldn’t do it in the Vatican. Fabiola may have been right. You’re a devil in disguise.” I raise a hand. “But even so, I will never blame you for it, because whatever makes you see something good in me, whatever makes you want me to save people, there must be a redeeming quality about you.”

      The Pillar says nothing. It’s evident to me that he is sucking in whatever truth he is about to spill, right into the belly of his soul.

      “There is nothing to be ashamed about,” I continue. “I am like you. An evil girl. But I made a choice to be good and pay for my sins.”

      “Did you?”

      I shrug. “I’m trying. Believe me, I am. I may not have remembered everything I’ve done in the past, but the basic principle is to try to be a better person in the now.”

      “I like the sound of that,” he says, and steps further.

      My heart races, watching his foot near the white tile. Is he really going to step on it? Knowing him, I’m sure he can come up with a last-minute trick.

      In slow motion, holding my breath, I watch the Pillar step onto the white tile.

      I can’t believe it.

      Even slower, he pulls his other leg up and now steps with both feet upon the tile.

      I wait for something to happen. I wait for a trick. I wait for him to shiver and shudder in pain because he isn’t supposed to be stepping on white tiles.

      But all my assumptions are futile. The Pillar does have the power to step on white tiles. His intentions are clear, unless I don’t truly believe in the chessboard’s verdict. But I do believe in it. My heart tells me so.

      “How is that for good intentions?” the Pillar says.

      “Then why didn’t you just do it?” I chortle, so happy. “Why did you play games with me? I get it. Fabiola wasn’t right. You can walk the white tiles. You just want to come across as mysterious, like you always do.”

      “Maybe I have another reason.”

      I raise my eyes to meet his—they’ve been fixed on his legs all this time. “What do you mean?”

      “Are you ready for this, Alice?”

      “Ready for what? Please stop doing that. You’re scaring me.”

      “You wanted to know my intentions, whether I can step on the white tiles or not. You wanted to know why I haven’t stepped on the tiles in the Vatican, even when I can now step on white tiles. Scary or not, you asked for the truth.”

      It puzzles me what he is about to show me. What could possibly shatter this beautiful moment, knowing his intentions are “white”?

      “This is why, Alice,” he says, strolling over the corner of the white tile.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Showing you who I am,” he says, and lifts up his right leg, leaning more to the right, then he stretches over to the adjoining black tile.

      And there he shows me. It’s confusing. Too confusing, in fact. But it’s the truth.

      The Pillar’s right leg steps over onto the black tile. He can step on both.

      I cup my shriek with both my hands, more bewildered than shocked, because I’m not quite sure what this implies, having both white and black intentions.

      Suddenly, when I’m about to press him for an explanation, the whole life-sized chessboard hums in a low drone that I can feel in my feet.

      The drone escalates to a rattle, which escalates to an earth-shattering sound, as if an earthquake is about to take place.
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      “What’s going on?”

      “I have no idea,” the Pillar says, stretching out his arms for balance, the same as me. “Hang on tight, Alice.”

      “This is ridiculous,” I say. “We’ve ended up here because of the clue in the black queen chess piece. Are we going to die?”

      “Unless Fabiola and Lewis intended a horrible fate for those who looked for Carroll’s Knight, it couldn’t be,” the Pillar says. The whole Chess City starts to shake all around us. “Why would Lewis want us to die if he’s scattered the pieces all over the world? He could have simply thrown them into the ocean for no one to find them.”

      “But he didn’t.” It’s getting hard to keep balance. “He hid the pieces from the Chessmaster, but he wanted someone else to find them. Probably me.”

      It’s this exact moment when I realize that the final chess game is definitely between me and the Chessmaster. Carroll’s Knight isn’t just something the Chessmaster needs, but also fears.

      This is it!

      This is the part I read in the notes, where it explains he is afraid of something. I think the Chessmaster is afraid of me. No, that’s not quite it. He is afraid of me finding Carroll’s Knight, but he also had no choice but have me look for it. Because whatever Carroll’s Knight is for, Lewis was smart enough to hide it from the Chessmaster, and only have me find it.

      My head spins as I think of my lock of hair, which released the very first piece in this journey. Lewis planned this all along. As always, he proves to be a genius.

      A sudden, loud crackling sound rises in the distance.

      It’s like a microphone connected to the loudest of amplifiers. The crackling is too loud; it surpasses the sound of crashing and tumbling buildings all around us.

      “What is that?” I ask the Pillar.

      “Someone’s idea of this being an excellent time for having a concert.”

      Someone’s voice comes through the amplifiers: “By stepping on both white and black tiles, you have activated mankind’s last game of chess.”

      The Pillar glares, with blame-filled eyes, toward me.

      “I only asked you to step on the white tiles.” I scowl.

      “Yeah,” he says. “It’s always my fault.”

      The amplified voice laughs, ever so loud, as the shaking of the earth slowly subsides.

      “Evil laugh,” the Pillar says. “I’m sick of those silly laughs in Hollywood movies. I mean, what real badass villain laughs like that?”

      “Me!” The answer echoes in the empty city.

      I tilt my head upward, wondering if the voice comes from the sky, but it doesn’t.

      “Who are you?” I demand.

      “They call me the Chessmaster,” the voice answers. “My real name is Vozchik Stolb. But I’m sure the Pillar knows that already.”
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      “You know who he is?” I glare at the Pillar.

      “I wouldn’t have gone through this journey if I had, right?” the Pillar says. “He is trying to trick us for some reason.”

      “Am I?” the voice says. “But hey, my name isn’t that important.”

      “Then what’s important now?” I ask. “How could you have possibly arrived before us when it’s you who sent us to find Carroll’s Knight?”

      “Believe me, dear Alice,” the Chessmaster says, “it never crossed my mind that this, the Chess City, is where the final chess game would take place.”

      “Then why are you here?” I ask.

      “I had you followed. It’s that simple. Millions of people all around the world were scared I’d kill their leaders and put their countries into an eternal sleep, so everyone in the world was practically helping me,” he explains. “Some reported seeing you in Tibet, a few spotted the poorly disguised balloon, and finally, a few residents in neighboring Kalmykia towns spotted you enter it.”

      “So you’re as blind as us to where Carroll’s Knight is in this city?” I ask.

      “No quite that blind,” the Chessmaster says. “Bear in mind that Lewis Carroll was something of a genius, having made the clues lead you here to a city that may also be a portal to Wonderland.”

      A light bulb suddenly flickers in my head. Is it possible that the March Hare knew about the whereabouts of Carroll’s Knight all along? But that’s impossible. I know he likes me and wouldn’t keep such a thing from me. He is just a child inside a man, designing Wonderland-themed gardens and cities, wanting to go back to relive his childhood.

      It was all Lewis’s planning. But why?

      “But you must have known something,” the Pillar challenges him.

      “Not until an hour ago, when I found out the clues led you here. I had my men search the empty city and found a few of Carroll’s lost diaries.”

      “In this city?” I say. “What’s in the diaries?”

      “The diaries don’t exactly point to where I can obtain Carroll’s Knight, but they tell of a great secret.”

      “Spit it out!”

      “It has to do with the chessboard you’re standing on,” the Chessmaster says.

      “The one the Pillar accidentally activated,” I remark.

      “Nah, he didn’t,” the Chessmaster says. “That was a joke I made up. Nothing activates it, and the fake earthquake is part of the March Hare’s nonsensical and absurd design, having planned Chess City to become another Wonderland. It’s all done with the touch of the button.”

      “Never mind all that,” the Pillar says. “What did you discover about the chessboard?”

      “Ah, this will really amuse you.” The Chessmaster laughs. “You see, each piece you found is connected to some of your beloved Wonderland characters. The white queen piece was connected to Fabiola, the rook to the Duchess, and the black queen to the Queen of Hearts.”

      “Is that why Fabiola was poisoned?” the Pillar asks.

      “Exactly,” the Chessmaster says. “At first, I thought this was how Lewis Carroll protected Wonderlanders from me. As Death, I’ve always been puzzled about my inability to kill Wonderlanders. Turns out Lewis protected most of you with a spell that demanded he created chess pieces from his bones and hide them all over the world.”

      The Pillar and I exchange glances. So this was why Lewis made that chessboard. It explains why the Chessmaster asked him about the chess pieces the day he took his life. Lewis really cared for the Wonderlanders, though he knew most of them were monsters.

      “But I wasn’t quite right,” the Chessmaster says. “Each time both of you found a piece, a Wonderlander seemed to be dying, while in reality they were only poisoned, and some mysterious army of black men brought them to me.”

      “Not much of a difference,” I remark, “because I assume you killed them when they arrived. My God, you killed Fabiola, the Duchess, and the Queen. Soon you will kill each of us, once you find the chess piece we’re connected to.”

      I close my eyes, clench my teeth, and feel like I could kick myself for being so stupid. This is why the Queen was afraid of the Chessmaster. He is no Wonderlander. He is no Inkling. No Black Chess. But he is the one capable of ending the Wonderland Wars before they start, because he is about to kill us all right now.
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      “You will kill us all!” I shout at the Chessmaster. “All you need is to find the rest of the chess pieces.”

      “Calm down, Alice,” the Pillar says.

      “I won’t calm down.” I am losing it, basically because of my stupidity. “He is going to kill us, and guess what? It’s me who led him to the chess pieces by unlocking the tomb in Marostica.”

      “But he hasn’t found the rest of the pieces yet,” the Pillar reminds me. “And he doesn’t know where they are.”

      “Yet,” I retort.

      “He is just a dumb old man with an ancient handlebar mustache,” the Pillar argues. “He won’t find the rest of the pieces if we just stop searching.”

      “Watch your mouth, Pillar.” The Chessmaster’s voice echoes. “I’m the greatest chess player in the history of mankind.”

      “Oh, please,” the Pillar says. “Taking people’s lives with a game of chess. You’ve destroyed my perception of Death already. Where is the cool dude with the scythe and skeleton for a head? Now that’s what I call an awesome death. Chess game? Duh.”

      “Don’t push me, Pillar, or I will tell Alice who you really are—and how we met before.”

      “You keep saying that,” the Pillar says. “If you have something to tell her, do it now, you liar.”

      “Not now,” the Chessmaster counters. “It’s too soon. I want my masterpiece to be unveiled slowly. What good will it do me if I’m not entertained by my plan?”

      “What plan?” I ask.

      “The plan that will force you to find the rest of the pieces, Carroll’s Knight included, for me.” The Chessmaster seems sure of himself.

      “You can’t make me do it,” I say dismissively.

      “Don’t ever threaten me, Alice of Wonderland.” The Chessmaster laughs. It’s a bitter laugh, tinted with sadness and outrageous anger. My curiosity about him increases by the minute. So he isn’t just a mad chess player who wants to end the world, and not only Death itself. Then who is he really? Why is he doing this?

      “Listen, mustache man,” the Pillar says, checking his wristwatch. “Unless you have something really scary to show us, I’d like to leave and get myself some new clothes and a new haircut.”

      “Not funny, Pillar,” says the Chessmaster. “Whatever you do, you will not be the ‘He Who Laughs Last.’”

      He Who Laughs Last? The words remind me of the Pillar’s theory with the giant. I am beginning to think the Chessmaster was telling the truth about previously meeting the Pillar.

      “As for you, little Alice,” the Chessmaster says, “I hope you are ready to play.”

      “Play? You mean that last game of chess?”

      “Indeed, but it’s not like anything you’ve prepared for,” the Chessmaster says.

      His words are followed by another rattling and drone underneath the chessboard. This time, something else accompanies the sound. Not an earthquake, but an incredibly horrifying joke.

      The tiles on the chessboard part and human-sized blocks of glass rise from under the earth. The whole thing is done with a most unimaginable technology. Slowly, I realize the chessboard is coming to life; each life-size piece of chess, black and white, is standing upon the chessboard, only they’re trapped in glass prisons.

      “What is going on?” My mouth hangs open.

      I squint at the glass blocks and see that inside the large chess pieces are real humans. They’re rapping on the glass from inside, panicked, just like me.

      The glass blocks are foggy on the inside, so it’s hard to see their faces. Out of nowhere, a block of glass rises and imprisons me as well, in the blink of an eye.

      I start rapping on the glass from inside, wanting out, demanding to know what is going on. But a fog fills the glass and it gets harder to see.

      I keep wiping it with the back of my hand, realizing my screams are only echoed back in my head and are hardly audible outside.

      But then, through a small oval shape I’ve managed to clear in the fogged glass, I see outside, and in that same instant, I glimpse at a few others who’ve managed to wipe clear a small opening through their glass blocks. It’s shocking, and incredibly terrifying, when I recognize a few faces behind the glass.

      In no particular order, I recognize three of them: Fabiola, the Duchess, and the Queen of Hearts.
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        Aldate’s St., Oxford

      

      

      

      “This is no time to sleep again!” Tom Truckle pinched Inspector Dormouse awake.

      Tom was in his car, driving to a place where he and Inspector Dormouse could further investigate the Fourteen Secret Society. They’d almost reached Oxford University when Dormouse fell asleep again.

      “Wake up!” Tom’s voice pitched up. The hectic traffic was already getting on his nerves. “What kind of inspector are you? A serial sleeper?”

      “Oh, sorry.” Dormouse brushed at his beady eyes, blinking heavily against the soon-to-set sun. “Where were we?”

      “You said we should come to Oxford to meet someone who can help us with figuring out why the twelve men the Pillar killed had the same name.”

      “Yes, of course,” Inspector Dormouse said. “I see you’re about to park. Good. We should meet with that man soon.”

      “Just stay awake, please,” Tom said, parking his car. “After we figure this out together, I have a suggestion for you.”

      “Suggestion?”

      “Yes. I think you’d better retire from your job.”

      “Retire? And do what for a living?”

      “A professional sleeper. I’m sure there is such a job in this mad world we live in.” Tom pulled his keys out and popped a few pills. He was getting a bit drowsy himself, but he wasn’t sure if it was the jinx from being with Dormouse or if he’d been swallowing too much medication lately. “So, let me think this over again. The Pillar killed twelve men whose original names were also Carter Pillar?”

      “The same twelve men whom he had a meeting with every year. The Fourteen,” Inspector Dormouse confirmed.

      “So he basically knew these men for some time. Are you saying he played them, suddenly betrayed them, and killed them?”

      “Maybe something came up and he had to do it. What’s puzzling to me is why they all had the same name and then changed it.”

      “I know. It doesn’t make sense at all,” Tom said. “But if you ask me, I’m most puzzled by the name of their little secret society.”

      “The Fourteen?”

      “Yes. Let alone the fact that this number always pops up in everything related to Wonderland, Alice had it scribbled on her wall. It’s the date of Lewis Carroll’s death.”

      “Could it be that the Pillar planned Carroll’s death with the twelve men and then had to kill them? Of course, I’m just going along with what you told me about Wonderland being real—a bonkers idea, I must say.”

      “Wonderland is real. So are Wonderlanders. I’m one of them. You better believe it now or you’ll pay the price for not believing, trust me,” Tom said. “As for the Pillar having killed Lewis, it doesn’t make sense. Why kill him almost one hundred and fifty years ago, then kill his accomplices now?”

      “You’re right about that.” Inspector Dormouse followed Tom outside, heading toward the university. “So, back to my puzzlement. Why name the secret society the Fourteen when there were only thirteen attendants to the meeting—including the real Pillar, of course.”

      “Now you’ve got a point,” Tom said, crossing the Tom Tower entrance. “So tell me why we’re meeting that cook again?”

      “He is the one I told you about. He used to eavesdrop on their meetings in the past,” Dormouse said.

      “But you said he knew very little.”

      “I managed to persuade him to tell me more.”

      “How so?”

      “It turns out the cook we’re about to see was a fan of the Muffin Man. Remember him, the cook from Wonderland whom Alice and Pillar killed some weeks ago?”

      “I do. So you told him the Pillar killed his idol cook and now he wants to tell us what he heard? I think I’ve underestimated you, Inspector Dormouse. You’re brilliant.”

      “Only when awake.” Dormouse nodded, looking flattered.

      “We’re all knuckleheads when we’re asleep. Ever seen a brilliant sleeper?”

      “That’d be me too,” Dormouse said, about to smile broadly, but he stopped, staring at the scrawny cook waiting for them in the hallway with a kitchen knife in his hand.

      “Is that him?” Tom said worriedly.

      “Didn’t I mention him being a former patient in your asylum?” Dormouse said. “You permitted his leave a few years back.”

      “On what basis?” Tom couldn’t remember him, but he didn’t usually remember any of the lunatics who entered, except Alice and the Pillar, of course.

      “You mentioned he was a danger to the Mushroomers in your report.” Dormouse shrugged. “And preferred that he live in the so-called sane world, rather than having him terrorizing your beloved mad people.”

      “Did I?” Tom raised an eyebrow.

      “You did,” the scrawny cook said. “I’m Chopper, by the way. Chopin the Chopper.”

      “Oh,” Tom said. “Brilliant nickname.”

      “It’s not a nickname.” Chopin waved his hand in the air. “Ever heard of Frédéric Chopin, the French composer?”

      “He was Polish.”

      “Whatever.” Chopin tensed, his knuckles whitening around the knife. “His father was a cook like me. A cook who liked to chop. Chopin, you get it?”

      “I got it the first time,” Tom said.

      “So, you want to know who the Fourteen really are or what?” Chopin asked.

      “I do.” Tom nodded.

      “Then follow me downstairs into Oxford’s most underestimated kitchen.” Chopin inclined his head in an unusual way, as if about to tell Tom a secret. “You know I’ve been secretly feeding Oxford’s students cats instead of fish for the past five years?”

      “Blimey,” Tom said.

      “Not any cats. Cheshire cats.”

      Tom swallowed hard, trying to remember if he’d eaten in the university.

      “Why do you think Oxford’s students are the smartest all over the world? ‘Cheshire meat is all you neet.’”

      “You mean ‘need.’”

      “Of course I meant ‘need.’ Had to change it, so it rhymes.” Chopin’s face went red. “Now follow me down the rabbit hole.” He snickered, then itched his back with the kitchen knife.

      Tom went to follow him, reluctantly, but first he had to wake up Inspector Dormouse from another sudden nap.
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      I am astonished, staring at the three Wonderlanders behind the glass, among others I have never met. My attempts to break through the glass prove futile, so I stop, sensing that I will need my energy soon.

      “You didn’t expect that, did you?” The Chessmaster’s voice attacks me from a hidden speaker inside the glass box.

      “I’m confused why you didn’t kill them,” I say.

      “Because Lewis’s magic that connected them to their pieces didn’t only allow me to kill them right away, but it gave me a chance to play with them the way I want.”

      It suddenly strikes me that all I had to do was throw the chess pieces away—or maybe return them back in place—in order to save them. By that, I mean saving Fabiola. Whether she wanted to kill me or not, I still like her and know she is one of us.

      Margaret and the Queen I’ve never cared for.

      “Pillar!” I call out, wondering if he can hear me. “Get rid of the pieces and save Fabiola!”

      “Don’t bother,” the Chessmaster says. “I’m not counting the Pillar in this game. My men have already taken him to a place where he will be tortured equal to what he deserves. As for you, princess, we have a game to play.”

      “What do you mean?” I lower my voice—why, I’m not sure. It’s like there is a suppressed memory that wants to break free all of a sudden.

      “You don’t remember, do you?” the Chessmaster sneers.

      “Should I remember something?”

      “Me and you, dear Alice. Me and you,” he says. “But no hurry. It will all come to you. Besides, I love to torture you while you’re still amnesic. Oh, the pain of not knowing, Alice. If you ever know how it cuts deep.”

      “Stop it! What do you want? Why have you saved Fabiola, the Queen, and the Duchess?”

      “To use them against you,” the Chessmaster says, and a sheath erupts out of the ground in my glass block. It peels off on its own, showing a sword inside. A hell of a long and heavy-looking sword. “Pick it up, Alice. You will need it.”

      For the first time, I don’t doubt him. I pick it up to protect myself from whatever is about to happen. Boy, is it heavy.

      “Now let me tell you about the rules of the game,” the Chessmaster says. “Each of you Wonderlanders inside his or her glass box is taking their position in a chess game. The Queen of Hearts is the black queen. White queen is Fabiola. Margaret is the rook in the black army. I’d have preferred if more chess pieces were found, so we’d have one hell of a game, but maybe later.”

      “So, we’re playing chess with real Wonderlanders on a life-sized chessboard? That’s lame.”

      “Patience, dear Alice,” the Chessmaster says. “It’s not a game of chess, but a game of bloody chess.”

      “Meaning?” I ask, staring at the sword in my hand, all kinds of scenarios starting to play in my head.

      “Black will play against white. When it’s time for a piece to kill another, it will kill it, except this time, the killing will be real.”

      “How so?”

      “You will see how,” he says. “But you haven’t asked me what your role in this game is, Alice.”

      “I see I’m in the position of a pawn.” I remember the Pillar talking about how pawns are the soldiers sacrificed by their governments.

      “Are you asking yourself why you’re a pawn, Alice?” The Chessmaster’s voice sends chills down my spine. “Because Lewis made you so. In the Looking Glass book he made you a pawn, wandering in a world of chess. How sneaky of him, making you the weakest piece in the game; the one that’s on the frontline; the one that’s like most citizens in most countries in the world, oblivious to what’s really going on but also asked to defend their home country. Why Lewis betrayed you, you will have to ask him later…in the afterlife. Or maybe it’s an after-Wonderland.”

      My neck hurts so much, and I feel like the weight of the world is on my shoulders. It’s hard to escape the Chessmaster’s logic. If Lewis loved me so much, why make me a pawn? Maybe he did it later, when I joined Black Chess. I must have done terrible things to deserve this.

      “Lewis is a coward,” the Chessmaster says. “You know why? Because a wise man once told the government, ‘If you can’t stand behind your soldiers who’re defending your country, feel free to stand in front of them.’”

      Now his laughter echoes against the sides of the glass box, its waves resonating back against me, buzzing me like shock therapy.

      “I hope you’re ready, Alice,” he says, and my glass box moves forward on the board, two blocks, like in a normal game of chess. I’m the white pawn, and I make the call, kick-starting the game.

      Behind the foggy glass, I catch a glimpse of the black pawn on the block parallel to mine making a move. Two steps forward as well.

      I know what this means. It means my next move should be killing it with my sword.

      “Do I have any control of my glass box?” I ask. “Can I open it on my own terms?”

      “Of course,” he says. “You just say ‘check.’”

      In a moment of utter heroic recklessness, I shout from the top of my lungs, “Check!”

      The glass box slides down in an abrupt move, and I swing my sword to chop off the black pawn’s head. But I may have been too slow, because a lot of blood splatters on the chessboard before me. Blood that could possibly be mine.
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      The blood isn’t mine. It’s the black pawn’s, whom I have just killed. His head rolls down his body onto the chessboard. It’s the head of a man I don’t know. A man who tried to kill me, and I had to kill instead. We’ve never met before, and will never meet again, unless it’s in the pit in hell.

      Suddenly, I realize how ugly war is.

      “Don’t bother if he kills us,” Fabiola shouts from her block, her glass box suddenly open now. “He is using us—mainly me—to get to Carroll’s Knight.”

      “How?” I shout, about to step out of my block to get closer to her.

      “Don’t try to leave your block,” Fabiola shouts frantically. “It has an invisible electrical field that will fry you to death if you do!”

      Her words catch me with the tips of my toes on the edge. I freeze in place and ask her, “How do you know that?”

      “I designed it!” Fabiola says. “It lets you reach out your sword to kill your opponent, but never lets you out unless it’s your turn in the game.”

      “Then what’s the point of all this?” I ask.

      Fabiola hesitates, readying her Vorpal sword. “He wants to trick you into winning the game.”

      “Trick me?”

      “He is using you to win the battle on the chessboard because he knows you’ll be willing to save me, and if you do win, something big happens, something he’s been waiting for all these years.”

      “Let me guess,” I say, “If I win, Carroll’s Knight will be found?”

      Fabiola nods.

      “So give him the stupid knight, if it will save us!” The Queen of Hearts jumps up and down in her place upon the black block. Her glass box is open as well now. “Give him whatever he wants or he will kill us!”

      “Shut up,” Margaret yells at the Queen from her position at the far corner. “You short, little, stocky ball of evil.”

      “I will chop your head off when I survive this,” the Queen warns Margaret.

      “Stop it!” I yell. “Both of you! Maybe it’s time we all stand on the same side, or we’ll die and the Chessmaster will get his knight. And who knows what he can do with it?”

      “Well said, Alice,” the Queen says. “Why not start with you playing on the side you’re supposed to?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re on the white tiles. You don’t belong there. Stop pretending. The Pillar messed with your head,” the Queen insists. “Come over, honey. Come join the Queen.”

      I find myself turning and looking at Fabiola. Her look is blank and I can’t read it.

      “What do you think, White Queen?” I ask her. “Do you still think I belong to the black side?”

      “I don’t have any idea who you really are anymore,” Fabiola says. “All I’m sure of is that I will kill you if you cross over to the Queen of Hearts.”

      “Gosh, Fabiola.” I sigh. “What made you so cruel? You’re confusing me. One minute you urge me not to fall into the Chessmaster’s trick, and the next you promise to kill me if I cross over.”

      “I’ve dedicated my life to this war, Alice,” Fabiola says. “Sometimes I don’t see people with emotion and hearts before me—all I see is black or white; Inklings or Black Chess. If you were my mother and joined Black Chess, I swear I would kill you.”

      “Don’t cross over, Alice,” Margaret says.

      “Why do you say that?” I didn’t expect that coming from her.

      “It’s a dark place where I stand now,” Margaret says. “I have my reasons, but trust me, being on the dark side might grant you influence, fame, and so much money you could walk on it, but you will never sleep well at night.”

      “Then why don’t you cross over, Margaret?” I ask.

      “I’m so deep in the mud of corruption, there is no out for me,” she says. “And though I urge you not to cross over, it doesn’t mean I won’t kill you if you do so.”

      “That’s just amazing.” I wave my hands up high, astonished by their logic. “Everyone seems to want to kill me today.”

      “Including me.” The Chessmaster laughs in the speakers. “Now let’s skip this clichéd pool of drama and have a good battle on the chessboard.”

      “What do you have in mind?” I ask.

      “I will stop the electrical field now, and the white army will have to fight the black.”

      “That is crazy,” I retort. “I might die. Fabiola might die, and then you will never get your knight.”

      “You will not die, Alice, not by the black army, and neither will Fabiola, and do you know why?” the Chessmaster asks. “Because you two come from the dark side. You know how to kill and win. You, Alice, are like the bravest of soldiers, a perfect pawn and killing machine. It will all come down to you. And once you win, the chessboard will reveal the whereabouts of Carroll’s Knight.”

      “I know I come from the dark side,” I tell him, “but Fabiola?”

      The Chessmaster’s laugh echoes louder. “You don’t know, do you?”

      “Know what?”

      “Can’t you see the tattoos on her arms?” he says, and I find myself glancing back at Fabiola. “You think those were from the days of her being a fierce warrior and White Queen in Wonderland?”

      I turn to Fabiola with quizzical eyes.

      “I’m like you,” she tells me, sounding ashamed. “I was Black Chess once.”

      All hell freezes over in my head. It’s impossible to even grasp what she just said.

      “Why do you think I want to kill you?” she says. “Not just because of what you did back in Wonderland, or what you’re still capable of doing, but because I fight the temptation every day. The temptation to return to Black Chess.”

      “That’s so touching,” the Chessmaster says. “This scene is better than any Hollywood movie I’ve watched, but hey, it’s time for more blood spilling upon the chessboard.”

      And just like that, the electrical field is disabled. Fabiola runs toward me and we stand back to back, ready for the arriving army of black, led by the Queen of Hearts.
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        Underground kitchen, Oxford University

      

      

      

      “Here!” Chopin the Chopper handed Tom a kitchen knife. “Slice those carrots for me.”

      “Seriously?” Tom said, taking the knife.

      “If you want valuable information then you have to help me,” Chopin said. “Finish the carrots, then on to the onion. I will tell you what I know as we cook.”

      “I hate onions. They make me cry,” Tom said.

      “Wahhhh?” Chopin made a mocking baby face. “Do they make you cry, honey?”

      Tom clenched his fists. “Why isn’t Inspector Dormouse helping, then?”

      “You sound like a child now,” Chopin said. “The inspector falls asleep every couple of minutes. He could hurt himself. I did it once, see?” He showed his hand, which was missing a finger. “Chopped it off while working late at night one day because I was getting sleepy.”

      “Ouch.” Tom stepped back from the missing finger. “What did you do with the finger?”

      “Shoved it into the carrot soup. Looked like a paler carrot, but did the job,” Chopin said. “Now, where do you want me to start with the Fourteen’s story?”

      “Why are they called the Fourteen?” Inspector Dormouse was alert enough to ask.

      “Because there are fourteen members in their little circle of trust,” Chopin said.

      “I thought only the Pillar and twelve men attended,” Tom said.

      “First of all, the Pillar wasn’t part of the fourteen members,” Chopin said. “He was like the head of the community: taking care of their needs and organizing the meetings.”

      “Okay,” Tom said. “Then according to you, there are still two members missing of the fourteen.”

      “Of course.” Chopin chopped up some cucumbers fiercely, enjoying it too much, like a serial killer chopping off his victim’s body parts. “Two members never showed up.”

      “How do you know about them then?” Inspector Dormouse asked.

      “They talked about them. The Pillar, mostly. He had a great interest in finding the other two,” Chopin said.

      “Are you saying the twelve who were there weren’t interested in finding the other two?”

      “The twelve’s main job in the meeting was to track the other two. Pillar’s orders.”

      “So those meetings were organized to look for the missing two?” Tom asked.

      “Part of it,” Chopin said. “The twelve had some kind of deal previously arranged with the Pillar. Some kind of a grand plan that I will get into in a minute, because it’s really bonkers. For now, let me tell you about who the other two were.”

      “I’m listening,” Tom said. Inspector Dormouse was already snoring, and Tom wondered if the three of them were the worst bunch of men acting like detectives ever.

      “One of the two was most important to the Pillar,” Chopin said. “From what I heard, the Pillar wasn’t sure how to find the other.”

      “So tell me about the one he was sure of,” Tom said.

      “It’s a well-known man. When I first heard his name, I accidentally peed in my soup—but shoved it down some minister’s throat the next day,” Chopin said. “Point is this man, number thirteen, was a man the Pillar couldn’t bring to the meetings.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he is such an evil man, protected by a tribe of criminals in a faraway country, and the Pillar seemed to fear him the most.”

      “The Pillar feared a man so much?” Tom asked.

      “The thirteenth man was part of the Pillar deal,” Chopin explained. “A bonkers deal I never understood. It had to do with something the fourteen men, plus the Pillar, did way back in a place called Wonderland.”

      “Wonderland?” Tom mopped his head in frustration, wondering about the many things that happened back then that he wasn’t aware of. Maybe he was such a trivial being back then that no one but Lewis Carroll bothered talking to him.

      “Wonderland is real?” Dormouse jumped awake.

      “Just go back to sleep,” Tom said, focusing on Chopin. “Do you happen to know what kind of deal that was?”

      “All I understood is that fourteen men were involved with the Pillar, and that the deal wasn’t complete. To complete it, the last two needed to be found.”

      “And killed,” Tom said, assuming. “The Pillar was only playing those poor fourteen men. Whatever deal they had, he figured he had to kill them at some point.” He paused for a moment and then said, “And that’s why he hadn’t killed the twelve for all those years since Wonderland. The twelve were his only way to find the missing two.”

      “Are you saying the Pillar didn’t just kill twelve men, but fourteen?” Inspector Dormouse yawned, and Chopin seized the opportunity and shoved a tomato into his mouth.

      Tom pried the tomato out, rolling his eyes at the silliness of his companions. “This is the only explanation. The Pillar only killed the twelve men when he was sure of the identities of the other two and how to get to them.”

      “You sound like Sherlock Holmes,” Chopin said. “Though it should be Inspector Sherlock Dormouse who sounds like Holmes.”

      “Don’t bother with Inspector Dormouse,” Tom said. “We’re getting closer to what happened to the Pillar. Now, tell me of the one person the Pillar identified of the missing two.”

      “You mean the thirteenth man the Pillar needed to kill, but was afraid of?” Chopin grinned, showing a silver tooth.

      “Yes, him,” Tom said, wondering if Chopin had managed to chop off his own tooth at some point.

      “I hope you’re ready for the surprise,” Chopin said.

      “Trust me, I’ve seen wonders,” Tom said. “I’m hardly surprised these days.”

      “But you will be,” Chopin said. “Because the thirteenth member’s name is the Executioner.”

      Tom was wrong. This did surprise him a great deal. “You mean the Columbian drug lord? The Pillar raided his crops and killed his army.”

      “The Pillar had to kill everyone in Mushroomland to make sure the Executioner, the thirteenth member, was dead,” Chopin said. “Didn’t I tell you I would surprise you?”

      Then Chopin accidentally chopped off another finger.
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      The shame of war was splattering on my face. With every head I chopped off or man I killed, blood covered me and Fabiola.

      “I’ve got your back,” Fabiola shouts, slicing left and right, her back sticking to mine. She told me this was the technique she used with her best warriors to kill their enemies in Wonderland.

      “Am I supposed to feel safe with my back to the woman who promised to kill me?” I shout back, ready for my next attacker.

      “Shut up and do what you do best, Alice,” Fabiola says. “Kill.”

      Why does everyone think it’s an honor to be talented at killing? If I turn out to have been the greatest gunslinger in Wonderland, I don’t think I will feel proud about it. The idea of killing people you have never met before because they’re wearing a different uniform baffles me.

      But I have to defend myself.

      “Why a pawn?” I shout back at Fabiola. We’re still advancing, though most of the rest of our white army is dead now. However, Fabiola’s strategy has worked so far. I have to admit, she is one fierce warrior. She even stabs her victims one more time after killing them, just to make sure.

      “What pawn?” she says.

      “Why did Lewis make me a pawn?” I slice another head off. “Why the weakest of the kingdom?”

      “Pawns aren’t the weakest,” Fabiola says. “They’re only underestimated.”

      “How so? I feel like a brainless killing machine you shoved onto the battlefield and, with my skills, I am only trained to do what you tell me.”

      “There is a wisdom behind that.”

      “What kind of wisdom, Fabiola? Please stop lying to me.”

      “Even though I don’t want you to find Carroll’s Knight, I was hoping you’d figure out the wisdom of being a pawn on your own.”

      “That’s lame, White Queen. I might as well die before I have enough time to figure out anything.”

      “Behind you.” Fabiola, in an amazing and unbelievable maneuver, moves to my side and stabs a black pawn who was about to kill me.

      “Thanks,” I say, frozen in place.

      “Don’t ever thank your soldier friends in war,” she says.

      “Why?”

      She chops off the head of a black bishop who was about to finish me. “That’s why, Alice.”

      I get the message and advance with fierce anger toward an approaching black pawn, slashing left and right, using my None Fu skills and jumping. Their heads roll off the chessboard, which is nothing but a red bloodbath now.

      “Where are Margaret and the Queen?” I ask Fabiola.

      “Don’t bother looking for them. High governmental people are cowards. They’re hiding somewhere,” Fabiola says.

      “Then how are we going to win?” I ask. “Aren’t we supposed to kill them all, or are you still worried the Chessmaster will find Carroll’s Knight if we win?”

      “I’m worried, but we have no choice or both of us will die.” Fabiola stands against my back again. “But winning doesn’t mean having to kill them all.”

      “Then how are we going to win?”

      “By you being a pawn.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Search inside you, Alice. You must know the answer.”

      Instantly, I remember the Pillar being fed up with Hollywood movies. When Fabiola tells me this, I wonder the same. Why wouldn’t she just tell me what to do to win? Why does she have to say things like “search inside you?” So clichéd.

      But then, in the middle of my fried brain and torn muscles, killing left and right, an idea presents itself.

      It’s something I heard earlier. I believe it was the Pillar who pointed at it.

      “I know what I have to do,” I shout, advancing. “I’m a pawn. And if a pawn reaches the other side of the chessboard, they can exchange their piece for a king or queen or a stronger warrior.”

      “That’s the Alice I’ve been looking for,” Fabiola chirps.

      “You mean the Alice the Pillar believes in,” I say.

      She pouts, but then lets it go. “Look, I designed this board to hide what’s left of Carroll’s chess pieces. You don’t need to exchange pieces. All you have to do, as a pawn, is to make it to the other side and we win.”

      Even though I’m ready, I realize how much harder it is to advance than to fight in the same place. How am I going to kill all of them and reach the other side?

      “Don’t worry,” Fabiola says. “I will help you reach the other side.”

      “How so?”

      Immediately, she shouts from the top of her lungs, insulting the Queen of Hearts.

      “Don’t provoke me, Fabiola,” I hear the Queen shout back. I can’t see her, probably because of how short she is. “I will not die in this war because I’m too short. No chopping sword will find my head,” she mocks Fabiola. “But I won’t stand for you making fun of me! You know who I am, and what I could have done to you in all these years. You’re only alive because I let you be.”

      “Then show me you can kill me,” Fabiola shouts.

      “What are you doing?” I yell at her. “She’ll send the whole army to kill you.”

      “That’s the point exactly.” Fabiola smiles feebly, her eyes exposing her plan to me.

      I get it. She is gathering the black army all around her so I can reach the other side of the chessboard.

      “I’m risking the world for you, Alice,” Fabiola says. “So make it count.”

      I am about to object, but the black army is already on her. Fabiola disappears behind several waves of black warriors, and although she gives me a last look before disappearing, I fail to comprehend it. What was she trying to tell me, other than that I have to reach the end of the chessboard and make it count?
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      Xian, the Tibetan monk, sat back in the fancy leather chair of the Pillar’s plane. He was sipping a piña colada and looking at a Playboy magazine with eyes so open he might have fainted.

      “This isn’t what America is all about.” The Pillar snatched the magazine from the monk’s clenching hands. “I’m not getting you the visa to become a burden to the country. I want you as an asset. Most immigrants are.”

      “Sorry, Chao Pao Wong.” Xian looked embarrassed. “I’m weak to Western temptations.”

      “There’s no such thing as Western, or Eastern, temptations, Xian.” The Pillar prepared his mini hookah as they flew away from Kalmykia. “This hookah is a temptation, if not an addiction, if you stuff it with certain ingredients, and it’s definitely Eastern.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying you can be a monk, a donkey, or a good man wherever you go. It’s your choice.”

      “So my American visa is a choice?”

      “It is, but then everything is a choice.” The Pillar smoked his hookah.

      “Why so cryptic and gloomy, Cao Pao Wong? Is it Alice?”

      The Pillar nodded, though he only made a slight move of his head.

      “Then why leave her behind?”

      “It’s complicated, Xian. Sometimes we’re forced to leave the people we love behind.”

      “I don’t understand this. I mean, in the monastery we never leave a loved one behind.”

      “That’s because there is snow surrounding your arses left and right,” the Pillar said. “And because in this isolated community you’re safe from life’s everyday battles. Trust me, the visa will mess with your head more than give you peace of mind. You know why? Because it will force you to make choices.”

      “What’s wrong with choices?”

      “Well, for one, they seem like genius decisions at the time.” The Pillar coughed, not happy with his smoke. “Only later, you may realize your choices were wrong.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “You know what’s really terrible? Living with the consequences.”

      “But this doesn’t explain why you left Alice behind.”

      “I’m not leaving her behind. She’ll be all right.”

      “You truly believe she can reach the end of the chessboard and win?”

      “She’ll do that, trust me. She’s a fabulous and fine young woman.”

      “Then what’s worrying you?”

      “The truth she is about to confront,” the Pillar said. “Winning will only lead her to having to make another disastrous choice.”

      “Why am I sensing it has to do with her past?”

      “It does. Alice will have to deal with a horrible thing she’s done in her past.”

      “Don’t we all do that all the time?”

      “You have no past, snowbird, so pull yourself out of it.” The Pillar tensed. “Alice is about to choose the Inklings or Black Chess.”

      “I have the feeling she will choose the Inklings.”

      “Me too, but I wish it was that easy. Because if you ask any person about the truth, they’d tell you it’s either black or white…”

      “Inklings or Black Chess,” Xian said. “It makes sense.”

      “You’re wrong, Xian. The truth is never black or white. That’s the Hollywood perspective.”

      “Then what is the color of truth?”

      “Grey,” the Pillar said. “An ugly grey that makes London’s rainy and creepy afternoons look like heaven in greens.”
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      Every step in my journey to the end of the chessboard reminds me of my cowardice. How can I let Fabiola die? This logic of war and how it’s supposed to be dealt with confuses me again. I’ll be saying it again and again. War is just an ugly and blinding grey.

      A couple of black army soldiers notice my escape and return to attack me, but I handle them with swift ease. The smell of blood on me is not only nauseating, but humiliating as well. I hate having killed all of them.

      Behind me, I can still hear Fabiola yelling as she is killing them left and right. What a fabulous and admirable warrior. But I’m almost aware of hearing her scream in pain twice. She’s been stabbed, badly, but she will not give up until they steal her last breath.

      And here I am, one step away from the last tile. There is no one to stop me but the short and stocky Queen, yelling at her guards. But none of them are here now. Fabiola has taken their attention.

      I step on the last white tile at the end, and suddenly it all stops. All the soldiers turn and face me, though I can’t see Fabiola, who is probably lying dead on the floor behind them. The horror on the Queen’s face is worth a nomination for Instagram’s pic of the year.

      It puzzles me how stupid the Queen is. I mean, reaching the end of the chessboard will show the Chessmaster the whereabouts of Carroll’s Knight, and he will not feel the need to kill the Queen of Hearts anymore.

      But, being stubborn and war hungry, she can’t understand now. Once blood was spilling on the floor, she could see nothing but war in her mind. Maybe the Chessmaster is right about trying to kill the likes of her.

      After a few moments of silence, as I’m catching my breath and calming down, we start hearing a rattling sound on the square assigned to the white knight on the life-size chessboard.

      Another glass box rises out of it. This one opens from the top. It’s more like a podium with a prize upon it.

      A chessboard with white and black chess pieces is stacked upon its surface. These are the pieces carved from Carroll’s bones. This is what the Chessmaster killed so many people for.

      I wonder if it’s worth it.

      The Chessmaster’s men arrive and signal for the white and black armies to leave. He doesn’t care about the Queen or Margaret anymore. In the distance, I see Fabiola silently sprawled on the ground.

      “So this is what I’ve been waiting for.” The Chessmaster arrives finally, guarded by his men.

      He approaches the podium with care and checks the chess pieces one by one. He even sniffs them with a euphoric feeling I’ve never seen before.

      “I told you I will find your bones, Lewis,” he whispers to them, but it doesn’t take a genius to read his lips.

      “So that’s what you wanted?” I ask.

      “It certainly and most delightedly is,” he says. “You know all the pieces are on this chessboard? It means that the pieces you’ve collected were fakes. Fabiola certainly cooked up a brilliant plan to hide Carroll’s bones. I mean, all this hocus pocus about the chess pieces being scattered all over the world and hiring the likes of Father Williams was one big distraction to the location of the real pieces. And look where she’s hidden them? In the Chess City that once was thought to be a portal to Wonderland.” He snickers, eyes fixed on me. “You remember Wonderland, Alice, don’t you?”

      “Hardly.”

      “But you must remember it,” he says. “And if you don’t, trust me, I will remind you.”

      “Let’s stop the talking. You got what you wanted. Release the world’s leaders and wake the cities that are sleeping. I have no intention of getting to know you better.”

      “But you will know me better.” The Chessmaster places both hands behind his back and approaches me. “In fact, one day not so long ago, you knew me very well.”

      “I don’t remember you.”

      “But I will remind you of who I am, and what you have done to me.”

      “So this is personal?” I shrug. “I hurt you when we were in Wonderland? Why would I regret hurting a monster like you?”

      “You want to know why?” The Chessmaster’s breath is on my face. “Because I wasn’t a monster then. It was you who was a monster, Alice of Black Chess.”
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      “So the Pillar killing the Executioner was a hoax?” Inspector Dormouse asked.

      “Probably,” Tom said. “He made the world think he was freeing them from the worst drug empire in the world, while executing his brilliant plan.”

      “What plan?” Inspector Dormouse asked. “We don’t even know why he killed the thirteen—or fourteen—men.”

      “A deal that went awry, that’s all we need to know,” Tom said. “What matters is that it had nothing to do with saving the world or Alice being the Real Alice.”

      “I heard a few members talking about this when the Pillar hadn’t arrived yet in one of the meetings,” Chopin said. “They argued that he used Alice to kill the Executioner for him. They believed Alice had certain powers or secrets that helped him do it.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Tom said. “The man is pure evil. He has the capacity and slyness to fool the world and come out with no blood on his gloves.”

      “Still, I need to know what this is all about,” Inspector Dormouse said. “Fourteen people making a deal with the devil, in our case the Pillar, and then being killed years later by him. Why? Did they break the deal? Did he deceive them?”

      “Hard to tell, inspector,” Tom said. “Also, none of this tells us who the Pillar really is.”

      “Maybe we will never find out,” Inspector Dormouse said. “Chopin, anything else? How about the fourteenth member?”

      “It’s hard to tell,” Chopin said. “All I know is that the Pillar couldn’t find him.”

      “Any reason why?”

      “I overheard the Fourteen mention that the fourteenth member was so sly he managed to hide his identity from all of them,” Chopin said. “Meaning, he changed his name and escaped before the time they’d previously agreed upon.”

      “So changing their names was part of the deal?” Tom asked.

      “Don’t you get it?” Dormouse said. “This whole deal was about the Fourteen keeping the secret and changing their names at a certain time so the secret dies with them, except that the Pillar broke this deal and, for some reason, had to get rid of them.”

      “Probably because he sensed they’d expose him,” Tom said. “But what in God’s name was the deal?”

      “I think I know,” Chopin said, putting the knife down, looking agitated. “Look, I’m not sure I heard this right, but since you seem to be stuck, I have to tell you.”

      “Speak up,” Tom demanded.

      Chopin minded the wound on his newly chopped finger, making sure he wasn’t bleeding anymore, and tucked his lost finger into his pocket—for a later carrot soup, probably. “I don’t believe in magic or spirits or all these things, but here is what I once overheard.”

      “Just say it,” Tom said.

      “I heard the Fourteen once joke that they sold their souls to the devil.”
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      The Chessmaster’s men usher me toward a building decorated in Buddhist ornaments and architecture. It’s one of the most memorable buildings in Chess City. No one says a word to me.

      Inside, a few Tibetan women help me take a bath and put on better, cleaner clothes. They take care of my nails and hair, but they don’t speak my language, so I don’t know what’s going on.

      I have no choice but to go along, since the Chessmaster, though having found what he wanted, has refused to release the world leaders.

      “You and I, Alice, we have one last chess game to play.” These were his words. “I want you to look good for the end of either your life or mine.”

      One of the women brings me a chessboard, books about chess, and DVDs about the Chessmaster’s previous games. This one, unlike the others, speaks English.

      “Why those?” I ask.

      “You need to prepare yourself,” she says. “The Chessmaster has never lost a game. He even won the game with…”

      “God, I know, and I don’t care about all of this propaganda. I don’t have any idea how to play chess.”

      “Then you will die.” She grins happily.

      “Is he seriously intent on playing a final chess game with me?” I ask. “A real game of chess? I thought it was a metaphor.”

      “The Chessmaster loves chess. It’s his life, and just so you know, there is a prophecy about you and him playing the last chess game in the world.”

      “I know about the stupid prophecy. I read it in some ancient note,” I say. “But this is ridiculous. He knows I will lose.”

      “If you lose, people will die, and the world will end, too.”

      “Thanks for reminding me.” I cough, almost chortling. “Are you saying I’m playing that same game he killed the Pope with?”

      “And all the other world leaders,” she remarks. “He has killed a few more in the last few hours and put more cities to sleep. They say Oxford and London will be put to sleep next.”

      “I have to see the Chessmaster and talk to him. He needs to know I can’t play chess. Whatever happened between us in the past, there must be another way to solve it.”

      “No other way. Win or lose,” she says. “Remember, after every move, you drink a small cup of poison. The poison makes you dizzy and doesn’t kill you until your seventh move. If you can’t beat the Chessmaster before this one, you will die. Thank you very much.”
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      The auditorium they send me to has bright lights, almost blinding, focused on two chairs with a table in the middle and a chessboard upon it. Carroll’s chessboard, with pieces made of his bones.

      Walking onto the stage, I hear murmurs and heavy breathing from the audience, but it’s too dark to see them. This intimidates me even more.

      I’m asked to sit on my chair, creepily tagged with the words Alice: Loser.

      It looks like a gravestone, not a chair to sit on and play chess. But I have no choice and take my place.

      In front of me, I realize I will be playing with the black pieces. The Chessmaster with the white. I’m not sure what’s going on.

      Why is the Chessmaster playing with white chess pieces?

      Then my eyes catch a strange sight. One of the white pieces, specifically the knight, is missing. It’s the only piece that’s missing on the whole board. I’m assuming this is where Carroll’s Knight is supposed to be.

      But I am not catching the meaning behind it.

      On both sides of the chessboard I see seven small cups, filled with that poison the Tibetan woman mentioned. I swallow hard. Will I really drink seven cups and die today?

      A few tight breaths later, the unseen crowd applauds. Cocking my head, I see the Chessmaster arrive.

      He strolls over as if he were Julius Caesar. Brushes his handlebar mustache to the left and right. Even combs the thin hairs on his head, and bows to the invisible crowd in his ridiculous armor outfit.

      Suddenly, it strikes me. His outfit is that of a knight. So is he actually Carroll’s Knight? I don’t get it.

      The Chessmaster sits with ease and then lightly touches the top of each of his chess pieces for luck, or as some kind of ritual. He doesn’t meet my eyes, but then pulls out a chess piece of a white knight, rubs it gently with his hands and kisses it, then places it on the board where it should be.

      “My beloved white knight,” he says. “Carroll’s Knight.”

      “Congratulations. I figured.” I keep an expressionless face.

      “This is what you, Alice, helped me retrieve after all these years.”

      “I wonder why it’s so important.”

      “I can’t win without it,” he says with a smile. It’s the smile of a psychopath, but it’s strangely genuine.

      “I find that hard to believe,” I say. “You’ve never lost a game, and yet you were playing without it.”

      “Smart girl.” He claps his hands, the flesh barely meeting, like an aristocratic old lady living in an ancient mansion she’s never left for ages. “That I will answer, but first I need you to listen to this.”

      He claps once more and the speakers start playing a nonsensical song. It’s all vocals of children and has no music in it. Probably some sort of a poem. I realize it’s called “Haddock’s Eyes.”

      “Remember this one, Alice?” He tilts his head with curiosity.

      I do. “It’s a poem in Alice Through the Looking Glass.”

      “Bravo.” He claps. “Clever girl. Does it remind you of me?”

      “I don’t know who you are.”

      “But you do know me. You used to know my children, too. My wife and my grandmother.”

      “We were neighbors in Wonderland?”

      “Not exactly.” He raises a single forefinger. “But back to your question: why I can’t win without Carroll’s Knight?”

      “I’m all ears.”

      His eyes dim, and a dark flash of anger and a vengeance-seeking look consumes me in ways I can’t explain. I feel sucked in by his stare, watching him lean forward. “Because Carroll denied me taking my revenge on you and killing you, though he knew what you did to me.” His voice is really unsettling. Not because he is scary, but because he is sincere. A sincere villain isn’t a good thing.

      “I get it that I hurt you in Wonderland. You still haven’t explained the necessity of Carroll’s Knight.”

      “It’s the only piece in chess I can kill you with, and I have it now. And the irony? You brought it to me. The double irony? That Lewis made Fabiola bury and hide it in Chess City.” His eyes are moistening, and it’s getting to me. “And triple irony? That Lewis made the chess piece I can kill you with in the first place. I guess he was confused about whether to kill you or give you another chance, so he left it to Fabiola, and the random fate of finding Carroll’s Knight.”

      There is too much for me to absorb here, but what is most troubling is the Chessmaster’s ability to make me feel evil.

      “You can’t win this game, Alice. I’ve mastered the game of chess for almost two centuries, so I will never lose one,” he says. “You know why? Because I was waiting for this moment all my life. You deserve this, Alice. To burn in hell. And all I needed was Carroll’s Knight.”

      He pats his beloved chess piece one more time, as if it were alive.

      So many questions are on my mind. What could I have possibly done in the past to this man that made him hate me so much? But the one that comes out of my mouth is this: “Why a knight? Why not any other piece?”

      “Because I, the Chessmaster, Vozchik Stolb, was a Wonderlander once,” he says in a tone so friendly and naive that I’m starting to hate myself for hurting him. “In fact, I was the funniest, most harmless, of Wonderlanders. Lewis has mentioned me with care and I’m proud of it—though I still hate him.”

      “Mentions you in the book?” I ask. “Who are you?”

      “I’m the White Knight.”
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      “Devil, my arse,” Tom snapped. “You don’t expect me to believe that?”

      “Why not?” Inspector Dormouse said. “You believe in the nonsense of Wonderland and not in good and evil and the forces beyond our grasp.”

      “Everything is beyond your grasp, inspector,” Tom said. “You’re asleep two-thirds of your life. I’m surprised you know what it’s like to be awake.”

      Chopin snickered.

      “So you think the Pillar is the devil?” Inspector Dormouse turned his gaze toward the cook.

      “I didn’t say that.” Chopin shrugged. “But look, I accidentally chop off a finger every time I mention the Pillar. Diabolic!”

      “You heard anything else?” Dormouse said. “Please remember. It’s important.”

      “I don’t want to remember.” Chopin pulled his chin up and away, like a silly cartoon character in a manga. “I only have eight fingers left.”

      “How about a hundred pounds?” Inspector Dormouse slapped the money on the kitchen table.

      “For a finger?” Chopin seemed interested.

      “Two hundred pounds.” Dormouse pulled out another hundred.

      “I need three hundred pounds,” Chopin said.

      “Why? You’ve lost only two fingers.” Tom felt the need to interfere.

      “And I will lose a third once I mention that devil again,” Chopin said.

      “Here is another hundred.” Tom offered a hundred of his own, not sure why he felt so curious all of a sudden. Maybe he’d like to see Chopin lose another finger.

      “Talk!” Dormouse seemed aggressive.

      “Say what?” Chopin said. “I will not talk.”

      “But you took the money,” Tom argued.

      “I didn’t say I would not fulfill my promise, but I will not talk.”

      “You’re wasting our time,” Dormouse said.

      “No I’m not.” Chopin pulled a flash drive from his pocket. “This will tell you what you need to know.”

      “What is this?” Tom squinted at the drive suspiciously. “A bomb?”

      “Why would I explode myself with you losers?” Chopin said. “This is a secret recording of some of the sessions. You go over it and hear everything.”

      “Why haven’t you told us about this before?” Tom snapped.

      “And lose three hundred pounds?” Chopin said.

      “But you also lost a finger.” Tom was getting mad.

      “The devil took one finger, yes, but I fooled the devil and kept the other when you gave me the last hundred and I didn’t talk.” Chopin looked sideways, as if the devil were hiding in a teapot nearby, listening to his genius conspiracy.

      “Give it to me.” Tom snatched the drive, but then something incredibly unexpected happened.

      Dormouse found himself standing in a room where both Chopin and Tom fell asleep while standing on their feet. It didn’t take him long to realize it was the Chessmaster’s doing. The madman had earlier announced that he’d make Oxford and London sleep next.

      “Hmm…” Inspector Dormouse picked up the flash drive, wondering why he was the only one left awake. “This is weird.”

      He took the flash drive outside, preparing to listen to it in Tom’s car stereo—it had an MP3 player that would accept the flash drive—and looked around at a sleeping University of Oxford.

      “I don’t think it’s weird,” he said. “I think it’s frabjous. The one man who sleeps the most is the only one awake right now. Could it be that my sleeping has kept me immune to the Chessmaster’s curse?”
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      “The White Knight?” I say, unable to fathom this.

      In the books, the White Knight was the gentlest and most beloved creature in Wonderland. In spite of his short appearance, he saved Alice from his opponent, the Red Knight. I remember reading about him repeatedly falling off his horse and landing on his head. He also had those silly inventions: pudding with ingredients like blotting paper, an upside-down container, and anklets to guard his horse against shark bites.

      How could this good man have become who he is now?

      “I see you remember me now,” the Chessmaster says.

      “I remember what I read in the book about you,” I say. “That’s all.”

      “It will come to you,” he says. “All the things you’ve done to me.”

      “Why not remind me?”

      “I’m afraid if I do, you’ll die from shock before I can beat you in the game.”

      “If so, you should have just told me long ago and refrained from finding Carroll’s Knight,” I say. “Stop playing games. Tell me what I did. I’m very curious how I ever managed to hurt Death.”

      “That’s the thing, Alice,” he says. “I never was Death before what you did to me.”

      This is a complicated thing. Did I create Death in the past?

      “I didn’t even ask to become Death.”

      “Now I’m starting to doubt your story. It’d make more sense if you longed to become Death to have your revenge. I’d believe that.”

      “Not if there had been a ritual involved.” His words echo in the back of my head, and suddenly I feel dizzy again, as if I’m about to remember.

      “Ritual?”

      “The unholy ritual that made you kill my daughter.”

      My hand reaches for the edge of the table and grabs on to it. More dizziness. Faint memories, blurred by older sins. “I killed your daughter?”

      “Two, actually.” The Chessmaster genuinely exposes his pain, and it cuts through and splinters my whole being into ripped pieces.

      I have nothing to say, except to wish this hadn’t happened.

      “And my wife,” the Chessmaster recounts. “My grandmother and my farm dog.”

      “I did that?”

      “It’s not easy realizing you were the villain, is it, Alice?” The Chessmaster’s anger is now surfacing. All the fluff is starting to wear off and the demon of vengeance is rising. “Villains are so misunderstood. People see them killing and raging, but they never ask themselves why they’ve become what they’ve become.”

      “I’m not a villain.”

      “All villains say that, even in movies.” He smirks, pulling one side of his mustache.

      “I’m really sorry if I’ve done any of that, but you must understand that I’ve—”

      “Changed?” He tilts his head and places a hand behind his ear. “You realize this is every villain’s poor excuse when they’re about to hang him?”

      “You have to believe me,” I plead, ready to get on my knees and beg for forgiveness, even ready to pay for my wrongdoing. I just need him to understand that I’m not the same person anymore, that I don’t even know who that person is. “There are no words that could ease your pain. It’s so horrible what I’ve done. Believe me. Please, believe me when I tell you I don’t remember any of it. I don’t even have an idea why I did it.”

      “Oh, please.” The Chessmaster jolts the table as he stands, scattering all the pieces, all but his white knight. It stands firmly in place, unaffected by whatever wants to move it. “You know why you did it. Because of the ritual.”

      “The ritual again? What ritual?”

      “You want me to spell it out?” He bends forward, face flushing red, and teeth protruding like he is going to eat me alive.

      “Please. I don’t remember anything about a ritual. What kind of ritual makes me kill a whole family?”

      “A sacrificial ritual.” He grits his teeth. “One that demands fourteen people dead.”

      “Fourteen?”

      “Fourteen people sacrificed, and fourteen others making a deal.”

      “What deal?” I’m on my knees now, closer to the edge of the table, his voice pinching my ears, his spittle on my cheeks.

      “The deal you did to save the devil.”

      “Devil? What nonsense are you talking about?”

      The Chessmaster’s anger subsides to the weakness in his knees. He falls down right next to me, about to cry his heart out. “The deal you did to save the Pillar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            70

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

      

      

      

      “Honk that bong!”

      Having just arrived, Carter Pillar stood over a police car in the middle of the streets of London, celebrating in the most provocative ways. Everyone in London had fallen asleep because of the Chessmaster’s curse, and only a few, probably immune to the curse, stood next to him.

      When he’d first arrived, everyone was shocked with the sudden creepy silence in the city. Those who were still awake were in shock and grief, wondering who to ask for help.

      But the Pillar, being the Pillar, had another point of view on the incident.

      “Look at it this way,” he told the people still awake. “The city is all ours. We can do whatever we want. You will never have a chance to do this in this miserable and densely populated London again.”

      “What would you have us do?” an old lady asked.

      “Honk that bong!” he’d said, honking the horn of every car he came about.

      “Honking is illegal!” the woman protested.

      “And that’s exactly the point.” The Pillar winked.

      It was only a few minutes before the others bought into his idea. Suddenly, Londoners went bonkers and began doing whatever was illegal.

      Now the Pillar stood upon his limousine, watching them play golf and shooting balls against Parliament’s windows, honking cars, and singing loudly in the streets.

      “Go to the CCTV surveillance cameras!” the Pillar demanded. “Get it all recorded. This is an event like no other!”

      Xian, on the other hand, not having arrived in America yet, didn’t know where he was. He thought this was it, the place of freedom where he would be free to do whatever he wanted. So he took off his clothes and danced in the streets. At one point, he turned to the Pillar and said, “I love America!”

      The Pillar didn’t bother correcting him. He turned around and began walking to the most desired and important destination in London, at least according to him.

      “Where are you going, Cao Pao Wong?” Xian inquired.

      The Pillar took a moment to answer. He seemed thoughtful, thinking about too many things at once, and then said, “Time to finish something I started, Xian. It’s all about choices, remember?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            71

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The last chess game, Chess City, Kalmykia

      

      

      

      “I killed your family to save the Pillar?” I wipe the tears from my eyes.

      “Fourteen people all in all.” The Chessmaster sits back on his chair, collecting the chess pieces and putting them back in place. “You and the horrible Pillar.”

      “Why? Tell me. I need to know.”

      “Like you don’t.”

      “Please. Please. Please. I need to know.”

      “You and the Pillar were the worst. You worked for Black Chess, aiding them in that eternal war between good and evil, trying to find the Six Keys.”

      “Okay?”

      “The Pillar was never a Black Chess employee, not directly. He was nothing but a lowlife drug dealer living in Wonderland’s forest, smoking his hookah and making more money.”

      “Really?”

      “You, being the horrible Alice, needed his help in executing Black Chess’s plan in finding the keys, which Lewis had hidden long ago.”

      “Why did he hide them? Why were they so important?”

      “Don’t play me and pretend you don’t know!” The Chessmaster is losing it. “I’m never going to tell you what the keys are for.”

      “Never mind the keys. Tell me about the Pillar.”

      “The Pillar agreed to help you,” the Chessmaster says. “Together you two were the most brutal monsters in Wonderland.”

      I shrug, speechless, wishing I could disappear and not hear the rest.

      “However, the Pillar had a problem,” the Chessmaster says. “The Cheshire Cat.”

      “What about him?”

      “They’d always been rivals and hated each other in Wonderland. Not in a good versus bad way, but bad versus bad. They competed for who was the most evil, who killed and hurt more people. No one could ever stop them,” the Chessmaster says. “But the Cheshire always topped the Pillar with his ability to possess souls. His nine lives.”

      “And?”

      “The Pillar agreed to help you with finding the keys for Black Chess, under one condition. That you help him with a ritual that would grant him not nine lives, but fourteen, so he could top the Cheshire.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Strings of the rest of the story knit before my eyes. A jigsaw puzzle completing itself, too soon for me to take it all in.

      “The ritual had you kill fourteen innocent people and use their blood or souls or whatever, with another fourteen people.”

      “Why?”

      “It created a bond of fourteen souls and granted the Pillar fourteen lives.” The Chessmaster has completed the reorganizing of the chessboard. “Fourteen Wonderlanders who have the blood of another fourteen innocent Wonderlanders inside them. Fourteen Wonderlanders who carried part of the Pillar’s soul. So if he dies, he can use one of the others.”

      “That’s the creepiest story I’ve ever heard.”

      “Not creepier than the Cheshire’s grin,” the Chessmaster remarks. “The fourteen had to carry the Pillar’s chosen name. Carter Pillar. They were granted immortality and lived long enough to follow him into modern-day Oxford.”

      “They lived that long?”

      “Carrying his fourteen lives so he can beat the Cheshire Cat.”

      “I don’t believe this. The Pillar can be borderline bad, but not this evil.”

      “Why do you think he made you find the Cheshire Cat on your first mission?” the Chessmaster argues. “He wanted you to rid him of his nine lives, but you failed and the Cheshire got his mask back. This was the only reason to do so.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Really? How about the Executioner?”

      “What about him?”

      “You think you and the Pillar went to Mushroomland to save the world from him? This was the Pillar’s plan all along.”

      “How so? This doesn’t make the faintest of sense.”

      “The Executioner was one of the fourteen. And one of two people who carried the Pillar’s soul and betrayed him.”

      “Betrayed him how?”

      “He used another Wonderlastic ritual through which he managed to keep the soul and the Pillar’s powers for himself,” the Chessmaster says. “So the Pillar, in his vengeance, decided to kill them all, and the hell with immortality.”

      “And lose the fourteen powerful lives that easily?”

      “You’re acting like you don’t know him. He is the devil in disguise. He has no friends. He hurt Fabiola. He played you and played the world. The fourteen’s betrayal could only be met with death in the Pillar’s book.”

      I try to connect the dots, and it strikes me that the Pillar only killed twelve people before being admitted to the asylum. Those, plus the Executioner, are thirteen. If the Chessmaster is right, then someone is missing. “Those are thirteen. One’s missing.”

      “The one that got away.” The Chessmaster laughs in a loud roar, the desire to burn the world showing in his eyes. “The one reason the Pillar is still there with you. The reason why he hasn’t killed you yet. Because he was hoping you can lead him to the one who got away.”

      I sit opposite the Chessmaster, contemplating what to believe. Half of his story makes sense. The rest, no so much. I’ve been working on warming up to the Pillar for all these weeks, tolerating one thing after another. What really won me over was his belief in me, and helping me become a better person. How could this be an act? How?

      “Let’s say I believe you,” I tell the Chessmaster. “How did you become Death?”

      “Part of the ritual,” he claims. “There was no Death before in Wonderland. Lewis, being the happy puppy and child inside a man that he was, wanted Wonderland to be deathless. But the ritual demanded the sacrifice to give something back to the forces of evil. And that was Death.” He stares me in the eyes. “And, as the Pillar had killed my family, I accepted the position to create balance in the universe.”

      “And you killed Lewis.”

      “I did. But Lewis, in spite of being dead in his grave, always finds a way to stay alive in people’s visions and dreams. I guess it’s a power he has been granted by higher forces for writing a book like Alice in Wonderland that had so much effect through the years. Children must have handed him that kind of power. Don’t ever underestimate children.”

      “But you just said the Pillar killed them, not me,” I point out.

      The Chessmaster shrugs. “I’m sure it was both of you, not just him.”

      “But you could be mistaken.”

      “Even if I am, only killing you will make me sleep better. These chess pieces will determine which one of us will live, Alice. Now get ready to play—and die.”
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      Inspector Dormouse was back in Tom’s car. He’d picked the keys from the sleeping man’s pocket and walked the Tom Quad all alone, the only man awake in this neighborhood. He plugged the flash drive into the car’s stereo and listened.

      The recorded sessions were really long, mostly boring, but Dormouse caught a few slip-ups here and there. The story was peeling itself apart.

      Back in Wonderland, the Pillar had conspired with Alice to create fourteen lives with an unholy ritual. The Pillar and the Cheshire turned out to be lifelong nemeses, who, in spite of the significance of the Wonderland Wars, were purely shameless monsters who cared for no one but themselves.

      There may have been a long-lasting war between good and evil, personified in the Inklings and Black Chess, but there was another great war between the Pillar and the Cheshire. A war of souls. Who possessed more lives? The Cheshire, being a cat, had been granted nine lives through an ancient mask, which Lewis once tried to scatter all over the world. The Pillar’s technique was that of being a caterpillar, morphing into a cocoon then a chrysalis and then a butterfly, which gave him a lifespan of four short lives. The Pillar wanted much more.

      The recording also told of the Pillar’s plan to kill the fourteen after two of them betrayed him by taking their powers into their own hands, and the other twelve thinking it over.

      Dormouse couldn’t fathom the carnage of evil in this world, let alone Wonderland. Wasn’t it supposed to be the children’s friendly place with all the cute rabbits and enchanting roses? What made it that way? Was this Carroll’s plan, or did something evil slip from this beautiful creation?

      How in heaven’s name did our beloved and enchanting childhood turn into this bloodbath of adulthood?

      Dormouse didn’t know what to do. It was all clear now. But somehow he had a soft spot for Alice. First, she reminded him of his daughter. In fact, she reminded him of all the struggling teenage daughters in his neighborhood. Those girls fighting for their own identities in a world that imposed nonsensical rules and obligations to grow up.

      What if every teenage girl from around the block had the power to save the world? Which teacher or parent in this scary world outside would ever notice?

      Inspector Dormouse didn’t feel like sleeping now. It was the Pillar he had to get, at all costs. This evil embodiment of darkness. He had to be put back in the asylum—or prison.

      But where would the inspector start?

      A question with a simple answer that he suddenly heard on the recording. One of the fourteen people was explaining why the Pillar couldn’t track number fourteen.

      It turned out that the mysterious Mr. Fourteen, with a plan to beat the devil, longed for the help of another devil. The Cheshire.

      Inspector Dormouse chuckled listening to this. Everything was really messed up in this story.

      Mr. Fourteen asked the Cheshire to help him. Why? Because it turned out that the Pillar, having decided on killing them, had to kill each and every one of them. Kill only thirteen and the ritual was reversed, meaning the Pillar’s life’s expectancy was lessened and shortened. That was why the Pillar was having a skin problem, a rare disease that he kept secret.

      Of course, the Cheshire liked the idea, and granted Mr. Fourteen the power of splitting his soul in two—it was the best the Cheshire could do, but it was more than enough.

      Doing so, apparently so many years ago, helped Mr. Fourteen have two bodies, one that traveled abroad and left the continent completely, and the other that still lived in London, under a disguise and different name.

      The Cheshire’s plan was to delude the Pillar into killing the one in London, making him think he was safe, and then he’d die suddenly without even knowing it.

      “This isn’t Wonderland,” Dormouse told himself. “This is London’s Chainsaw Massacre tripled by Hannibal Lecter’s madness. In short, this is a British horror story.”

      In the end, Inspector Dormouse needed a lead. Something in the recording that would give a clue to where to find Mr. Fourteen, because, thinking logically, this was why the Pillar had come back to London all of a sudden, instead of helping Alice.

      The Pillar was about to kill Mr. Fourteen, and Inspector Dormouse was ready to stop that from happening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            73

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The last chess game, Chess City, Kalmykia

      

      

      

      Whatever I do or say to apologize, there is no escaping from the Chessmaster’s game. And how in the world can I win or save the world from him? Why is it even my burden to do so when I’ve been the worst person in the world in the past?

      “Ready, darling?” The Chessmaster’s dark tone returns tenfold. “Don’t ever think that the pain I’ve been through made me weaker. Don’t ever think I have a soft spot and will back off any moment. Being Death for all those years made me heartless, and there is only one joy left in my life: to see you suffer.”

      “Why not ask to play against the Pillar?” I ask.

      “I took care of the Pillar long ago,” he says. “I even ignored it when he escaped Chess City and left you behind. He is dying, only he doesn’t know it. I made sure he’d take the bait.”

      “I thought it was me who was going to kill him,” I say. “He read it in the future.”

      “But of course it was you who killed him—will kill him. You just don’t know it. He doesn’t know it.”

      “How will I kill him if I die today?”

      “People plant the seed of death in others long before anyone knows it, darling,” the Chessmaster says. “You think you have to pull the trigger to do so. Start playing, because you’re wasting my time.”

      I stare with a blank mind at the table, then at the chess pieces, then at the cups of poison. There is no way I can survive this.

      A man with a tray arrives with a complimentary drink all of a sudden. I glance at the Chessmaster to see if he is going to object, but he doesn’t.

      “A complimentary drink…” The Chessmaster brushes the left side of his mustache. “Of death.” He laughs. “I’m always a good host. Never kill without a good last meal or drink. I’ll even pay for your coffin.”

      None of the Chessmaster’s show unsettles me. In fact, I’m most curious about the man offering me the drink on the tray. Because it’s a Red. My guardian angel. The Dude.

      “Didn’t know Reds work for you,” I tell the Chessmaster.

      “They’re vulgar killing machines who would do anything for money,” the Chessmaster says. “I’m happy they conceal their faces under their hoods, because I’m sure they’re pretty ugly.”

      But I don’t think my Red is ugly, because I can feel it—he is my guardian angel.

      I reach for the glass, trying to meet his unseen eyes. He doesn’t say anything, but nods toward the glass. I squint, not sure what he is implying. He must be here to help me somehow.

      Then, when he nods again, I see it. He is nodding at the bottom of the glass. There is a napkin, a round one, sticking out at the bottom. It’s a message. Another note. Now I certainly know it’s him.

      Remember: “He Who Laughs Last” & “That you will die when you say so.”

      I lift my head up and shrug, wishing the Red would explain further. But he nods, takes the glass back, and leaves.

      Did he just give me a clue how to win this game? And how come those are the Pillar’s words? “He Who Laughs Last” was the Pillar’s theory in killing the giant. How can I implement this in the game of chess I’m about to play?

      Then there is the silly “I will die when I say so,” those words the Pillar was feeding to the old people in the hospice.

      Are those really the solution to my struggle? I can trust the Red, my guardian, but do I want to take advice from the Pillar after all I just heard about him?
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      The Cheshire watched the people of the Vatican panic, confused about who would take the deceased Pope’s place. Though he knew there were prolonged and accurate processes to elect a new one, there seemed to be an unexplained urgency to find a new Pope immediately. Maybe because the Vatican hadn’t gone to sleep yet. They needed a Pope before that happened.

      None of this was of interest to the Cheshire, though. He’d just flown over to amuse himself. After all, he was bored, unable to find one soul to possess and stick to—and he’d watched so many movies that he couldn’t meow anymore.

      Needing to make a phone call, he possessed the first old lady with a mobile he came across. She wore a terrible perfume that he hated, but he tolerated it until he finished the call.

      “Did the Pillar find Mr. Fourteen?” the Cheshire asked.

      “Looks like it,” the voice at the other end of the line said.

      “The one in London?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not the other Mr. Fourteen?”

      “No, only the one in London.”

      “Looks good,” the Cheshire said in the woman’s voice. “The plan is on. He will find the one in London and kill him, then stop looking. Soon, he will die of his illness without knowing it, and I get rid of him forever.”

      “It seems like you will also get rid of Alice. The Chessmaster has her cornered.”

      “So he found Carroll’s Knight.”

      “He did.”

      The Cheshire grinned. It was such an unsettling grin that a few people stepped away from the old woman. “Then Alice is dead, too. She can’t win against the Chessmaster.”

      “It’s a beautiful day, Chesh.”

      “Beautiful indeed. Two of my enemies dead in one day, after all these years.” The Cheshire hung up and walked out of the Vatican.

      He found a shortcut through an empty and darkened alley, so he took it, only to be stopped by a black figure in the dark.

      “Oh.” The Cheshire shrugged, lowering the woman’s head.

      “Didn’t expect me?” the man said in a baritone voice.

      “No, but it’s always a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Jay.”

      “I don’t show myself much, but I thought we could use a little talk.”

      “Whatever you ask.”

      “I know you’re not a Black Chess employee, and that you have interests of your own, so I never pressured you into joining.”

      “That’s right, sir. I’m most irritated with the Queen of Hearts. I don’t think I can work with her in the same place, ever.”

      “Understood.”

      “Besides, you’re all interested in this Wonderland War, and I’m just a cat. I want to have fun.”

      “And you want to crush your enemies. I just learned about your rivalry with the Pillar. The fourteen souls.”

      “You did?” the Cheshire said. “Well, me and the Pillar go way back.”

      “I know.”

      “Besides, I think not only will he die soon, but Alice, too.”

      Mr. Jay stood silent, his breathing the soundtrack of a horror movie. “I don’t want Alice to die.”

      “I just figured out the stupidity of my implication. I’m most sorry.” The Cheshire bowed his head a little lower.

      “But I’m also not concerned with Alice’s safety.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “Alice is my best employee. She will beat the Chessmaster.”

      “But that’s impossible.”

      “Nothing’s impossible with my dark little angel,” Mr. Jay said. “I’m not here to talk about her. I’m here to talk about you.”

      “Me?”

      “It’s time you stick to one soul, or you’ll lose your mind.”

      The Cheshire purred. Mr. Jay always knew how to see through him.

      “I’m not going to ask you to work for me, but I will hand you a soul you have no means of possessing. How about that?”

      The Cheshire grinned. He was thinking it was a Wonderlander—someone other than the obnoxious Queen. “Who?”

      “Let me show you,” Mr. Jay said.
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      The Chessmaster is unbeatable. Two moves now, and two drinks, and I feel like I’m going to lose after the next.

      “Afraid?” The Chessmaster grins.

      “I prefer not to talk while playing.”

      “But we know you’re not playing, Alice. You’re dying.”

      “Then I’d prefer to keep the last minutes of my life to myself.”

      “They’re hardly minutes. I can finish you in much less time.”

      “How so, when you can’t make your move before I make my third?”

      “Then make your third move, drink the poison, and move on.”

      His last words ring in the back of my head. I realize that to win this game, I can’t just keep on playing. It is a fool’s hope that something will suddenly happen and save me.

      In my mind, the Pillar’s words pop up in the back of my head. He Who Laughs Last. It’s an old None Fu trick.

      My mind flashes to a memory from the hole in Tibet. I see the Pillar fight the giant again, bluntly asking him to hit him more and more until the giant has lost confidence in himself, and just when he does, the Pillar attacks him, full throttle.

      I remember telling myself I could never imitate the Pillar’s move, but I have no choice but to consider it now. This is what the Red wrote for me on the napkin.

      But how can I laugh last with the Chessmaster? How can I play like I don’t care and I am not going to lose until my moment comes and I strike back?

      I scratch my head. It’s impossible, because striking back in this game means making a bold, brilliant chess move, and I know I can’t.

      Think, Alice. Think.

      “Ready for your third move?” the Chessmaster asks.

      “No, I’m not,” I say. “But maybe I could use your help.”

      His suspicious look troubles me. He senses I’m onto something. I am, but the funny thing is, I don’t know what it is either.

      “Why would you think I would advise you on a good move?” he asks.

      “I didn’t say you would do that,” I say. “But since I’m losing anyway, you might want to amuse yourself with my moves. Maybe use a move that makes me look like a total fool.”

      “I like that.” He nods and reaches for my knight.

      Knight, Alice, why did he reach for your knight? Remember when the Pillar said he’d prefer to be a knight in a chess game? Because they’ll never see you coming.

      “Just a second.” I stop the Chessmaster, buying myself some time.

      “What now? Changed your mind?”

      “Actually, no, but I thought we could spice up the game a little.”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      Why, Alice, why?

      “Because of the audience behind me.” I point over my shoulder. “They need some entertainment.”

      A few men and women in the dark agree.

      “You see?” I say. “They don’t want to watch a game where they know I will just die in the end.”

      “Then what do they want to watch?”

      “A game where there is the slightest possibility I will win. Just a little bit.”

      “I can’t help you with that,” the Chessmaster says. “It’s you who is dumb, not me.”

      “Yes, but you could play on my behalf.”

      “This is what I was about to do when you stopped me.”

      “But you could play a brilliant move on my behalf, not a bad one,” I say.

      “Again, why would I do that?”

      “To show your audience how you can excel and win, even with such a brilliant move.”

      The Chessmaster’s smile broadens. He likes it. He just bit into a wasp’s nest without knowing it. Even when I’m only buying time, not knowing what to do.

      And then he makes a third move on my behalf.
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      This obliges me to drink my third drink. I haven’t felt anything from the last two, but the third is definitely dizzying. That’s not good; I need my mind alert to think of something else.

      Surprisingly, the Chessmaster struggles with topping his own move. A few members of the unseen crowd hiss with wonder. The Chessmaster tenses.

      A few minutes later, I see him sweat. Is he really that stupid, or hasn’t he played against his ego before?

      But finally he manages and responds to his own move.

      “Brilliant!” a few members of the audience hail.

      “Now I should play your fourth move,” he tells me.

      And just right there, when his hand reaches for my fourth move, I get hit with a lightning bolt in my head. I immediately stop his hand.

      “What now?”

      “I think I can make my next move,” I declare.

      “Is that so?”

      “I think I can beat you,” I say.

      “Really? Again? Do you really think you have the slightest idea what you are talking about?”

      “I think I do.”

      The audience members in the dark gasp.

      “Come on,” the Chessmaster says. “You don’t really believe she can—”

      I interrupt him with my next move. The winner’s move.

      The Chessmaster squints at it. His face dims. His forehead knots.

      Then the Chessmaster bursts into uncontrollable laughter. “Do you have any idea what you just did?” He points at the chessboard. “You’re so easy, you have no idea.”

      “Why?” I act surprised, afraid, worried, and shocked.

      “You just handed me an early win with your move,” he says.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. You totally lost it. This is the worst move possible. I can checkmate you right now.”

      I stop a small, sneaky smile from shaping on the corners of my lips. Unfortunately, he catches it.

      “Wait.” He leans back. “You have a bigger plan, don’t you?”

      I dim my face and tense my shoulders on purpose. “I wish I had. I really thought this was the best move.”

      “Really?” He thinks it over. “You know, none of the world leaders I played with, no matter how bad at chess they were, made such a bad move.”

      “Oh.” I cup my mouth with my hands. “Did I do that badly?”

      “You could have shot yourself in Russian roulette and never done this badly.”

      “Can you please give me a chance to correct it?” I plead, reaching for his hands.

      The Chessmaster pushes them away. “Of course not. You know why? Because your move is so bad, I have no other move but to checkmate you. I mean, literally, I have no other option but to end the game now.”

      As I’m still pleading with him, he, still enraged, unthinkingly reaches for his favorite knight and checkmates me.

      The crowd behind me claps and hails and chirps with enthusiasm, cameras flashing from all around.

      “This is the moment I’ve been waiting for,” he tells me, mirth wrapping his soul. “I’ve killed you, Alice.”

      That’s when I sit back, cross one leg over another, place my elbow on the rim of the chair, and glance with disgust at him.

      The Chessmaster doesn’t sense at first what has really happened here, but some in the audience do. They let out a series of uncontrollable shrieks, saying, “She tricked him!”

      The Chessmaster’s face knots so tightly I think he’s going to bleed. He stares at the chess pieces, the checkmated king, and doesn’t get it. What’s the fuss about? Why is the audience saying that the little girl from Wonderland tricked him?

      Then his eyes shift toward the poison cups.

      I seize the moment and reach for my fourth cup and gulp it with all the ease in the world. It does drive me crazy and makes me dizzy, but I don’t show it, because I’m in for the grand prize: saving the world.

      “You tricked me.” The Chessmaster slumps back in his chair. “You little b—”

      “Save the swearing for when you burn in hell,” I tell him, remembering what the Pillar taught me. “I made you play with my rules, not yours.”

      “Who taught you such a trick? Why hasn’t anyone thought of it before?”

      “Because they’re afraid of you. You’re the terrorist who bombs a building with innocent people because he’s been hurt in the past. You force people to play your game by scaring them.” I am so excited I can’t even catch my breath. “And all I had to do was play my game, not yours.”

      “By making me think you made your best move when in fact it was deliberately your intention to make your worst.” The Chessmaster moans, knowing his time has come.

      “Exactly,” I say. “You forced me in a game where I have to try winning in a losing war; where, when I lose in the end, I have no choice but to drink the seventh poisoned cup that will kill me.”

      “And you fooled me by losing earlier and not buying into my game.” The Chessmaster is amazed but saddened and disappointed with this whole outcome. “Now that you made the most stupid move in history, I had no choice but to checkmate you in the fourth round.”

      “Stupidity is so underrated.”

      “And by recklessly checkmating you in the fourth round, you will never reach the seventh cup, and you will simply not die,” he says. “You bought yourself out of hell by being a moron.”

      “I prefer being called mad.”

      “And that’s not all.” The Chessmaster nails his own coffin with his last words: “Having been unable to kill you, I’m obliged to drink all seven cups, even though I checkmated you. It’s the rules of the game.”

      “Let me just correct that part. In reality, I checkmated you. Kinda kicked you in the balls, wrapped you up in choking coils made out of your anger, and rolled you down the rabbit hole of hell.”

      The Reds in the place crash onto the stage and force the Chessmaster to drink the seven cups of poison.

      I watch him give in, the audience behind me applauding, reminding myself of the man who taught me this trick.

      The Pillar.

      With my Red guardian reminding me of the technique written on the napkin, I was the one who laughed last. I didn’t buy into the Chessmaster’s game, made him think he was winning, and struck when it was hot.

      Now that I’ve practiced what I’ve learned and saved the world, I have to finish my masterpiece with a few last words. Words I was taught by the Pillar, whom everyone says is a devil.

      A broad smile, a euphoric feeling of transcendence, and a breeze of hope caress me as I stand above the Chessmaster, Death himself, and tell him,

      “I will die when I say so!”
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      Inspector Dormouse had finally reached the address where Mr. Fourteen resided. He’d managed to extract it from the conversations in the recordings and had driven from Oxford to London, hoping he wasn’t too late.

      He stopped the car by a place called Lifespan, a hospice where Mr. Fourteen hid, pretending he was a dying man, just to stay away from the Pillar’s wrath.

      With everyone asleep, the lazy inspector stepped up and entered the main hall. He pushed the sleeping nurse aside and flipped through the guests’ names. He’d learned the name from the recordings too.

      There he was, a resident in a private room on the sixth floor.

      Dormouse hurried to the lift but found it dead. Maybe the lifts had fallen asleep too.

      He had to struggle with the misfortune and pain of climbing up the stairs. Gosh, six storeys?

      Inspector Dormouse was incredibly out of shape. The last time he had climbed six storeys must have been in his sleep.

      Three floors up, panting and wheezing and feeling his limbs fall apart, he fell asleep again. He just couldn’t resist it.

      A few minutes later he woke up, shocked and disappointed with himself. What if the Pillar had reached Mr. Fourteen earlier?

      Like a slow-chugging locomotive, the inspector trudged step after step, now coughing out thick fumes he preferred not to look at.

      Finally, there he was. On the sixth floor. A few strides ahead and he’d be inside Mr. Fourteen’s room—even if he’d found him asleep, he would still be able to protect him.

      But first, Dormouse needed to drink. He stopped by the cooler in the corridor and gulped water, wetting his shirt and pants in the process of his slurping.

      Fresh now, he still had to tie the loosened laces on his shoes, and then he approached the room.

      He knocked once but no one answered. Mr. Fourteen was unquestionably asleep.

      But what was that blood seeping from under the door?

      Enraged, Inspector Dormouse kicked open the door into a dark room.

      A switch flicked by the opposite wall. A faint yellow light that only showed two things: a man dead on the floor, probably Mr. Fourteen, and the Pillar with a gun in his hand, sitting nonchalantly under the yellow light.

      “Too late, inspector.” The Pillar smirked.

      “You killed him,” Dormouse said. “You killed Mr. Fourteen.”

      “Had to be done,” the Pillar said. “It took me a long time to find him.”

      “What kind of beast are you?”

      “Call it what you want. I made my choice.”

      “You call killing an innocent man a choice?”

      “What makes you think he is so innocent?”

      “I know all about you, Pillar. I know about your deal. You and Alice. The ritual to gain more lives than the Cheshire.”

      “Really?” the Pillar said. “Is that what you know?”

      “You killed the Fourteen because they betrayed you and wouldn’t let you collect your souls.”

      “That’s one side of the story.” The Pillar rubbed something inside his ear with his pinky, his other hand gripping the gun, pointed at the inspector.

      “There is no other side to it,” Dormouse said. “You will not walk out of this building alive.”

      “I came and went as I pleased in the asylum. No one could ever stop me,” the Pillar said. “Besides, you should really lower your voice, inspector. Everyone’s asleep.”

      “You got that part wrong, professor.” Dormouse smiled victoriously, as the people in the hall were starting to wake up. “Because Alice killed the Chessmaster. People are about to wake up.”

      And for all the conflicting reasons in the world, Dormouse saw the Pillar smiling in broad lines, his eyes wide, and it looked like his heart was fluttering. Dormouse didn’t know what to make of this. If the Pillar was this brutal beast, how come he was so happy Alice was still alive?
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        The last chess game, Chess City, Kalmykia

      

      

      

      “You think you beat me?” The Chessmaster writhed on the ground, gasping his last few breaths. “I never lose.”

      “Don’t fight it,” I tell him. “The world is a better place without you. The world is safe now.”

      “And ironically, you’ll be the hero?”

      “Trust me, no one ever thinks I’m the hero. I’m a nineteen-year-old mad girl at best. Most of my boyfriends die, or I make silent sacrifices for them. I have no friends. Neither do I have idols. Everything around me is a purple haze of madness, but you know what? I save a few people from time to time.”

      “You killed my family. You’re not supposed to win.”

      “Even if I did, I’m really, really sorry, but that wasn’t me. That was someone else.”

      “I still can’t believe I’m dying after all these years of planning to get you and the Pillar,” he slurs, coughing.

      I kneel down beside him. “About the Pillar,” I say. “How come the Executioner was one of the Fourteen when I saw the Pillar missing two fingers, like every other child the Executioner enslaved in Mushroomland?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it seems like the Pillar was a man, enslaved by the Executioner as a kid in Colombia at some point,” I say. “Even though the whole timeline is messed up, it still seems to me the Executioner tortured the Pillar as a kid.”

      “You’ve got it all wrong.”

      “Maybe it’s you who is lying and made it all up.” I want to believe the Pillar isn’t that bad. I really want to.

      “You don’t get it.” The Chessmaster’s eyelids flutter. “The Pillar used to meet the Fourteen in a secret place underneath Oxford, in the kitchen. There is a reckless cook called Chopin who accidentally chops off people’s fingers. He even chopped his own finger once.”

      “So?”

      “The Pillar once caught him eavesdropping. They had a fight. Chopin escaped, and chopped off the Pillar’s two fingers on the way out.”

      “You expect me to believe this story?”

      “I don’t expect anything from you.” The Chessmaster’s eyes fling open with all the power left in him. “It’s you who is blind. It’s you who wants to believe the Pillar is a good man. Can’t you see?”

      “No, I can’t,” I say. “I could never see the Pillar wanting to mass-murder people. It’s the monsters like you I come across each week who do this.”

      “What if I can prove it to you?” The Chessmaster grips my arm. His need to tell me something far outweighs his weakness due to the poison he just gulped.

      “What is it?” Something tells me I don’t want to hear it.

      “Say my name,” he demands.

      “Pardon me?”

      “Say my name, Alice.”

      “Okay, if that’s your last wish. You’re the Chessmaster.”

      “Not that name.” His grip tightens. “My real name.”

      “Ah, that. Your Russian name.” I try to recall it. “What was it? Yes, your name is Vozchik Stolb. Why?”

      “Can’t you see what my name means?”

      “I’m not into Russian.”

      “Vozchik is a rough Russian translation of the word Carter in English,” he begins, and the world begins to spin again. “Stolb means…”

      “Pillar,” I finish it for him. “You’re one of the Fourteen.”

      “Yes.” The Chessmaster winces. He is determined to tell me, though. “That’s why I told you I’ve made sure he dies. I split my soul into two with the Cheshire’s help. He is after the one in London, not knowing I exist.”

      Even though I’m shocked, I have to give the Chessmaster the bad news. “I’m sorry, but you really underestimate the Pillar,” I tell him. “Do you really think he doesn’t know who you are? The Pillar planned this all along. That’s why he left for London, and paved the way for me to kill you here.”

      The Chessmaster’s dying eyes are in flames. He’s shocked to hear about the genius Pillar, who has fooled him, me, and the world. I am as shocked as him, having finally tied the knots of the puzzle. Who is this man called Carter Pillar, and why is he doing this?

      “What are you telling me?” the Chessmaster says.

      “I’m telling you if there is one man who played Chess with God and won, then it’s not you, but the Pillar.” I’m not sure what to think of the Pillar. Maybe the premonition about me killing him in the future is real. Hell, it begins to feel like a must.

      “Damn you, Alice and the Pillar!” The Chessmaster lets go of me as I stand up.

      I prefer to have the Pillar at my back. There is no point in being sentimental. I’m a bad girl who is determined to do good things and save the world from the worst kind of evil. To do so, I have to make choices, like killing a man I may have once hurt—if it wasn’t the Pillar, and he just pulled me into the story somehow—to save so many lives. In my book it’s not who you were yesterday. It’s who you are today.

      And though the tables have turned, the Chessmaster with his pain is the villain today, and I’m trying to save lives.

      It’s a grey truth. Colorless, confusing, and borderline unethical. But it’s a truth that saves innocent people’s lives.

      “Damn you, Alice!” The Chessmaster won’t give up before he dies, expressing his hatred toward me.

      But I have no time for him. I need to find the Pillar, and in case he turns out to be that evil genius, I will have to believe that in the future I kill him.

      The Red, my guardian angel, stands before me and pats me on the shoulder. In his hands, I see my Tiger Lily.

      Note: I knew it meant much to you, so I kept it safe. You did well, Alice. You did the right thing.

      “Why are you sure?” I ask, hugging the pot.

      Because I believe in you. And look, the people in the world are awake. You helped them open their eyes. Maybe someday they will see how great you are.

      “You think I’m great?” I ask. “Why do you believe in me so much? Who are you?”

      I’m the one who will guard you until you grow old, become a mother and grandma with wrinkles on your face, and have arthritis climbing on your back like a monkey.

      “Not the best choice of words.” I chuckle.

      It’s not about the words you hear, it’s about what you feel, Alice.

      “Seriously,” I say. “Who are you? Are you my future husband, trying to get into my heart?”

      The Dude doesn’t answer me.

      “Wait. Are you Jack? Please tell me you’re Jack.”

      The Dude doesn’t answer again, but pushes a sword into my hand.

      It was Fabiola’s Vorpal sword. It’s yours now.

      “Who gave it to you?” I grip the sword with Fabiola’s blood fresh on it.

      She is alive. She told me to give it to you. Now go get the Pillar, if he does deserve to die.

      The Dude disappears into the crowd, cameras still flashing everywhere, TV spreading the news of the world having been saved, but no one mentions my name.

      On my way out to find the Pillar, the Chessmaster insists on cursing me. This time, it’s a bit different. “Damn you, Alice. Damn you…and your family.”

      This cements my feet to the ground. “I have no family,” I say without turning. “Lorina, Edith, and their mysterious mother aren’t my family.”

      The Chessmaster laughs through his coughing and last breaths. “Oh, Lord in heaven. She doesn’t know.”

      I hurl back and part the people in my space, stooping over his body, now on the ambulance’s stretcher. “What don’t I know?”

      “You don’t know who your family is, Alice,” he says. “I thought you were playing me, but you really don’t remember your family.”

      I pull him closer to me by the neck, disgusted by the breath coming out of his foul mouth. “I have a family? A biological family, you mean?”

      “Of course.” His eyes are glimmering with some sort of mocking victory. “Your family, Alice. They’re the reason why you became who you are after the circus.”

      He doesn’t stop laughing. As if my pain, and his amusement, gave him the means to live again. “It turns out I really never lose a game of chess,” he says. “Because I will die without telling about them. I will take it to my grave, and I will always be the Chessmaster who never loses.”

      In spite of me holding on to him, wanting to squeeze out answers, the soul inside him departs his body. It’s like he’s been waiting for this last moment to declare his win, and leave me hopeless, helpless, and lost without knowing about my real family.
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        Lifespan Hospice, London

      

      

      

      Inspector Dormouse was still intoxicated with the Pillar’s happiness over Alice’s survival. It even seemed like a weak point in the professor’s attitude, enough to encourage Dormouse to attack him. But the inspector’s out-of-shape body wasn’t going to help.

      “Close the door behind you,” the Pillar demanded. “Before everyone wakes up.”

      Dormouse couldn’t oppose the notorious monster by the name of Carter Pillar.

      “Step in closer,” the Pillar said.

      Dormouse did, trying to figure out what was going on. There was this one possibility. A flicker of a thought. A slice of an assumption. A far-fetched idea he didn’t want to think about. Driving all the way from Oxford to London, he’d been thinking about it. He just couldn’t swallow it.

      Now, staring right into the Pillar’s face, the idea surfaced. The Pillar wasn’t the most honest of men; his moral code was shabby, and to the police force he was a serial killer. But if there was one quality about the Pillar, one which Inspector Dormouse had witnessed over and over again, it was this: the Pillar cared about Alice. He would die for her.

      The look on the Pillar’s face simply exposed him. And Dormouse, being a father, knew how precious a look it was, unconditionally caring about someone.

      “Who are you, Professor Pillar?” Dormouse had to ask.

      Half of the Pillar’s face shone in the weak yellow under a lamp. The other half loomed behind the dark. He looked like a ghost, one who’d disappear any moment, but leave his scent behind, forever haunting you—in good ways and in bad.

      “I will give you the precious chance to leave this place right now,” the Pillar said. “I will never hurt you. All you have to do is go back to your sleepy life and never mention whatever you’ve discovered. Believe me, you don’t want to know the truth.”

      Dormouse hesitated.

      “Go back to your daughter, inspector,” the Pillar advised. “I’m not a sentimental man, and will shoot you dead if you dig deeper into things you shouldn’t.”

      Inspector Dormouse nodded, turned around, and paced toward the door. What was he really doing here, digging into the secrets of Wonderland? He was better off going back home, enjoying a nap among his family members who loved him—and were much saner than the world outside.

      Inspector Dormouse even made it so far as to grip the doorknob on his way out. But then the conclusion hit him hard, a revelation so intense and surprising he feared he’d never be able to sleep again.

      He turned around and faced the Pillar. “Oh, holy lord of rings,” he said. “I know who you are.”

      The Pillar tilted his head with pursed lips. He even shook his head. “Don’t do it, Dormouse. Don’t think too much. It may cost you more than you can handle.”

      “Let me rephrase it,” Dormouse insisted, unable to suppress his thoughts. “All of us have been mistaken from the beginning, questioning who you really were.”

      The Pillar said nothing.

      “We were asking the wrong question,” Inspector Dormouse said. “The right question was who you weren’t. And who you aren’t.”

      The Pillar squeezed his eyes shut and let out a long sigh. He gritted his teeth, his hand tightening on the gun. “Don’t say it, Dormouse. Just leave.”

      But Dormouse’s excitement and curiosity got the best of him. “You’re not the Pillar. You have no relation to the monster Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar whatsoever.”

      The Pillar opened his eyes, looking angry, like a hangman sad he had to pull the lever, and pointed the gun at the inspector.

      “In the name of Wonderland, Alice, Lewis Carroll, and all the mad people in the world,” Dormouse said. “Who are you?”

      “I’m the one who unfortunately needs to put you to sleep—forever,” the Pillar said, and shot him dead.

      

      
        
        The END…

        Alice will return in Family (Insanity 7)
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      Thank you for purchasing and downloading Checkmate. The only book in the series without an epilogue—or two. Reason? I didn’t want to prepare you for the surprises. “Oh, now to the epilogue, the big reveal!” I wanted the big reveals to hit you earlier than expected. I hope it worked.

      Checkmate is the Insanity book I’m proudest of so far, and that’s because it’s a purely organic book, meaning events happened because characters said so, and because the logical turn of events and circumstances forced the story to go this way. After knowing about her past, Alice needed to prove to herself she can stand up to Black Chess by taking the harshest of decisions, and the Pillar, well, we need to know who the heck he is and what he really wants with her. All those chapters you’ve just read—trust me, I was only a means to writing them, but they developed on their own. I really liked that.

      However, there was an epilogue, tying the loose end in the Cheshire’s story after meeting Mr. Jay, but I chopped it out because I didn’t want you to know who the Cheshire will possess from now, not in this book. It will be explained in Family, the next book in the series. In many ways, Family is a continuation of Checkmate.

      All puzzles and landmarks mentioned are real, and so are the facts—I’m always happy when I receive emails from readers who’ve visited these places because of the books.

      Characters like Mr. Paperwhite and Father Williams are Lewis Carroll’s inventions. However, characters like Chopin the Chopper are mine (he just popped up on the screen and wouldn’t let go, and, frankly, I dared not chop him out of the story, because I feared for my fingers).

      Last but not least, I can’t express how much I enjoy writing this series. I probably enjoy writing it more than any of you enjoy reading it.
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        Oxford University, Wonderland, 1889

      

      

      

      A seventeen-year-old Alice Wonder ran across the Tom Quad, hardly catching her breath. Her jaw had tightened and tears rolled down her cheeks. Her facial muscles froze with horror at what she was about to witness.

      She tried to wave at the man standing in the distance but her hands went numb. Her heart was about to burst out of her ribcage and splinter into a million Tiger Lilies as she struggled to keep her pace. A thought crossed her mind: He did it. The darkest villain of Wonderland really did it.

      Alice panted, stumbled and almost fell, but insisted on reaching her destination. She tried to shout but the heavy rain dissolved her words into useless droplets of water, spat out of her trembling lips. Crying was inevitable. Why not when the sky seemed to be weeping too?

      God, this couldn’t be happening? She was only seventeen years old. Alice Wonder, the girl whom Lewis Carroll based his timeless bestseller upon. The girl who inspired many, and was supposed to have a great life ahead. The girl who’d brought joy and happiness to the children of Wonderland — and the world.

      Again, she was about to stumble and fall on her way. It seemed like the slippery grass was conspiring to slow her down. The rain, too. Even the flowers rocked to the heavy wind, as if talking to her. Whispering: Don’t go, Alice. You won’t like what you will see. Just don’t do it.

      Oxford’s perpetual mist of grey blurred her vision. It shaded the Victorian architecture of the university and morphed it into the creepy sight of a haunted mansion instead.

      Don’t go in there, Alice! She thought she heard the flowers screaming at her now. What you will see will change you forever!

      But she wouldn’t stop, though she was limping now. She had to see for herself.

      “Lewis!” She managed to scream feebly.

      Lewis stood by the door leading to the university’s choir room in Christ Church. He stood in his priest’s outfit, hands laced in front of him, collected in spite of the pouring rain. Silent and wise in spite of what had just happened.

      But he wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      “What happened?” She asked, her hands flapping sideways, trying to help her balance on her weakening knees.

      “Don’t come in here, Alice,” Lewis pleaded, still not meeting her eyes.

      “Why?” She choked on the words, her eyes widening with morbid curiousity. “Is it real?”

      “Just go away,” he said. “I’m begging you.”

      “Why, Lewis? Why?” She knew why, but she had to ask. She had to pretend it didn’t happen. That what the March Hare had just told her was wrong. That the Inklings were wrong. It just didn’t happen.

      “I don’t see the point of you seeing it with your own eyes.” Lewis raised his head and looked at her with swollen, moist, and caring eyes. Like the rain and the grass, he was trying to protect her. But his stare unintentionally exposed her to the great pain she was about to suffer. A prelude to the madness she was about to witness.

      “No!” She shrieked, only strides away from him. “This can’t be true.”

      “Be strong.” Lewis took her into his arms. “Promise me you’ll be strong.”

      Alice sobbed so hard she thought she’d collapse and die from the lack of breathing.

      “Say it isn’t so.” Her muffled words longed for Lewis’ warm heart. She hit him feebly, but her hand was too weak. It slipped and then fell as if she were dead already. “Please, tell me it isn’t so.”

      “I’m sorry, Alice.” Lewis patted her. “He did it, Alice. I’m so sorry.”

      She lifted her head up, her eyes buried in a grave of tears. “All of them?”

      “Yes,” Lewis said.

      “The children?”

      “Them, too.” Lewis said. “He killed them all.”
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      If birds hummed because they didn’t know how to speak words, then Alice’s silence was the same. She didn’t know what to say. What to feel. She wished she could numb herself to death right now. She didn’t want to feel this. Talking about it only stirred the pain.

      “Let me take you somewhere safe,” Lewis offered.

      “No. I want to see.”

      “God, Alice.” Lewis sighed. “No, you don’t want to see.”

      “I do,” She insisted. She decided she wouldn’t shy away from it. In fact, she wanted to engrave the morbid memory in the back of her head, so she would never forget it.

      So she would always remember to have her revenge.

      “It’s a bloodbath inside,” Lewis confessed.

      She nodded, her tears threatening to drown her in a pool of eternal grief. But she rose above it somehow. She never knew she could. “Did He hurt them badly?”

      Lewis looked away, saying nothing.

      “Talk to me!”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “How bad did he hurt them before he killed them?”

      Lewis opened his mouth but said nothing. He was about to say his name. But the Wonderland Monster who’d killed the children had scared everyone so much, even Lewis preferred not to taste his name on his tongue.

      “He…” Lewis felt the weight of the moment pressing against the back of his skull. He’d not been a man to stutter at this point. In fact, he’d been the most eloquent when he taught mathematics at the university. But this was too much to handle. “He chopped off their heads.”

      The image flashed like lightning before Alice’s eyes. “What else?”

      “Poked out their eyes.” Lewis felt dizzy reciting what he’d seen inside the dean’s room. “Then burned them. Please, Alice. I can’t go on with this.”

      “I can.” She slid her hands from under his arms and turned to walk inside.

      “Whatever you see inside will stay with you forever,” Lewis warned her.

      “I want it to stay with me forever,” She said, not turning to face him. “I want this, Lewis.”

      Alice entered the room and witnessed the gore fest with teary eyes. She fisted her hands and gritted her teeth, so she’d stop crying.

      She took it all in.

      Every last detail.

      And for the rest of her life – until she later lost her memory in the real world – she would have nightmares, thinking about Him. He whom Lewis, and everyone else, feared the most.
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      A few minutes later, Lewis watched Alice come out into the rain. She nodded briefly but continued walking away. Many years later Lewis would swear the Alice who came out was someone else entirely than the girl who’d entered.

      “Where are you going, Alice?” He called from behind her.

      “I’m going to kill Him,” She said, not looking back.

      “You know He is indestructible,” Lewis said. “You can’t kill him.”

      “Sure I can,” she said, talking louder. “I just have to find his weakness.”

      “He has no weaknesses,” Lewis argued. “You know I’ve tried.”

      “Everyone has a weakness, Lewis,” She said. “All I need is to get close enough to find it.”

      “He will burn you, Alice. He will smoke you and puff you into the wind.”

      “Not if he thinks I’m a friend, not a foe,” She said, turning back, raindrops distorting the beauty of her adolescent face.

      The look in her eyes intimidated Lewis. “What do you have in mind, Alice?”

      “From this day on you have to forget about me being an Inkling,” She said. “I’m going to befriend Him. I’m going to spill blood with Him. I’m going to be his apprentice. I’m going to make him trust me. Hell, I’m going to make him need me. From this day on you will always see me by His side.”

      “What?” Lewis grimaced, his migraines slowly returning.

      “Please forget about me, Lewis. You, Fabiola, Jack, the March, and the little girl,” Alice said. “I’m not one of you anymore. No more Good Alice. From this day on, I’m Black Chess.”

      “W-why?” Lewis said. “A-Alice, th-this can’t be t-t-true.”

      Alice turned around, took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and walked away, slowly disappearing into the mist. “I can only know His weakness and kill Him if I’m on his side. And knowing how devilish he is, it’s not easy to gain his trust. I have to become a Bad Alice.”

      Lewis stood paralyzed, not sure what to say. He couldn’t speak. Alice’s decision broke his heart, and for the first time in his life he began stuttering.

      It never went away.
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        Somewhere in the streets of Oxford, Present day

      

      

      

      I'm back in Oxford, walking the streets all alone. I’m in a haze, unable to forget the Chessmaster’s words. What secret about my family did he keep for himself before he died?

      Oxford, though cold, is much better than the bitter, stinging freeze I experienced in Russia. It feels like home after all. A word I’m not sure I fully know the meaning of. The closest home to my heart is still the asylum. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I miss my solitary confinement in that darkened room with my Tiger Lily and the writing on the wall.

      I sit on a bench and try to collect myself underneath the drizzling afternoon rain. The sky above is a veil of grey, the color of my life, the color of all the mysteries I haven't been able to solve.

      I look around and see everyone else is tucked under the safety of their umbrellas. I used to own one. It shot Bandersnatch teeth for bullets and assisted me in jumping from the top of a tower once. I killed the Muffin Man with it. Not sure where it is now, but I’m sure it never protected me against the rain – or my madness.

      I lift my head up and let the raindrops tickle my face. A good feeling. It helps me think I’m not a figment of my own imagination – or Lewis Carroll’s.

      In my silence I pray to the rain that it would help me cleanse myself from whatever evil I’ve committed in the past, when I worked for Black Chess. It’s a mystery how those who seek good in life always ask for forgiveness, while it hardly crosses the mind of the purely evil.

      What puzzles me more is the fact that I’d ever joined Black Chess. How did that happen? Was it after the Circus? What was I thinking?

      Lowering my head, I realize I’m gripping a phone in my hand – I think it’s the Chessmaster’s, but I can’t seem to remember for sure. Like I said, everything is still a haze after he mentioned my family.

      The phone beeps. I’ve been dialing the Pillar’s number for some time, but he hasn’t answered.

      Where is he? I need to ask him about my family.

      It crossed my mind earlier to ask others. I could have asked Fabiola, but she is still wounded in the hospital from the events in Russia. And the March Hare would be useless, lost in a childhood he failed to outgrow. Jack came to mind, too, but I don’t know where he is.

      How come I’m so alone? I’m Alice Wonder, goddammit.

      The phone still beeps. No answer.

      If there is a puzzle of all puzzles, then it’d be how the Pillar is still my only friend. Such an evil manipulative man who, according to the Chessmaster, taught me everything bad I did back in Wonderland.

      Do I really want to ask the Pillar about my family? I doubt he will tell me anything. If he does, it will be all riddles. I’m fed up with riddles. I’m fed up with killing Wonderland Monsters and chasing lost keys, most of the time not really knowing why.

      I want to have a normal life, like a normal hormonally-imbalanced, tantrum-throwing, mad nineteen-year-old.

      The phone stops beeping. No one picks up. I dial again.

      Why isn’t he picking up?

      Sometimes I think of him like a puppet master. The Pillar knows everything. He only tells enough to keep his mysterious plan going. He plays me like marionette. Plays everyone. He knows everything, probably more than Lewis Carroll himself.

      But why does he fight for me?

      Maybe it’s nothing admirable and noble. What if I’m just his apprentice from the days back in Wonderland, and all he wants is to get me back on my feet, so I’ll assist him in more killing and wars?

      An inner feeling tells me that’s not it. The moment the Chessmaster told me about my family, an idea flickered in my head. A frightening idea, yet so beautiful – in a wicked way.

      Come on, Alice, spit it out. Don’t keep it inside.

      It’s a silly thought, but it would explain so much. A thought I shouldn’t be thinking. A haunting revelation that needs confirmation: Could the Pillar be my father?
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        White Hearts Hospital, London

      

      

      

      Lying on her back and all alone, Fabiola fixed her stare toward the ceiling. The speed with which her wounds healed exceeded her expectations. Some of her Wonderland powers must have crossed over with her into this world – though the healing wasn’t fast enough to cure her wounds within a day or two.

      It’s been three days and no one but the March Hare has visited her. Not even the women who used to confess to her in the Vatican. They were embarrassed of her, she’d heard. None of them loved her anymore. The White Queen who'd denounced the Church and walked away with the devil, they said about her.

      At times, she wished she had died in Kalmykia. It’d have been an honorable goodbye, all in the name of protecting Wonderland. All her life, she had trusted in Lewis Carroll's legacy and fought a noble war, not sure what it was all about – as if any warrior or soldier ever knew.

      But soon, when she remembered Him, that wish of dying disappeared. She had waited for so long to kill the man who'd once killed the children. She had to see him suffer before she died.

      “Him?” A voice echoed in her room, interrupting her thoughts.

      She edged on the bed and squinted against the yellow light coming from a dim lamp near the window. Someone was sitting on the couch nearby. Someone in a priest’s outfit.

      “Lewis?”

      “Yes!” A rabbit peeked its head out of the priest’s pocket. “Lewis and me!”

      “You scared me.” She eased her head back onto the pillow. “You seriously need to make up your mind whether you’re dead or alive.”

      “Somewhere in b-b-between.” His voice was warm, calm, but stuttering.

      “A terrible answer. I mean Carolus wants you dead, but you’re already dead?”

      “I’m dead, Fabiola.” Lewis nodded, patting the rabbit, which showed a saddened face. “But my spirit still lives on; thanks to the children reading my book each day, or I’d have vanished forever.”

      “So it’s true, you’re alive as long as the Alice books aren't out of print?”

      “Not alive. Just there. My spirit.”

      “And Carolus wants to kill even that?”

      “Correct.” Lewis crossed one leg over the other. “But I’m not here to talk about me. I’m here to talk about you – and Him.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Him.”

      “None of us wants to, but we have no choice.”

      “Of course we have.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      Fabiola titled her head toward him again, a little worried. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s time, Fabiola.”

      “Time for what?”

      “For that thing we’ve been waiting for all along.”

      “Of course not.” Fabiola’s face wrinkled. “It’s too soon.”

      “No, it’s not.” Lewis stood up. “Alice knows.”

      “So what’s new?” Fabiola shook her head. “She knows she is Black Chess. That’s what I’ve been trying —“

      “It’s not that,” Lewis interrupted.

      The rabbit nodded agreeably. “It’s not about that.”

      “I thought you said she knows…” Fabiola interrupted her own words with muffled moan. “Oh, my. You mean she knows about…”

      “The Chessmaster told her,” Lewis said. “She doesn’t know everything, but she is a smart girl. She will figure it out. Soon  she will know the truth about her family. You know what that means, right?”

      Fabiola nodded in silence, lowering her head, tears threatening to burst out of her wounded eyes, and guilt painting her features.
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        Somewhere in the streets of Oxford

      

      

      

      In my head, I’m picturing this little story: The Pillar, my biological father, was the evilest man in Wonderland. He took me under his wing and showed me what evil really was. He was proud of me, proud of his apprentice daughter, and I seem to have enjoyed his company. Then something happened, I’m not sure what. But Fabiola, who is probably my mother, had been played by the Pillar somehow, decided she’d fight for me and turn me into some kind of a Good Alice. That’s why she hated him. That’s why she didn’t want to acknowledge I was the Real Alice. She both feared for me – and feared me. That’s why she sometimes wants to kill me, and sometimes wants to help.

      But what kind of mother would attempt to kill her own daughter? This doesn’t add up.

      The phone in my hand is still beeping. I need the Pillar to pick up, or if I keep guessing who my family is I will go insane – pun intended.

      But I still can’t help it. Who doesn’t want a family?

      Closing my eyes, I daydream of a real home. A father, a mother, and maybe brothers and sisters. Someone to lean on and cry in their laps when madness hits the wall. Someone to have nearby all the time, even if I’m not that fond of them sometimes.

      I imagine us having breakfast every day. Telling each other how our lives suck but how we won’t stop dreaming. Even at nineteen, I’d like to have a mother who’d comb my hair from time to time. A father who’d not approve of the boy I’m dating. And sisters, real ones not like Lorina and Edith, to borrow shoes from when I go out on a date.

      My eyes flip open to a phone notification. It’s not the Pillar yet, but some urgent BBC headline I’d signed up to read earlier. I check it out. It’s that strange story about Inspector Dormouse again. I’ve marginally heard about it, but now his picture occupies the main page online:

      Chief Inspector of the Department of Insanity has gone missing while investigating a serial killer.

      It’s not like I was fond of Dormouse, but he seemed harmless, sometimes funny, if ever awake. Which makes me think he isn’t really missing. He’s just napping somewhere and will be back soon.

      Looking up from the phone, I see I’ve walked a remarkable distance while thinking about my family. The place where I stand now looks eerily familiar. Slowly, it comes into focus and I can't help but wonder why I've ended up here.

      How come I’ve walked to this place? Was it on purpose? Did my legs betray me or is it my subconscious that led me here?

      I take the steps up to the front of the house before me. I’ll trust my gut and knock on a door I’d thought I’d left behind forever.

      The house where my so-called sisters live.
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        Alice’s House, Oxford

      

      

      

      “You have some nerve coming here,” Edith welcomes me by the door.

      “I’m here to see Mother.” I try to sound indifferent. Last time I was here, the two sisters almost killed me. This time I could kill them, but I don’t want to.

      “She is not your mother.” Edith glares at me.

      “I know. Just tell her I want to ask her something.”

      “She isn’t here.”

      “Do you know where I can find her?”

      “I don’t. Just go away.” She is about to close the door, but I squeeze my foot in. Edith’s stare tenses. The darkness inside me must have surfaced. She’s scared.

      “I just want to know about my real family.” I look away to make it easier on her.

      “You have one?” She chuckles.

      “So I’m told. I was wondering if my… your mother knew about them.”

      “She never mentioned it. She definitely thinks you’re a homeless orphan. Still are, as far as I can tell.”

      “So she never mentioned anything about my past?”

      “You have no past, Alice,” Edith says. “You don’t even have a mind to rely upon.”

      I ignore the comment. “How about the Pillar?”

      “Not again.” She sighs.

      “When I was here last time you said he was a bad man. You warned me about him.”

      “And you never listened.” She puts a hand on her waist, the other against the door-frame.

      “I was wrong.” I play along. “Just tell me why you warned me about him.”

      “Mother used to say he taught you how to be evil back in Wonderland,” Edith says. “Of course, I have no idea what she was talking about. Your Wonderland stories must have driven my mother crazy.”

      “What else?”

      “I’m telling you there is no Wonderland. Are you deaf?”

      “Just tell me what Mother told you about the Pillar.”

      “Some hallucinations about you collaborating with him to find his weakness.”

      “Weakness?” I tilt my head.

      “Eh, some terrible story, straight out of a cheap late night B movie,” She says. “Something about the Pillar killing people close to you, or maybe children, I am not sure.”

      “So?”

      “Story goes that the Pillar was invincible, and that you planned your revenge by befriending him, killing people all over Wonderland, hoping to find his weakness and eventually kill him.”
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      “So I joined Black Chess to win his trust and later find his weakness and kill him?” I mumble.

      “See? It’s all cheap comic book revenge crap – or a lousy excuse for you to go on a killing spree, if that’s even a true story.” Edith says.

      “Did I ever find his weakness?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Why so sure?”

      She laughs. “Because look at you. The Pillar must have driven you insane.”

      “But you’re sure she said it was the Pillar, right?”

      “Of course. Mother always told us the story of when you first came, you feared him so much you could not taste his name on your tongue.”

      “How so?”

      “You always referred to the Pillar as ‘He’ or ‘Him’. But one day you finally confessed. Mother says that’s when you forgot everything, even telling her that little story.”

      “And that’s why you warned me about him?”

      “Can you imagine spending our childhood warned of ‘He’ or ‘Him’ as if he were the Boogeyman, then seeing him walk into the house?” She steps forward as if to tell me a secret. “What’s wrong with you, Alice? I mean, really? Didn’t you see he was about to kill us in here?”

      I don’t argue with her. She and Lorina tried to kill me as well. Every killer in this world argues they are right, that they’d killed for a reason.

      “Anything else?” Edith taps the doorframe, impatiently.

      “No, thanks.” I nod and turn to walk away.

      “I would call Lorina and ask her,” Edith says behind me. I can imagine the wide, ugly smirk on her face right now. “But she’s cuddling with Jack upstairs. You want me to call her?”

      I continue walking, pretending I didn’t hear her. Then, when I hear the door slam behind me, I detour into the nearest alley, hold my breath so I don’t vomit, lean against a wall and wait to make sure no one is watching.

      Then cry my heart out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s hard to say how long I keep sobbing. As long as no one, especially Edith or Lorina, sees my tears, I will be alright.

      I can’t believe I gave Jack to Lorina. I am so regretting saving his life right now. I’d have preferred him dead but mine, however selfish it now sounds.

      Standing against the wall proves futile, as the weight of my sadness pulls me down to the ground. And there, in my darkest hours, a flicker of light shines through. It’s not a divine beam of twilight or lightning in the sky, not even an alien space ship promising to take me to a better place. It’s my phone. A message from the Pillar:

      It’s happening. Everything I feared. We have no time. Meet me at the Radcliffe Asylum. Now!
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        Buckingham Palace, London

      

      

      

      The Queen of Hearts accidentally farted. It was a comical one, a few meaningless air bubbles floating like fish breaths in the aquarium of life. Politicians do it all the time. They call them presidential debates.

      "That was a relief,” She wheezed, eyes wide while leaning back on her favorite couch in her chamber.

      She'd meant to let out a moan from the pain of the wounds she had endured in Kalmykia, but it came out all wrong – and smelly. Glad she was all alone, she wondered if the citizens of Britain ever imagined their Queen being a slob just like everyone else.

      “Humpty!” She summoned Margaret’s son.

      “Coming, Majesty.” Humpty came limping in, a satirical version of the Hunchback of Notre Dame.

      The Queen looked irritated, watching the poor child trudging across the hall. “They did a horrible job stitching you up, darling,” She mused. “I mean, is that your head?”

      “It is, Majesty.” The poor child sat by her feet. “Something wrong?”

      “Nah,” The Queen lied. His egg-shaped head had taken a few bumps here and there. It was by no means egg-shaped anymore, let alone coherent enough to be called a head. “You look beautiful, darling. Now why don’t you be a good boy and lick mum’s tired feet?”

      Humpty didn’t object and began doing what her dogs once did in the past. The boy was helpless, but the Queen still loved him. She could not conceive children, so he was her one and only. Of course, he was Margaret’s really. But it felt much better to have another’s child as her own. The Queen loved taking from other people what wasn't hers. A little attitude she had grown up with. She used to love to take anything that belonged to her sister when they were children.

      The sister she wouldn’t want to remember now.

      “My baby.” She scooped Humpty’s head off the floor and kissed the nose. “Don’t worry, baby. Mum will fix you soon. No one will ever laugh at you like they did to me when I was a child.”

      “Does that mean I won’t be as ugly anymore?” Humpty questioned.

      “You will always be ugly, darling.” She patted the decapitated head. “But you will rule the world. That’s what ugly people do.”

      Suddenly, the Queen heard Margaret’s voice nearby.

      Confused, she pushed Humpty’s body under the bed next to the couch. “How did you get in, Margaret?”

      “It’s important. The guards let me in.” Margaret wasn’t yet visible, probably standing behind a column at the other end of the huge chamber. “Can I come in?”

      “Just a second,” The Queen said, attempting to roll Humpty’s head under the bed after shushing him.

      But the child’s head refused to budge. She’d accidentally poked his eyes with her thumb and forefinger, like bowling ball – and the head stuck.

      “Just a sec!” The Queen said again, pulling Humpty’s head off her fingers and kicking it under the bed.

      Clapping her hands free and then turning around, she realized Margaret stood behind her. “I told you to wait.”

      “I didn’t hear you,” Margaret said, eager to peek behind her. “What’s under the bed?”

      “A head,” The Queen’s tongue slipped.

      “A head?” Margaret curved an eyebrow. “Under the bed?”

      “Who said head?”

      “You said head.”

      “I didn’t say head.”

      “I heard head.”

      “I said dead. I mean ted. No, I said bed. Yes, bed.”

      “You shoved a bed under the bed?”

      “Aye.” The Queen nodded, chin up, hands behind her back, blocking Margaret’s stare.

      “Who puts a bed under a bed?”

      “What’s wrong with a bed under a bed?”

      “No one ever puts a bed under a bed.”

      “They put boxes, shoes, and other things. Why not a bed?”

      “So you mean you have a smaller bed you just shoved under the bed?”

      “Aye.”

      “What’s in the small bed?”

      “Another bed.”

      “Seriously?” Margaret challenged her.

      “Why do you ask so many questions?” The Queen’s voice pitched up. “I’m the Queen of England. I can do whatever I want. Why did you want to see me?”

      “Ah, almost forgot.” Margaret’s face returned to its spider web of seriousness again, though not so much as to defuse her plastic surgeries. “I received a message from an anonymous informant.”

      “So?”

      “It’s someone who knows about us, about each one of us. The details mentioned worried me.”

      “Did he blackmail you?”

      “It’s not about that. That person, whomever he or she is, claims to have important news coming.”

      “News about what?”

      “About the Six Keys.”

      “So it’s a Wonderlander who sent the message.”

      “Can’t be sure,” Margaret said. “All I know is that he asked me to wait here with you.”

      “Wait? For what?”

      “Something that, according to the messenger, will please us.”

      “What kind of nonsense is that?” The Queen protested. “And why in Wonderland’s name would you even pay attention to it?”

      Margaret stared right into the Queen’s eyes, then showed her the written message. “Because whoever the messenger is, he mentioned this phrase.”

      The Queen picked up the paper and unfolded it. The words at the bottom were clear. A phrase most Wonderlanders knew about. A phrase she didn’t expect to hear so soon. “It’s happening.”
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        Radcliffe Asylum, Oxford

      

      

      

      Tom Truckle swallows two of his pills upon seeing me. He doesn’t even greet me. He slumps deeper into his chair, pushing with his feet against the edge of his desk.

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not here as a patient.”

      “Then why would an insane girl who left the asylum come back?” He says, staring at me suspiciously from the corner of his eye. “You love it here, don’t you? You love being insane?”

      “Calm down.” I roll my eyes. “I know the Pillar and I gave you a hard time, but you weren’t the most honest of men either. You should have told us Lewis made you build the asylum.”

      “Trust me, even that, I’m not sure of anymore,” he says. “The many pills I took compromised my thinking.”

      “I noticed.” I sit down opposite to him, slightly enjoying his involuntarily flinches. He reminds me of the old days when I first met the Pillar and snatched a Certificate of Insanity out of him. “Now calm down, seriously. I thought we’d become friends after we met in the future.”

      “We met in the future?” His eyes widen.

      “Now I’m sure the pills you take messed up your mind.” I wave my hands in the air. “But never mind,” The whole trip to the future is confusing me as well. I’m not sure how I ended up outside the asylum in the new timeline, but I have to play along. “Just tell me where the Pillar is.”

      “The Pillar? Why would he be here?”

      “He sent me a message a while ago, requesting I meet him here.”

      “In the Asylum?” Tom pulled himself closer to the desk again. “I don’t see why he’d want to meet you here.”

      “Me neither. I’ve been trying to call him since I came back from Russia, but he doesn’t answer. Finally, he sent me this message saying ‘it’s happening’. Do you have any idea what he means?”

      “It’s probably nothing. The Pillar is playing some game of his, like always.”

      Did Tom just put stress on the word his, or is it my imagination playing games on me. “Tell me something,” I try to sound friendlier. “Do you still remember things from Wonderland?”

      “Some.”

      “Anything about the Pillar and me?”

      “Anything like what?”

      “Like us on a killing spree. All of this backstory most of you seem to know, but I don’t.”

      “I didn’t mingle with many Wonderlanders back then. I was a teacher in some obscure school; I lived in the outskirts. I was a loner. A medicine nerd. No one wanted to talk to me. I think it’s why Lewis trusted me with building the asylum.”

      “I suppose so.” I tongue my cheek from the inside. “So even Lewis didn't tell you about me and the Pillar? Something about me seeking revenge by joining him and figuring out his weakness?”

      “Ah, that story. I’ve always assumed it was a myth. I don’t know much about it,” Tom says.

      “Do you know anyone who does?”

      “I do.” He shrugs. “Not a reliable source, though.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t think you want to know.”

      “Who, Truckle?” I rap a hand on the desk.

      Tom stiffens with fear, mostly influenced by the pill, not my voice. Then he stands up and walks to the door. “Follow me.”
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      Dr. Tom Truckle takes me to the Mushroomers’ ward. My footsteps echo in the overwhelming silence. On both sides, the Mushroomers are gripping the bars, speechlessly staring at me. I still remember when they’ve been my dearest friends and fans. I remember the times they encouraged me to escape and when they helped the Pillar dress me up and forge a university card. They don’t seem so fond of me anymore.

      I think it’s because of Black Chess. Fabiola made sure they knew about it.

      “You said you knew someone who can help me.” I urge Tom to stop.

      “I did.” He nods, signaling at the Mushroomers.

      “Them? What could they possibly know?”

      “More than any sane person does.” Tom plasters on a fake smile while squeezing a key into a Mushroomer’s cell. When it turns, it squeaks like in a horror house.

      The cell is one of the bigger ones, with more than twenty Mushroomers inside. These are usually the most peaceful, the ones who are mad but keep to themselves. They never harm anyone. Tom adores this type of insanity.

      I follow him inside, face to face with the anticipating Mushroomers.

      It’s hard to tell who’s afraid of who now. But I can relate. These days, we’re all afraid of each other in this world. We wonder which side we’re on: the mad or the truly mad.

      “Tell Alice about the walls, boys,” Tom addresses the introverted Mushroomers. “Don’t be afraid. She will not join Black Chess. She changed her mind. In fact, she came to see you.”

      None of them seems to buy into it — not even me. I don’t know who I really am at this point in my life. I’m trying my best, but it seems subpar, a mere wishy washy endeavor without cutthroat results.

      One of the Mushroomers takes the flashlight Tom offers him and waves it toward the cell’s walls. Rotten and dark substances cover the surface. But following the beam of the light, I realize I’m staring at writings on the wall. Just like in my cell.

      The Mushroomer stops at a certain spot and kneels down. So do I. He wipes the wall with the back of his hand and kills a small spider in the process.

      “Read.” Tom points at the wall. “This will answer your question.”
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      It’s not easy to do so, but I get used to the scribbling after a couple of attempts. I’m staring at a sentence, one that was carved with a sharp instrument on the wall. It strikes me that it is the same writing style as that on the wall in my cell. Whoever wrote this, also wrote that. Only this one doesn’t mention the number 14 or any of the like. It’s a clear sentence, zigzagged in a sloping curve, diagonal to the wall:

      …and there she walked with HIM, one hand in His, the other holding a knife behind her back…

      I shrug, not sure what’s going on.

      “Show her the other one,” Tom says.

      The Mushroomer does. I follow the beam of light. The new sentence says:

      …and she persuades him she is his apprentice, and he believes her… she kills and spills blood with him… wherever they go, smoke follows them, like a fog, like a sinful mist… he finally trusts her as one of his own, but still she can’t figure out his weakness…

      “More,” Tom requests of the Mushroomer.

      For half an hour I continue reading incomplete sentences scribbled on the wall. Most of them about ‘her’ in small letters and ‘Him’ in capitals. A disjointed story, but one that simply narrates what I suppose is about me and the Pillar, back in Wonderland.

      “So it’s true.” I lean back against the wall, my breath tightening in my chest.

      “I’d say it’s a myth,” Tom suggests. “We don’t know who Him or her are.”

      “But I know.” I sigh. “It all makes sense now. I wanted to hurt the Pillar by joining him and learning of his weakness. We killed and hurt people, and I must have caught Black Chess’s eye in the end — if he doesn’t turn out being Black Chess himself.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense to me,” Tom says.

      “It does.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Why would you have done this?”

      “Revenge.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know.” I let out a painful sigh. “But whatever it is, the Pillar must have hurt me really badly.”

      “How badly?”

      Slowly my eyes face Tom Truckle. I think my stare worries him so much he takes a step forward instead of back. He must be sympathizing. “I think the Pillar is my father.”

      Tom is speechless.

      “An evil father. So evil I was ready to sacrifice my reputation and sanity to kill. I think I figured out his weakness.” I can’t believe the words I’m saying, but it’s my only conclusion. “But then something happened, and he came to gain my trust, playing me around.”

      “For what?”

      “Remember when he made me believe he was the Hatter, only to get to one of the keys?” I’m improvising here.

      Tom nods, though I’m not sure he does remember. His face lights up, though. “Are you saying the Pillar did all that to…”

      “To find the Six Keys? Yes,” I say. “I think the Six Keys are his weakness.”
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      “Are you telling me the Pillar is the real enemy?” Tom Truckle seems alert all of a sudden.

      I nod, unable to truly utter the words. It’s the only conclusion that makes sense. Tom listens to me as I recite all the events since the Chessmaster told me about my family, all the way to Edith’s story about Him and how I supposedly joined Black Chess to have my revenge.

      Tom takes a moment to let it sink in. He looks like he could use another pill but prefers to sober against the temptation. “So the Pillar, in some major twist, is the evil of all evils, and the whole search for the Six Keys has one purpose: to find his weakness and kill him?”

      “It’s hard to believe but it does explain a few things,” I offer.

      Tom is still processing. “Not everything, though it explains his fake affection for you. You’re simply his only hope to find the keys that could kill him. Once he gets them he will destroy them.”

      I say nothing. It’s hard to fully theorize the Pillar’s motives, but it definitely is somewhere close to Tom’s speculations.

      “The real irony would be that he is using the same technique you used with him in Wonderland.” Tom laughs awkwardly. “You pretended to be his friend to get your revenge. Now he is doing the same to you. What a sneaky, smoke-puffing mastermind.”

      “I’m surprised you believe it,” I tell Tom. “You’re the last one I expected to buy into this theory.”

      “You should thank Inspector Dormouse for that.”

      “Dormouse? Why?”

      “He contacted me a few days ago, seeking help with chasing the Pillar.”

      “I’m not following. What happened?”

      “A long story short, it all has to do with the number 14,” Tom began. “Turns out Professor Pillar didn’t just kill twelve people before arriving to the asylum, but fourteen.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Tom recites his adventures with Inspector Dormouse in detail. How they found out that the Pillar killed fourteen people in a ritual to have fourteen lives, akin to the Cheshire’s nine. He tells me about Dormouse chasing the Pillar in the hospice, and that the Pillar probably killed him.

      “So Dormouse isn’t just asleep somewhere?” I say. “The Pillar killed him?”

      “Most probably,” Tom says. “We’ve been played, dear Alice. Pilla da Killa deserves an all-time Oscar for best performance in a supporting role by the Academy of Lunatics of the World.”

      I blink a couple of times, unable to comprehend the revelation.

      “If he is really your father, then you’re a descendant of evil itself,” Tom says. “No wonder you’re half as evil as him.”

      I ignore the comment and ask the most important question at the moment. “Then why do you think he asked to meet me in here?”

      “That, my dear Alice, is a question that I don’t think even Einstein could answer.”

      But the answer came, faster than expected, in a most brutal way.

      I watch the March Hare suddenly storm into the cell. He is panting, sweating, half of his old-man’s upper torso bending over. He rests his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath.

      “March.” I pat him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Now that’s what I really need.” Tom rolls his eyes. “Another lunatic in my asylum.”

      “Shut up.” I elbow him. “March, are you all right?”

      “I am, Alice. I am,” The March says, straightening up. “It’s you who I’m worried about.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you, Alice.” The March pulls out his phone, scrolls down to show me something.

      This is when I begin to have an idea of the Pillar’s new game.

      “You sent me this message, Alice,” The March says. “You said I have to immediately meet you in the Radcliffe Asylum. You said: “It’s happening.”
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        Buckingham Palace, London

      

      

      

      The Queen and Margaret anxiously awaited the message they had been promised. Nothing came, so they killed time by watching the BBC news. Margaret had assumed that maybe the message would be part of the national news. Again, nothing of importance.

      The BBC was covering the Vatican’s news. After the Chessmaster had brutally killed the pope on live TV a few days back, they were pressured to elect a new one right away. Masses gathered in the piazza outside St. Peter’s, awaited the announcement.

      “What’s so important about this new pope?” The Queen asked, standing close to her bed, making sure Humpty’s head wouldn’t roll out and expose her in front of Margaret.

      “There is a rumor that the people want the new pope to be stronger than the last one,” Margaret said.

      “Stronger? How?” The Queen chuckled. “They want a Kung Fu pope?”

      “Actually, it’s something like that. The people want a kickass pope, one who’d stand up to terrorists like the Chessmaster.”

      “That’s absurd,” The Queen said. “All popes have to be wusses.”

      Margaret’s eyes glimmered with shock. “I can’t believe you just said that. It’s insulting.”

      “But it’s the truth. Popes and religious idols have to play nice all the time,” Said the Queen. “I agree with the people that it’s time to have a cruel pope. Do you think Donald Trump is a good idea?”

      Margaret rolled her eyes, looked away, and resisted spitting back at the person she hated most in the world but ended up working for; which was a common feeling among employees, almost everywhere.

      “So what about your messenger?” The Queen changed the subject.

      “We’ll have to wait.”

      “He couldn’t possibly know about the happening.”

      “We can’t risk dismissing him. I heard Alice was told about her family by the Chessmaster.”

      “She knows?”

      “Not everything, but once she does, it’s going to get bloody.”

      Carolus suddenly burst into the chamber, holding out a note. “Second message has arrived.”

      The Queen snatched it from his hands immediately. “Did you see who sent it?”

      “Couldn’t. Someone slipped it underneath the door by the guards.”

      “What does it say?” Margaret asked the Queen.

      “It’s more of a joke,” The Queen puffed. “This is nonsense.”

      “Just tell me what it says.” Margaret snatched the note from her.

      The Queen watched her ferocious assistant read with disappointment. She waited until she saw Margaret looking back at her, and enjoyed the disappointment in her eyes, too.

      The second message simply said to wait for the third message…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Radcliffe Asylum

      

      

      

      I watch Tom jump up and down in anger after hearing the March speak.

      “I knew it!” He says. “The Pillar would have never asked to meet you here. It’s another one of his games.”

      “Why gather us all here?” The March wonders.

      “He’s got a point,” I say. “The Pillar could have just asked the March to be here as well.”

      “Then who’s invited you two here? And why?” Tom pops down another pill. He seems to really fear the Pillar now. “Who’d want you here in the asylum? And why hasn’t the Pillar shown up yet.”

      I cut the chitchat by dialing the Pillar’s number again. This time it’s out of reach. What’s going on?

      “Could it be a new Wonderland Monster?” The March suggests. “Playing some personal game with us?”

      I say nothing. I have no speculations.

      “I have a bad feeling about this.” Tom dashes out of the cell, walks the halls and climbs up the stairs.

      The March and I follow.

      Inside his office I watch him flip through news channels, looking for a clue. Most channels are covering the new pope’s arrival in the Vatican. None of it has anything to do with us in the asylum.

      “Maybe we’re reading too much into this,” I suggest. “Let’s wait for the Pillar.”

      “As if he is coming,” Tom says.

      “If he is really after the Six Keys, then he will still want to meet with me,” I say. “Since when does the Pillar disappear for long?”

      “Alice,” The March shoots me a worried look. “Are we going to be all right?”

      I pull him closer and pat him again. “We will. Don’t worry.”

      “Because I should be looking after Fabiola if I’m of no use here.”

      “How is she?” My question is sucked away by the sudden noise outside Tom’s office. It seems like many wardens want in.

      “What’s going on?” Tom shouts behind the closed door.

      “Something is wrong. Really wrong.”

      “What is it?” Tom tenses, even more.

      “Check out the outside surveillance cameras,” someone says behind the door. “They’re all over the asylum.”

      “Who is?” Tom mumbles, switching his TV channel to surveillance.

      And there we see it. It doesn’t make sense — as if anything does anymore. The March, Tom, and I are staring at the police force in every shape and form surrounding the asylum’s four corners. Some of them are ready with their guns and rifles pointed at the building.

      “What in madness’ name is happening here?” Tom gapes at the screen, staring at it.

      “Whatever it is, the message was right,” I say. “It’s happening.”
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      “…on the back!” Margaret told the Queen. “It’s an absurd joke. The messenger is telling us to find the third message on the back of the note.”

      Furious, the Queen snatched the note back and read:

      Switch your TV channels until you find news about what’s happening at the Radcliffe Asylum. Enjoy.

      “Nothing’s happening in the asylum,” Margaret said, switching channels. But then one channel showed it.

      The Queen glued herself to the screen, not quite comprehending what was going on. The news line at the bottom explained very little.

      Margaret said, “It says the British police and Interpol are about to catch the most threatening terrorist organization in the world.”

      “What kind of bonkers is that?” The Queen said. “How did I not know about this? What am I, the Queen of Bed and Breakfast?”

      “That’s not the point,” Margaret said, raising the volume. “Why would our police think the terrorists are in the Radcliffe Asylum? I’m not quite sure what’s going on.”

      The Queen said, “The real question is: who is your messenger, and how did he know about this?”
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      Eyes wide, I watch the police about to attack the asylum from Tom’s surveillance cameras. It all feels like judgment day or something. Not one reasonable explanation crosses my mind. All I know is that I’m terribly scared.

      “Look!” Tom points at the news channel, covering our situation. “They think we’re terrorists.”

      “Wonderland Monsters, to be precise,” I say, listening to the host.

      It seems that, in some ironic twist, Interpol is convinced that the Mushroomers – including me and the March – in the asylum are responsible for every terrorist attack in the last few months. They claim that Wonderland Monsters is a codename for terrorists. That every monster in the past weeks worked for one organization, which is based in the asylum.

      Dazed and confused, I’m listening to the host.

      “After Inspector Dormouse’s mysterious disappearance, the British police discovered the inspector’s detailed notes,” She says. “Inspector Dormouse was chasing after the greatest terrorist organization in the world. An Interpol trusted source said, ‘We’re not talking ISIS; we’re talking those whom ISIS works for.’ This is a lunatic organization who call themselves Wonderlanders. They think this world needs to be corrected, and are not only determined to hurt us, but to execute their mission in comical matters that would make them laugh at us.”

      I’m exchanging unbelievable glances with Tom Truckle, who just spilled his stash of pills on the floor.

      “ISIS works for us?” He says with a raised eyebrow. “I mean they’re loons, but work for us?”

      “It’s nonsense, but what about Dormouse thinking we’re terrorists. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Of course he didn’t,” Tom says. “He’s been after the Pillar. I wonder why no one’s mentioned this.”

      “So whoever sent me the message, collaborated with Interpol, thinking we’re terrorists?”

      “We’ve been ambushed, dear Alice,” Tom says. “And I bet it’s the Pillar. He’s decided to sell us out.”

      “Why would he do that if he is after the Six Keys?”

      “Maybe he found them already. Who cares?” Tom continues listening to the host. So do I.

      “The terrorists are an organization two centuries old,” She says. “They call themselves Mushroomers, and they hide in asylums all over the world, pretending they’re mad. Interpol’s representative says it’s been a brilliant plan. He has also confirmed their responsibility for at least six terrorist attacks, including the murdered girls with grins sewn to their faces, the so called Muffin Man almost poisoning us, the Hatter who’d implanted a bomb in a rabbit, the hookahs sold which were about to kill everyone, and the Chessmaster’s mass murders last week. Those, among many other small incidents here and there.”

      “This is so messed up,” I say.

      “Conspiracy theory 101,” Tom says. “Connect the dots to a few incidents, attach them to a few introverts, and whoa, you’ve got yourself a story to persuade the world.”

      We keep on listening. The last part raises the stakes and tells me we’re in grave danger. The host says, “It’s not really known who are the Mushroomers’ leaders. But Dr. Tom Truckle is definitely a conspirator, helping them with a hiding place. An insane man who’d recently escaped a highly secure asylum called The Hole, and is known by the name of Professor Jittery, and codename March Hare, is their mastermind, having designed numerous landscapes where they hide their weapons of destruction.”

      The March Hare’s ears tense. His eyes roll sideways and his shoulder tighten. “I did that?” He wonders, almost believing it. “I mean, there is a lot I’ve forgotten about my past, but what are weapons of mass destruction?”

      “Shut up!” Tom can’t take it anymore.

      I continue listening, already knowing the next name on the list: “Thirdly, comes a disturbed girl by the name of Alice Pleasant Wonder — not pleasant at all, if you ask me.” The host chuckles and flips her expensive hair extensions back onto her shoulders. “Alice Wonder is the most wanted on the list at the moment, repeatedly seen near destructive events, and so-called Wonderland Monsters. Britain’s CCTVs prove that,” — a montage of footage showing me near every catastrophe I’ve helped stop is broadcasted, but interpreted as if I were the terrorist. “This girl killed her entire group of classmates in a bus accident a few years back, an incident which seemed to cover a greater act of terrorism.”

      The news channel switches to Edith and Lorina talking about me

      “I mean, we’re her sisters. We’ve always known she was troubled, but we did our best. Trust me, we treated her so nicely. Gave her our clothes and celebrated her birthdays and have been so kind to her,” Edith says.

      “So, so kind!” Lorina comments.

      “But we never knew she was a terrorist,” Edith continues.

      The pain hits harder when Jack shows up on the screen. “She is a terrible girl. I can’t even explain how evil she is.”

      For a moment, I pretend I’m strong enough to handle this. I swallow hard and stand up straight, thinking my physical body would help my inner emotions to stand strong. But I am wrong. My knees give up on me and I drop to the floor.
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      Fabiola couldn’t fathom what was going on. Glued to her TV screen, events were taking place too fast for her. Even Lewis Carroll’s spirit next to her seemed confused.

      “Is this what you really came to warn me of?” She asked him.

      “I had a feeling things would take a bad turn,” He said, pointing at the screen. “But I never imagined this.”

      “What exactly is ‘this’?” The rabbit in his pocket asked, munching on a carrot.

      “Someone framed them — I mean us — for being the terrorists threatening the world?” Fabiola said, listening to the host announcing every incident the Interpol — and the FBI — thought the Mushroomers were responsible for. “The bombing in France? The shooting in Orlando? This is utter nonsense.”

      “This is Black Chess,” Lewis said. “They decided to turn the world against the Inklings by playing a calculated game.”

      “So someone faked those facts to persuade the authorities?” Fabiola said.

      “Exactly. And now we’re going to be public enemy number one. We’re going to be forced to clash with the public, whom we’re actually trying to protect from Black Chess.”

      “That’s some devious plan, Lewis. Who do you think is behind it?”

      Lewis refrained from answering, but the words were already on the tip of her tongue. “Him?”

      Lewis nodded, though not entirely confident about it. “Who else would it be?”

      “Why now?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he could have played such a dirty game from the beginning. Why now, Lewis?”

      “Maybe the Six Keys don’t mean anything to him anymore. He’s decided to destroy the Inklings because he doesn’t need us.”

      “Things can’t be so easy,” Fabiola argued. “This war is much more complicated than this. Something is very wrong here.”

      Lewis took a moment, rubbing his chin. “What if it has to do with Alice?”

      “Meaning?”

      “She’s about to find out the truth about her family, which means her anger might be unstoppable. She will become an unmatched threat to Black Chess.”

      “You mean they decided to get rid of her — and us — afraid they won’t be strong enough to match her outrage?”

      “It’s the only reason I can think of.”

      “If so, then why fabricate the story of the asylum being the center of terrorism?”

      Lewis faced Fabiola ever so slowly, enough to give her time to get it. “I think Alice is inside. Someone’s managed to pull her in and fabricate this whole conspiracy thing to get the police to kill her. I’m starting to really believe it’s Him.”
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      The drop to my knees awakens me instead of bringing me down. Sometimes life is like that. Sometimes all you need to get your will and energy back is a knock on the head. And boy, am I fueled right now.

      “We need to fix this fast.” I stand up, addressing Tom Truckle. “We need to escape the Asylum. Now!”

      “I can do that,” Tom says. “Follow me.”

      I stop in my place. “What about the Mushroomers?”

      “What are you, nuts?” Tom spatters spit into the air.

      “I wouldn’t have been admitted here if I weren’t,” I say. The Mushroomers grin next to me.

      “They’re a burden, Alice,” Tom says. “I only know of a little trick to get you and I out of here. Don’t risk your life for them.”

      “They’ve always risked their lives for me,” I say. “Besides, we’re one. We’re insane. We’re supposed to be Lewis’ army.”

      “It’s not going to work.” Tom grits his teeth. “The police are all over the place. I was going to dress you up and get the guards to protect us while we ducked out from one of the back doors and escaped.”

      “So there isn’t really a way out of here,” I comment. “We’re practically trapped. How come this asylum isn’t designed for such an emergency?”

      “It is, but not the way you think it is.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Tom sighed. It’s a long sigh, and his breath smells like a medicine cabinet. “It’s a protective system. I was going to use it once when Fabiola was here.”

      “What kind of protective system?”

      “I push a button and we’re locked inside with bulletproof walls until the enemy gives up.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “It’s how Lewis designed it. We have a year of food and supplies and air inside, and we spend the time waiting in here until our enemy backs off.”

      “Are the walls that strong?”

      “They weren’t in the past, but I’ve upgraded them through the years. They’re a fortress now. No one gets in or out if I press the button.”

      I think it over. It’s a stupid solution. I can’t believe we’re going to die in here.

      “You want me to push that button?”

      “Of course not. It’d be our last resort. I hope things don’t get that hard.”

      “I wouldn’t be as optimistic as you are.” He points at the TV screen and raises the volume.

      A man in a police uniform speaks through a loud speaker. He addresses us as the Inklings, then as Mushroomers. He isn’t quite sure what or who we are, but is following orders. Non-negotiable orders. He says we should step out of the asylum and turn ourselves in for crimes against humanity.

      “I feel like I’m Hitler,” Tom mumbled. “Crimes against humanity, really?”

      The police man waits for a reply, but we’re too shocked and confused to even consider responding. After an agonizing minute of silence, the policeman gives the alternative, in plain English: “You have twelve hours to turn yourself in, or we’ll break into the asylum and shoot every living thing.”

      “I don’t think that’s legal,” The March Hare comments.

      “I don’t think he can say this with all the cameras broadcasting everywhere,” Tom adds.

      I end the conversation with the only words that come to mind. “In an insane world like the one outside the asylum, the police can do whatever they want, as long as they have a warrant.”
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      “What are you doing, My Queen?” Margaret asks.

      “Getting dressed up. We’re going to Oxford.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want to miss the show.”

      “Show?” Margaret grimaces.

      “That’s like the best reality TV show I’ve ever seen. Watching terrorists nuked by the police. I love it.”

      “We can watch it here on TV.”

      “And miss all the helter-skelter of a blood fest? I want to see it with my own eyes. Your messenger is a genius. I want to see the Inklings blown up by the police while the world cheers for them.”

      “We’re not really sure what’s going on yet,” Margaret said.

      “I don’t care.” The Queen stomped her feet. “I want to watch!”

      “You sound like a child.”

      “I’m a child. Can’t you see how short I am? This show in Oxford is going to be even better than the Circus back in Wonderland. I’m going to see Alice Wonder splattered in blood and shot by the police. If it happens, I will turn today into an annual holiday in Britain.”

      “This is insane.”

      “Please stop saying things are insane, as if everything isn’t. Get ready, Margaret, we’re going to watch the greatest execution on earth!”
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      The twelve-hour deadline makes things a bit easier. I feel like I have time to breathe and think. The Mushroomers are thinking too, but I doubt there will be anything good coming out of this. Tom doesn’t do anything but fill us with more pessimism. But it’s the March who has an interesting idea.

      “I’m going to search for more writing on the walls with the Mushroomers,” He tells me.

      “Now?”

      “Yes, Alice. Now. If we’ll end up dead anyways, I’d like to know more about your story with Him, whoever that is. I’d like to know what really happened. Who wrote those things. I want to know about your family and who they are. Don’t you want to know?”

      “Of course I want to.” I lower my head, thinking about a family I can’t remember. “You’re right, at least I’d like to know part of the truth in case we can’t figure a way out. But I promise you, March, I’m going to get us out of here.”

      “And I promise I will figure out all I can about the writing on the wall. So let’s start working.”

      I watch him leave with the Mushroomers toward the other cells, then turn to face Tom. “Are you sure you’re not keeping anything from me?”

      “I think I’ve told you everything I remember,” He says. “I’m like the March Hare and you, living a semi-amnesiac life.”

      “The March and I don’t remember because of the shock therapy we received. I wonder why you don’t.”

      Tom pulls out a new bottle of pills. “Each of us has his own poison, Alice.”

      I am not going to comment on that. My head tilts toward the TV again. “Do you think the police will keep their twelve-hour promise?”

      “They have to. It’s been broadcast on TV. Besides, they have nothing to lose. We have no way out.”

      “So I guess the plan is to do our best for, let’s say, the next eleven hours and then you should be pushing the button.”

      “That’s the plan.” Tom nods.

      One of the asylum’s guards enters the room and informs us of the following. “There is something you need to see, Dr. Truckle.”

      “What now?”

      “We received a package earlier, before the matter with the police, but we hadn’t the chance to tell you about it since you were still talking to Ms. Wonder.”

      “I don’t want to see any packages.” Tom says. “Can’t you see we’re in trouble here?”

      “We think it might interest you,” the guard insisted.

      “Why would it?” I interfere, curious about what kind of package gets delivered to asylum right before an ambush. I wonder if it’s some kind of message.

      “It’s not really a package,” The guard says.

      “Do you think this is the right time to tell jokes?” Tom tenses.

      “I’m not joking, doctor,” the guards says. “I called it a package so as not to worry you.”

      “What is it?” I say. “Just tell us.”

      The guard shrugs, tries to talk, then shrugs again. Then again. Then he says. “It’s a coffin.”
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      The coffin is set on the floor near the entrance door. It’s basically black, but is painted in all kinds of playing cards. Wonderland style.

      The first thing that comes to mind is Jack. But why would Jack be dead in a coffin? He is with Lorina now and hates my guts. This coffins seems to be trickier than I can interpret.

      “You’re thinking what I’m thinking?” Tom says to me.

      “I hate that phrase. How can I ever be thinking what you’re thinking?”

      “You’ve got a point,” Tom crosses his arms and places a finger on his lower lip. “If I’m thinking this, how can you possibly think this as well?”

      “Exactly. If you’re thinking this, then I must be thinking that. I could never think this.”

      “But it’d be cool if you think that while also thinking this. That’s the point of the phrase.”

      “It’s impossible. There is always one this and one that. We can’t be thinking the same this or that.”

      “You’re right. It explains why only one man discovered electricity, not two.”

      “Because he was thinking this, which in this case was electricity.”

      “But how about lovers?” Tom says. “Who believe they know each other, thinking the same this or that?”

      “STOP IT!” The guard bursts out all of a sudden, though I feel a bit of relief after talking nonsense with Truckle. “Do you want me to open the coffin?”

      “I’m afraid we’ll see something we might not now want to see,” Tom says.

      “Ah,” I say. “You think it’s Inspector Dormouse in the coffin.”

      “Now you’re thinking what I’m thinking.” Tom grins.

      “Why would you think it’s Dormouse?”

      “I think Inspector Dormouse discovered something about the Pillar we shouldn’t know. So the Pillar killed him and decided to get rid of us all, including you.” Tom completes his theory. “He faked the phone messages and gathered us here while providing fake documents to the police and having them ambush us.”

      “And the coffin with Inspector Dormouse’s corpse is like a joke, a big smug grin while the Pillar is smoking his hookah somewhere, laughing at how stupid I was.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I don’t think we have enough time to keep guessing,” I say. “Let’s open the coffin and see.”

      The guard breathes impatiently, now that he finally gets to show us who is inside the coffin. The lid is lifted and slowly our new visitor is shown. He is lying on his back, like Dracula, in a deep sleep — or an eternal death.

      But he is not Dormouse. In fact, he is someone whose appearance debunks every theory we’ve had about what’s going.

      Inside the coffin lies Professor Carter Pillar.
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      “Are we there yet?” asked the Queen.

      “Almost,” Margaret answered impatiently. “I’m still not sure why we’re heading over to a place where a great massacre might occur.”

      “The Queen of England has to be there while the police catch the terrorists. They need to see me in control. I’m contemplating if I should declare having discovered the terrorists myself.”

      “And what about my messenger?” Margaret looked miffed.

      The Queen turned and eyed the Duchess with a suspicious gleam. “Is there really a messenger, Margaret?”

      “What? You think I made this up?”

      “I don’t know.” The Queen shrugged her shoulders and looked out the window.

      “Why would I do something like that?”

      “Come on, darling,” she said without looking back at Margaret. “We all know that everyone of us is into this whole thing for personal reasons.”

      Margaret shrugged, and even looked out her own window. She wouldn’t want the Queen’s piercing eyes exposing her true intentions.

      “It’s okay,” the Queen said. “As long as you’re not planning to kill me. I know what you want, and I promise to give it to you when I get what I want.”

      “Your promises are nothing but a castle of sand.” Margaret sighed.

      “Unless you give me what I want.”

      Margaret turned to look at the Queen still facing her window. “And what would that be?”

      “The main reason why I am into this.”

      “I thought you were on Mr. Jay’s side, only wanting to serve and win the Wonderland War.”

      “Partially, yes. If Black Chess wins, I want a piece of the cake.”

      “But there is another reason?”

      “Of course there is. And you know it.”

      “Ah.” Margaret mopped her forehead. “Your sister.”

      The Queen nodded silently.

      “You want revenge.”

      “Aye.”

      “For what she did to you in your childhood?”

      “Aye.”

      “You could have done this long ago. Why tell me now?”

      “Consider it just a reminder. I promise to find your son if you help me kill my sister.”

      “When do you want me to do that?”

      “Not now, of course. I still need her. Just be ready.” The Queen turned and faced Margaret. “And be honest with me.”

      “But I’m always honest with you.”

      “So the messenger is real?”

      “I’m not going to repeat myself,” Margaret said. “I told you he is real.”

      “Then who is doing this?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’s a brilliant plan. I assume this is why we’re driving to the asylum. You think whoever planned this might be there?”

      “Could be, but I actually have another reason.” The Queen flashed a broad grin, pulling out a playing card from her pocket. An Ace.

      “I’m not sure I understand,” Margaret said.

      “Jack Diamonds.”

      “What about him?”

      “I’ve invited him and his girlfriend, Lorina, to come along. He is in the limo behind us.”

      “Okay?” Margaret cocked her head with anticipation. She wondered what devious plan the Queen of Hearts had in mind.

      “I want you to talk him into something when we arrive,” the Queen said.

      “Me? What do you want me to tell him?”

      “I was thinking, if Alice dies in the asylum today, it’d make it a bit more cinematic, theatrical; something tense like the ending of Scarface.”

      “That’s a pretty old movie,” Margaret said. “I’m not sure I remember it.”

      “Think of it as a messed up version of Romeo and Juliet.”

      “Now I’m really confused.” But Margaret wasn’t. She instantly caught the connection. The Queen was asking for the most brutal of endings. “You don’t really want me to ask Jack to…”

      “Kill Alice? Yes.” The Queen grinned, clapped her hands, then her feet, tried to jump off the backseat but failed due to her weight. If she could somersault to celebrate her ingenious idea, she would have. “I want Alice not only to die, but by the hands of the boy she loves the most. That’d be so Wondertastic.”
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      Tom Truckle and I take our time staring at the Pillar’s corpse in the coffin. There is little or nothing that I can say. This must be the second strangest day in my life since I went to Mushroomland. I wonder what’s really going on. Nothing makes the slightest sense.

      “I didn’t expect that,” Tom says. “So the Pillar is dead?”

      I kneel down and check his pulse. “No,” I say. “He is either sleeping or someone sedated him.”

      “Why would someone sedate him and send him over?”

      “That’s the million-mushroom question. If it proves anything, we’re now sure the Pillar didn’t invite us here.”

      Tom scratches his temples. “Then who did?”

      “I say we wake the Pillar and ask him.”

      The guards are taking care of this part, lifting the professor’s body and transporting it to his VIP cell. We follow their footsteps in silence, still thinking. No conclusions come to mind.

      Once he is lying on his couch, I rummage through his pockets and pull out his phone.

      “Checking sent messages?” Tom asks.

      “Yes. Actually, I can’t find it.”

      “So he didn’t send it. Someone managed to convince you it was his phone through some technology.”

      “Why use the Pillar as bait?” I’m wondering.

      “Because, as ironic as it sounds, you trust him the most,” Tom says bluntly.

      “You’re right. I trust him, as puzzling at it seems,” I say. “I trust the man whom I joined to kill or something. I’m so confused.”

      “Don’t be,” Tom suggests. “If he is your father, it’s understandable. Emotions rule over logic.”

      I take one long inquisitive look at the Pillar. Could he really be my father? We don’t even look anything alike.

      I distract myself by scrolling through his phone for any clues. “Here,” I tell Truckle. “Proof the Pillar didn’t arrange this meeting.”

      Truckle takes a look. “Wow. The Pillar received a message from you, Alice, to meet him at the Inklings Bar?”

      “Our mysterious host must have invited him there and then sedated him.”

      “It’s hard to believe the Pillar being so foolish.”

      “Unless this mysterious host is someone he knows very well.”

      “You’re suggesting our host is someone we know?” Truckle says. “One of us, to be precise.”

      “Or how would he have sedated the Pillar?”

      “Point taken,” Truckle says and points at the TV again. “Look, here is an explanation why the Pillar has been sent to join us.”

      I raise my head and stare. This can’t be happening.
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      Titling my head, I watch the host announce the March Hare being the mastermind behind the terrorist organization. Professor Carter Pillar, also known as Pilla da Killa, with twelve — or fourteen — people killed, proves to be an easy target. It’s really easy to fake a story about him being a terrorist.

      Tom almost chuckles as he watches the Pillar’s profile, blood covered in Tibet, making fun of the Duchess in the Drury Lane Theatre, shooting people left and right, CCTV cameras showing him killing people inside parliament — my naive soul dragged along in a chair, of course — and last but not least, the Pillar’s bloodbath in Colombia.

      “I do remember the BBC portraying him as a hero a few weeks back,” I comment. “They praised him for stopping the greatest drug lord in the world.”

      “People forget, Alice,” Tom says. “The media can easily turn yesterday’s heroes into today’s villains. News is sometimes like bad remakes of remarkable movies. All jumbled up.”

      I watch the Pillar’s footage of killing drug traffickers in Mushroomland, now portrayed as an insider war between drug lords. In truth, it’s hard to blame anyone. I, myself, don’t know what to think of this man.

      However, something else puzzles me.

      “If whoever invited us all had a chance to kill the Pillar, why didn’t he?” I ask Tom.

      “I am assuming it’s someone in Black Chess,” Tom says. “For some reason the search for the Keys and the whole Inklings against them didn’t matter anymore. They know something we don’t. Something powerful.”

      “Enough to want to ambush and kill us?”

      “Why not? They don’t need us. Not even the Pillar. And because they’re not sure they can do it themselves — considering you and the Pillar always stand in the way — they decided to make you the public’s enemy number one.”

      “I understand why we’re now terrorists, but I have a feeling I don’t understand what you’re implying.”

      “Think of it, Alice.” Tom stares at the TV. “Don’t you see what’s going on? Our photos are being engraved in the minds of every British citizen in the world. We’re doomed. We’re the reason for every mother, father, and children’s pain in the last few years. This isn’t just about killing us.”

      “Then what is it about?”

      “It’s about labeling us. Even if we make it out of here, how can we ever persuade people we’re the good guys? By telling them we’re characters from Carroll’s book who just happened to be real? It’s some devious, and genius plan.”

      Tom is right.

      Having been concerned with the puzzle of my own family, I overlooked the fact that we’re deep in the mud right now. It’s going to be hard to even fight Wonderland Monsters anymore. I wonder if this is really our end.

      My thoughts are interrupted by the Pillar’s moans. He raises his heavy head for a brief moment, glances at me with beady eyes, then falls back again.

      This is when a slither of hope slices through the grayness of the situation. “What if the Pillar was sent here for another reason?” I challenge Tom.

      “Who cares? We’re all mad corpses waiting for exile.”

      “Don’t be like that,” I try to cheer him up. “It’s time you think of what’s happening, Dr. Truckle.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t you remember why you’ve installed the surveillance cameras inside his cell?”

      “Of course, I remember.” Tom was about to burst, but a soft breeze of epiphany cooled him down instantly. “Holy Lord of the Rings. You’re a genius, Alice. How did I forget about that? The Pillar knows how to escape from the asylum and return as he pleases.”

      “See? There is hope after all.” I smile.
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        The Queen’s Bentley State Limousine

      

      

      

      Having arrived, the Queen got out of the limo to talk to the police. Everyone seemed surprised by her presence, but she was welcomed, especially by the press. But before she started babbling on national TV, she’d made sure to send Jack to talk to Margaret in the limousine. Margaret had blurted the words out as bluntly as she could. She’d asked Jack to kill Alice. And Jack said yes, so spontaneously that Margaret had to investigate.

      “Just like that?” she wondered. “You’re ready to kill the girl whom you know loves you so much?”

      “She doesn’t love me,” Jack said. “She used to stalk me.”

      “You’re used to killing anyone who stalks you?”

      “Not really, but Lorina, my girlfriend, really hates her guts.”

      “Oh.” Margaret was about to slap him on the face, but figured she didn’t want to upset the Queen to get what she wanted. “Do you know how to shoot a gun?”

      “Lorina and Edith taught me. They’ve asked me to kill Alice as well.”

      “Some family,” Margaret mumbled. “So, I guess my work is done here.”

      “All in the name of the Queen,” Jack said. The boy sounded as if brainwashed, but Margaret didn’t want to ask. “All in the name of Black Chess.”

      “You know about Black Chess?”

      “The Queen told me I should work for them. She promised they will pay my college fees and help me marry Lorina.”

      “I see. Can I ask what you really like about Lorina?” Margaret refrained from saying more about the bratty girl with no empathy whatsoever.

      “She likes me, so I like her back.”

      “You sound so dumb,” Margaret said under her breath.

      “What did you say?”

      “I said you sound like my first boyfriend when I was in college.” She flashed a fake smile. Who was so dumb, she added in her mind. “So.” She clapped her hands. “I guess we wait here until the right moment comes so you can shoot Alice.”

      “I thought I was going to enter the asylum to kill her.”

      “No, darling,” Margaret said. “You will have to wait for the Queen’s orders. I’m not sure what exact plan she has in mind, but you will get your shot.”
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        The Radcliffe Asylum

      

      

      

      Waking up the Pillar is a daunting task.

      At one point he opens his eyes and pulls me closer and starts to dance a Caucus Race dance, one I know he is fond of. But when I talk to him, I realize he is kind of sleep walking. I push him away, suddenly conflicted about being so close to him.

      It’s hard to even think about him right now. Is he evil? Is he good? Is he my father, or is he my number one nightmare in life? All I know is that he knows how to escape the asylum. A glance at the timer on BBC News shows me we have only ten hours left before the police barge in — or before we have to shut ourselves inside.

      “I’m worried he is playing games.” Tom points at the Pillar. “What if he is faking his sleep?”

      “I don’t see the point of that,” I tell him. “We’ve already concluded he isn’t the one who’s invited us here.”

      “It doesn’t prove he is on our side, though.”

      “I know. Stop reminding me. If I search my soul, I may hate him more than you can imagine. Right now, he is our only hope of escaping this place.”

      Tom takes my words and leaves the cell. A minute later he arrives with his guards carrying buckets of ice cold water. “Time to give the professor a wakeup call.”

      The guards repeatedly splash the Pillar with water. None of it wakes him up. The best result we get is the Pillar sneezing, a thin, frail, and cute sneeze, then he goes back to sleep.

      “He is faking it,” Tom says. “Who doesn’t wake up from ice cold water?”

      “I found something!” The March Hare arrives panting, interrupting our attempts to wake up the Pillar.

      “On the walls?” I ask.

      “Indeed,” the March says. “First of all, the scribbling is evident in almost every cell in the asylum. Same words, same gibberish, but it all tells the story about her, presumably you, Alice, and Him, and how you joined him to find his weakness.”

      “We already know that, March,” I say. “Tell me something new.”

      “All the writing was done by the same person,” the March says.

      “That’s impossible,” Tom says. “I don’t know of a single patient who’s been to every cell in my asylum.”

      “Maybe you don’t know much about your asylum,” I tell him. “The Pillar has proven that already. Who is that same person who wrote the message, March?”

      “All the writing is signed by someone who calls himself Patient 14.”

      “Oh, not again.” Tom waves a trembling hand in the air.

      “You know who that is?” I ask.

      “It’s all a myth, Alice,” Tom says. “Just like the writing. It’s some abracadabra nonsense written by the Mushroomers.”

      “Tom!” I interrupt. “It’s time to tell me everything you know about this Patient 14.”
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      “It all started with Waltraud Wagner and Thomas Ogier,” Tom begins.

      “Who are they?” the March asks.

      “The two wardens responsible for me when I was in the asylum,” I explain to him. “They enjoyed frying my brains out in the Mush Room. Do you know what the Mush Room is?”

      “Of course I do.” The March’s eyes glaze with a bitter taste of a memory. “They repeatedly used it on me when I was in the Hole, the asylum underground where we first met. But that’s before they installed the light bulb in my head.”

      “Good.” I face Tom. “So what’s Waltraud and Ogier’s relation to Patient 14?”

      “First, you have to understand who Waltraud and Ogier really are,” Tom says.

      “I don’t understand. Are they not who they pretended to be?”

      “No.” Tom lowers his head, lacing his hands nervously. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. Lewis told me to keep the asylum’s secrets for myself.”

      “It’s too late for that, Tom.”

      “I agree,” he says and stares back. “Waltraud and Ogier are Wonderlanders.”

      “That’s really a bad joke,” I comment. “I mean they never seemed to know about anything that was going on.”

      “That’s because I made sure they didn’t remember,” Tom says. “They were Black Chess’ best assassins. They were brutal.”

      “How did you make them forget?” The March is curious.

      “Lullaby pills,” Tom says. “Lots of them.”

      “Why did you want them to forget?” I ask.

      “Lewis had always wanted to avoid the inevitable Wonderland War. One of his plans was to get Wonderland Monsters hooked on Lullaby pills. It worked with Waltraud and Ogier, but rarely with the rest.”

      “So Waltraud walked the asylum in a haze, not knowing who she was, all this time?”

      “Not in the beginning. The pills took some time to work.”

      “So which Wonderlanders were they?”

      “Tweedledum and Tweedledee.”
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      I don’t comment. I’m not sure what to think of this.

      “This doesn’t explain anything about Patient 14,” the March says, sounding overly interested. I think it’s because he can sympathize with every patient who’s been to an asylum before.

      “Patient 14 is a legendary patient, a myth like I said, one I’ve never met,” Tom says. “According to the legend he knew of a great secret every Wonderlander sought after. Somehow, when we Wonderlanders crossed over to this world, he ended up in an asylum in Austria where Waltraud and Ogier worked.”

      “I’m assuming this was not a coincidence,” I say.

      “No it wasn’t. The Tweedles, or as some call them, the Dum brothers — I like to call them Dumb Brothers, but that’s another story — had been placed by Black Chess to interrogate this mysterious patient and find out the secret he kept. All of this happened in the 19th century when mental patients were still treated in violent ways.”

      “And of course the Dum Brothers took turns in tormenting him.”

      “Indeed. But Patient 14 was strong. He never spilled the secret. In fact, he influenced a lot of his mates to help him escape, but he failed,” Tom says. “Then later, he was sent to Britain where I was told by Lewis to catch any Wonderland Monsters I came across and feed them the Lullaby pills.”

      “You don’t look like you’re capable of catching a Wonderland Monster,” the March says.

      “That’s correct. So I lured them to work for me by claiming Patient 14 was hiding somewhere in my asylum.”

      “Did it work?”

      “It did, even better — and madder — than I’d anticipated.”

      “How so?”

      “They actually believed he was hiding among the other Mushroomers in here. This is how the Mush Room began.”

      “This was the Dum Brothers idea?”

      “It was, and I endorsed it. Anything to stop those annoying insane people from babbling all day long. It was driving me crazy.”

      “I’d say the pills drove you crazy,” I tell him. “They also made you forget some details.”

      “You could say so. But what matters is that the Dum Brothers fried every patient’s head, testing if they were Patient 14.”

      “But you just said they’d forgotten who they were.”

      “I said it didn't happen so fast. By the time they were tormenting you in the Mush Room, it had become a habit they enjoyed and never remembered why.”

      “And the writing on the wall?”

      “No one knows whose it is,” Tom says. “The fact that it’s signed by Patient 14 doesn’t prove he ever existed. Are you done interrogating me about that myth yet?”

      “She isn’t,” the March says, looking a bit dizzy. “Because this Patient 14 knows the true story about how Alice and Him met. Knowing such a thing proves he isn’t a myth.”

      I watch the March wince a little. I ask, “Are you all right?”

      “I am. I think it’s the light bulb in my head playing games on me.”

      I help him rest on the edge of the Pillar’s couch, feeling guilty he’s been dragged into this. The March is like the purest thing I’ve seen in this insane world. I want to hug him and keep him safe all the time.

      I turn back to Tom Truckle. “So let’s say Patient 14 is real. Does that mean he’s the one who wrote on my cell’s wall?”

      “Could be,” Tom says nonchalantly. “But that would mean he’s been to your cell or that you knew him at some point.”

      “Or he’s known my family.”

      “That, too, is a possibility.”

      I share a moment of silence with all of them in the room. My eyes shift to the news showing the police cars waiting outside. Nine hours left, and nothing in this day makes the least bit of sense. I’m not sure if I should be digging deeper into Patient 14’s legend, or focus on waking up the Pillar to escape this place.

      But, like usual, it’s the Pillar who makes these decisions for all of us. I watch him sit up on his couch with his beady eyes. He barely glances at us, then pulls out his small hookah nearby, lights it up, leans back on the couch and starts smoking.

      He says, “Is it my eyes or is a bit blurry in here?”
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      It’s only seconds before the Mushroomers barge into the cell and greet the Pillar. He’s their idol. The leader of the pack. The crème de la crème of the bonkers and the loonies. The Pillar takes it up a notch and begins dancing with them.

      “I told you he’s playing us,” Tom tells me.

      I fist my hands and turn toward the Pillar and shout, “Stop it!”

      The Mushroomers duck behind the couch. Again, they fear the girl who once worked for Black Chess, but ironically have a sweet thing for the most manipulative man in the world.

      The Pillar calms the Mushroomers down, whispering, “Just don’t upset her. She’s a mad girl with a teenage problem. Remember Carrie, the movie?”

      The Mushroomers duck even lower.

      “Pillar!” I tense.

      He straightens up, as if in an army, dropping the pipe’s hose. “Aye, aye, sir.”

      “Don’t do this.” I’m playing as calm as I can. “This isn’t really the time.” I point at the TV. “We’re going to get killed in a few hours if you don’t anything about it.”

      “I know.” He nods. “Heard you talking while I pretended I was asleep.”

      “Told you he was faking it,” Tom says.

      “Drop the act, pill popper,” the Pillar says. “I was asleep in the beginning, but then decided to listen to what was going on. Did I really arrive in a coffin?”

      “You did,” I answer.

      “That’s some morbid gesture from whoever planned this unlikely gathering.”

      “Who brought you here?”

      “I have no idea. Got your message to meet you at the Inklings. Once I stepped in, someone knocked me on the head. The rest is a day trip in the back of a black limousine, I’m assuming.”

      “I find it hard to believe,” I say. “It’s not easy fooling you.”

      “I wouldn’t have fallen for the trick if my phone didn’t say the message was from you.”

      “Don’t play sentimental on me.” I wave a hand. “You don’t have the slightest of my sympathies today. There’s so much you need to tell me.”

      “I’ve told you everything you need to know in the note I wrote you. The Wonder note.”

      I look sideways, not sure how to answer this.

      “I take it you’ve never read it,” the Pillar says.

      “I didn’t. It’s not with me here. I’ve buried it at the bottom of my Tiger Lily’s pot. The pot is kept in a safe box. I find it hard to believe that one word on that note explains everything.”

      “It does,” the Pillar says. “Don’t underestimate the power of words. Love is one hell of a single word. It changes the course of our lives.”

      “Oh, please.” I evade his eyes, or he’d infuse his magic upon me.

      “What did you do to Inspector Dormouse?” Tom interrupts, taking a step toward the Pillar and playing brave. “What did you do to him?”

      I watch the Pillar’s reaction, eager to hear another manipulative lie like he always does. This time, he really surprises me. “I shot Inspector Dormouse and buried him in an abandoned flower garden near Big Ben. I don’t think he minded. It’s nothing but an eternal nap for him. He always loved naps.”
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        Outside the Radcliffe Asylum

      

      

      

      The Queen of Hearts enjoyed taking pictures outside the asylum. All kinds of press and news channels focused on her. She even pulled out her phone and began taking selfies for Instagram. Some with the police officers, some with a few passersby, and the majority of herself alone, blowing kisses at the camera.

      The Interpol officers were irked by her, but could not speak up. They prayed she wouldn’t stay for the remaining eight hours, because she seemed to be enjoying herself. She’d even begun to Snapchat.

      “Was it you who discovered the terrorists’ plan, Your Majesty?” a reporter asked.

      “Who else?” she said, chin up. “I can smell a terrorist’s fart a mile away.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Me and Interpol have a codename for terrorists,” she joked, pulling a couple of the officers into the frame. She forcefully hugged them as if they were a team. “It’s an insider’s joke. We call them farts. Terrorists deserve it.”

      “But why not catch them earlier?” another reporter asked. “Why didn’t we hear anything about it before?”

      “I endorse discreet execution. I suggested we wait until they were all gathered, planning for a new terrorist attack. And here we are. We’re about to end terrorism in the world. Right boys?” she addressed the poor officers, bending low to fit into the camera’s frame and match her short height.

      The Interpol officers nodded, faking smiles.

      “But how come they meet in an asylum?” a reporter inquired. “What about the mental patients inside?”

      “They’re all mad!” the Queen raised her voice. “Mad is another codename for terrorists. You’re either sane or a terrorist.”

      “This doesn’t make sense, Your Majesty.”

      “Does it not?” She leaned forward and whispered to the reporter. “Do you want me to call you mad right now?”

      The reporter shrugged and backed away.

      One last reporter stepped up and asked, “So what’s the plan? Are you really giving the terrorists eight hours? Why not barge in and kill them right away?”

      The Queen’s eyes glazed upward. The idea seemed brilliant. “I think you’re right,” she said, then turned to the Interpol officers. “I think we should just break in and shoot them all dead. In fact, this is an order! Just bring me that Alice girl alive. I have a surprise called Jack for her.”
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        The Radcliffe Asylum

      

      

      

      “I can’t believe you confessed to it,” I say to the Pillar.

      “You said there is a lot that you need to know from me,” the Pillar’s says, as if telling a joke. “Prepare for a few shocking surprises.”

      “Then it’s true.” I stand up to him, noticing the change in his demeanor. Something isn’t right. I can’t feel that invisible sense of caring about me anymore. Or is it my mind playing tricks on me? “You’re Him. You’re the one who I joined to find his weakness and kill. You’re the reason why I joined Black Chess. Not the Circus. You manipulated me and hurt me and others somehow, and then came to finish some sick game of yours, pretending to care for me. You’re nothing but a Wonderland Monster like every other one I’ve chased and killed.”

      The Pillar says nothing. He gives me that blank stare, like an invisible curtain that prevents me from reaching through. I can’t interpret that look in his eyes.

      “Just tell me it’s true.” I am almost pleading for answer.

      “If I do, what will you do to me, Alice?” The Pillar’s voice is still flat and emotionless.

      It occurs to me that his question is more of a test. He wants to know if I am mad enough at him to fight back, to call him an enemy. But I’m not there yet. He might still hold answers about my family. I want to ask him if he is my father, but my tongue betrays me and glues to the roof of my mouth as I swallow hard.

      “See? You’re asking for answers you can’t handle.” The Pillar gently pushes me out of the way. He picks up his cane and rolls it in the air, twice. “Let’s start with the question all of you really need to be asking me.”

      “There are no questions,” Truckle says. “I say we kill you.”

      “I doubt he’d die easily,” the March says. “What about his fourteen lives?”

      So many questions roam in my head. None of them of which I’m sure I can handle the answer to now. The one sentence I can utter is, “Who are you, really?”

      The smug smile on the Pillar’s face is ten miles wide. “I’m the one person who knows how to get you out of here.” He points at the ticking deadline on the BBC News channel on TV. A new banner scrolls across the bottom announcing the queen’s order to enter immediately. It seems like the police changed their mind. They’re preparing to break in within a few minutes. Death is literally knocking on the asylum’s door.
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      The March Hare panics, seeing the police are about to break in. He leaves us to look for more writing on the walls. He still believes he’ll find more clues, if not an in-your-face conclusion about Patient 14.

      I stand exchanging looks with the Pillar and Truckle, the Mushroomers have left with the March to assist him.

      “You don’t really think the police will break in, do you?” Truckle says. “They’re supposed to wait another seven and a half hours.”

      “I think they’re just bluffing to scare us,” the Pillar says. “Whoever designed this situation wants it to look legal to the public. They won’t risk breaking the deadline. The media loves poetic justice, and hates when the hero breaks a promise.”

      “Still, we need to find a way out of here,” I challenge the Pillar. “Why not tell us, or are you planning on leaving all alone?”

      “That’s a good point,” Tom remarks. “The Pillar may have planned to get in to fool us and play innocent, and in the last minute he will escape.”

      “So many theories, so little time,” the Pillar says. “The way out is underneath your feet, Alice.”

      I look down. There is a carpet I’m standing upon. “How so?” I ask.

      “There is a tunnel underneath the carpet. You access it by opening a hole in the floor. It can only be done with a rare kind of magic using my hookah’s smoke.”

      “That’s how you did it!” Tom jabs a finger at the Pillar, who avoided it the way you avoid an annoying mosquito.

      “Why are there tunnels underneath the floor?” I ask.

      “Lewis Carroll was a devoted supporter to mental illnesses, because he was worried he was mentally ill himself. The migraines had increased and he had recurring relapses of blackouts where he didn’t remember what he was doing,” the Pillar says. “He ended up investing in the Radcliffe Asylum to cure himself, and later, to have Tom Truckle create an Inkling army of Mushroomers.”

      “It doesn’t explain the tunnels.”

      “The tunnels were Carroll’s Plan B to escape if Black Chess ever attacked, just like today.”

      “But Tom told me there is no way out, only a contained bunker of some sorts. The walls and all that.”

      “That’s part of the truth.” The Pillar shushes Tom before an attempt to object. “Lewis never told Tom about the tunnels.”

      “And he told you?” I mock him.

      “No, he didn’t. I learned about them later,” the Pillar says. “The reason why he hadn't told Tom is that the tunnels were a mess. Lewis wasn’t a good architect. He screwed up the math. Most tunnels reached dead ends and never led the way outside.”

      “Then how did you get outside?”

      “I used my own magic spell. It widened the size of the tunnels and lead to a backstreet, right underneath a public toilet,” the Pillar says. “Unless you’ve got something against the smell of human urine and poop, I shall show you.”

      His remark almost makes me laugh. Sometimes I feel as if the Pillar has a spell on me. This unexplained feeling of caring for an unethical person like him urges me to ask the question I’ve postponed so long.

      “Pillar.” I dance on my tiptoes, feeling tense. “We’re not leaving before you answer an important question.”

      “Again?” He sighs impatiently. “We’re about to get killed.”

      “I don’t care, besides you said they might be bluffing.”

      “Questions will get you nowhere, Alice. It’s all in the Wonder note.”

      “I doubt this question is.”

      “What do you want to ask me, Alice?” His voice stiffens and he knocks his cane against the floor.

      “Are you my father?”

      Suddenly, the air in the room isn’t enough for both of us to keep breathing anymore.
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      “You think they’re really breaking in?” Fabiola asked Lewis.

      “They’re bluffing. Just trying to scare them to get out. This plan requires convincing the public that the Queen of Hearts and her men did the best before they shoot them dead.”

      “I see,” Fabiola says.

      Lewis stares back at her for a minute too long. The silence almost suffocates her.

      “What is it, Lewis?”

      “I’m wondering if you were going to leave to go to the asylum and take Alice’s side?”

      Fabiola didn’t find the right words to answer. She never had.

      “I mean you’re confusing me, Fabiola. Most of the time you want Alice killed…”

      “You know how evil she can be.” Fabiola felt the need to explain.

      “Then, in Russia, you took a stab in the back for her.”

      Fabiola pursed her lips, thinking. “It was different in Russia.”

      “How different?”

      “The way she fought.”

      “Tell me about it.” Lewis looked proud of Alice.

      “She was unstoppable, so strong, as if she would not rest before she rid the world of every last Black Chess.”

      “I assume she reminded you of yourself, back in Wonderland.”

      “She did.” Fabiola nodded. “I had to stand by her side when I saw that.”

      “Why not stand by her side now?”

      “Because I still fear her, Lewis. Remember her family?”

      “What she did would be considered brave by some.”

      “Pure lunacy by most,” Fabiola said.

      “She needs you, Fabiola.”

      “I’m not sure she does.”

      “She is young. It’s hard for her to ask for help. You were the same when you were her age, so stubborn.”

      “I know.” Fabiola fumbled with the covers on her bed. “But then, it’s also you, Lewis.”

      “What about me?”

      “You never told me the whole truth.”

      “Which part?”

      “I have no idea what we’re fighting for. I mean, I know we should stand up to Black Chess, but what is the Wonderland War really about?”

      “The most precious thing.” Lewis smiled broadly, so proud of something she didn’t understand.

      “You’re being vague again.”

      “Not at all. You’ll realize how precious the thing we’re fighting for is once it’s revealed.”

      “Why can’t you reveal it now?”

      “Many reasons,” he said. “One of them is that I believe we have a traitor among us in the Inklings, but it’s too soon to tell.”

      “If there is a possible traitor, then it would be Alice.”

      “You don’t really believe that.” Lewis patted her gently. “If it makes you feel better, I can tell about where the Six Keys are.”

      Fabiola cupped a shriek. “You know? Are you playing games with us?”

      “I don’t know exactly,” Lewis said. “However, I know who knows where they are and what they are for and what the Wonderland War is about.”

      “Puzzles and nonsense, Lewis. You have to ease up on those.”

      “How so? This is what people like about my books. Puzzles and nonsense.”

      Fabiola reached for his hands. She was surprised she could actually touch them, though he was only a spirit of his real self. “Lewis, please,” she said gently. “Tell me anything that makes sense. Just one bit of information that gives me hope. I’m not going to argue about how you don’t know while this other guy knows. But tell me who knows about the Six Keys?”

      “You want a name?”

      “That’d be a start.”

      “We used to call him Patient 14.”
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      “Why would you ask a question like that?” the Pillar says with a straight stare.

      “The Chessmaster mentioned he knows my biological family,” I say. “You must know of them.”

      The Pillar’s stare doesn’t change, neither does his silence.

      “The Chessmaster is lying,” the Pillar says.

      “What do you mean he is lying? Why would he?”

      “I don’t know, Alice, but I’ve never heard of your biological family. I always assumed you were an orphan Lewis picked up and adopted or something.”

      “Now it’s you who is lying,” I burst out. “I find it hard to believe you don’t know about my family!”

      “I find it hard to believe you think I’m your father.”

      “I think you are her father,” Tom interjects. “That look in your eyes when she asked, there is something about that look.”

      “Stay out of it,” The Pillar waves him away with his cane, then approaches me. I find myself taking a step back, but he reaches for my shoulders. “I’m not your father, Luke — I mean Alice.”

      “Would you swear on it?”

      “As if I’m the kind of man who wouldn’t lie while swearing.” He rolls his eyes. “The Chessmaster probably wanted to mess with your head.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because you beat him. Because he wants you to spend the rest of your life going crazy.”

      “As if I’m not losing my mind already,” I counter back.

      “Just drop it. You think this is the perfect time to discuss this?”

      “I do think that. If I’m about to die, I need to know about my family. I need to know why they’ve never contacted me, or why they’ve kept me a secret, why they never bothered to help me out of this mess I’m in.”

      “I’m sure they have a good reason,” the Pillar tries to calm me down.

      “So you know them?”

      “I don’t. I’m just assuming. The one you should ask would be Carroll himself. Maybe he knows.”

      “What about Him?” Tom sticks his nose between us like a nosey neighbor.

      “Who is Him?”

      “You must know,” I say. “The story about me joining Him to find out his weakness and kill him. The reason why I joined Black Chess.”

      “Who’s been messing with your head?” the Pillar says.

      “Other than you?” I say. “Almost everyone!”

      I find myself reaching for the rifle the Pillar keeps near the couch and point it at him. “Tell me the truth!”

      “Alice?” the Pillar says cautiously. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Yeah?” I ready the trigger and aim. “Aren’t you the one with fourteen lives? Why would you be scared if I shoot?”

      “Because this rifle has Bandersnatch teeth for bullets.” He looks really worried.

      “So?” Tom Truckle’s nose joins in again. “Are you saying you’re not immune to those bullets?”

      The Pillar dismisses him for the third time, keeping eyes on me.

      “My God,” I say with a smile on my face. “So it’s true. Your fourteen lives aren’t immune to Bandersnatch bullets.”

      The Pillar nods, and in a rare moment, looks defeated.

      “Then I’m going to shoot you, if you don’t tell me what you know about Him.”
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      “All right.” The Pillar gives up, hands in the air. “What do you want me to tell you.”

      “Who are my real biological parents? You? Fabiola?”

      “I. Don’t. Know.” The Pillar grits his teeth.

      “Lying again.”

      “Do you think I’d risk my life not telling you, if I knew?” the Pillar says. “Those bullets will drop me dead, and I don’t know of any magic or rituals to bring me back to life from them.”

      “So what do you know?”

      “Ask me and I’ll try my best.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar.”

      “Are you Him?”

      The Pillar purses his lips. It’s as if he’s struggling with telling me the truth, trying to swallow it deep into the belly of the whale of secrets he is.

      “Tell me!” I shout, my rifle’s tip touching his chest.

      The Pillar looks sideways.

      “I will not hesitate shooting you.”

      “I know,” he says softly.

      “Then tell me!” I shout, but then follow my furiousness with a weakened. “Please.”

      “I am.” The Pillar looks back at me.

      Unconsciously, I lower the rifle. I think the shock is too great to bear. I think I still hoped the Pillar wasn’t who I should have known he was from the first day I suspected his intentions.

      “You are?” Tom says. He too, seems surprised, though he’d endorsed the idea from the beginning.

      “Tell me more,” I say in a fractured voice.

      “Ask me and I will answer you.” The Pillar evades my eyes.

      “Did I join Black Chess because of you?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you teach me how kill and hurt people in Wonderland?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many did we hurt?”

      “Can’t remember.”

      “Did I do it to get closer to you, to find your weakness?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you expose me?”

      “At some point, yes.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “I found out from day one, and I played you.”
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      My lips are trembling, but I have so many questions. “So I killed all those innocent people for nothing? I never found out your weakness?”

      “You shouldn’t have tried to fight fire with fire. It’s your fault, not mine.”

      “Why did you come back for me in this modern world then?”

      “I needed to know something.”

      “The Six Keys.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Don’t play games with me or I’ll shoot.”

      “I find that hard to believe.” The Pillar’s eyes finally find mine.

      “Because you, in some twisted way, are my biological father, right? What did you do? Leave me as child? Throw me out in the streets? Is that why I hate you so much? Is that why I’ve decided to rid the world of you in Wonderland?”

      The Pillar’s breathing seems unstable. I can hardly tell what he is thinking. Every moment of silence slices through my soul like a sharp knife that cuts but never kills.

      “I don’t think you can kill me, because deep inside you know we’ve always been together, doing the things we did,” the Pillar says. “We have a bond, Alice. We can do great things.”

      “Great things?” I’m so offended by his suggestion that I point my rifle at him again, my forefinger trembling with an unmatched desire to shoot him. “You call killing innocents a great thing? What about the Wonderland Monsters? Were they innocent somehow? A part of your devious and meticulously calculated plan?”

      Tom interrupts for the fourth time, actually raising a hand in the air. “Inspector Dormouse found out the Pillar killed the drug lord in Colombia for his own needs, not to rid the world of him. Turns out he was one of the fourteen he needed to kill. So, I assume every other Wonderlander he made you kill had a similar purpose?”

      “What purpose?” I ask the Pillar. “I’m dying to know.”

      The Pillar does not speak. He stares at Tom as if he is going to kill him.

      “What purpose?” I repeat myself. “Did you want revenge because I managed to fool you? But you just said you knew from day one. Did you want to remind me of who I am? Did I find your weakness in the Six Keys and you’re not telling me?”

      “I don’t think it’s the right time to continue this conversation,” the Pillar says. “Let’s get out of this ambush and I promise you I will confess all to you.”

      “Don’t believe him, Alice,” Tom says.

      “You’re goddamn right, I won’t.” I push his chest with the tip of the rifle so hard the Pillar winces with fear, then I stare him in the eyes, promising my finger I will shoot this man right now. “I think I will have to shoot without knowing the rest, Pillar. Talk about fighting fire with fire.”

      Again, the March Hare calls for me from afar. “Alice,” he yells. “Wait!”
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      I watch the March enter the cell, a few Mushroomers behind him. “What is it?”

      “I found the text that explains your story with Him.”

      “On the walls? What does it say?”

      “Yes, Alice.” The March’s eyes are moist, full of sympathy. I think he is going to cry. What in God’s name is he going to tell me? “I know all about your family now.”

      My finger loosens on the trigger for a second, but then I force it to stay strong. I tilt my head toward the March, ever so slowly, unable to ask him to elaborate, so he does by himself.

      “The Pillar, too, knows about your family,” the March says. “He lied when he denied he knew about them.”

      “Why did he lie, March? Tell me. I know I can trust you.”

      “It’s not going to be easy,” the March says. “I think you should lower your gun.”

      “Why? Because I will not control shooting him when you tell me? I will shoot him anyways, trust me.”

      “Please, Alice.”

      “Just tell me, March!”

      “You have to promise me not to shoot the Pillar first,” the March says.

      “The Pillar is my father, isn’t he?” I’m sobbing now. I can’t feel my feet, and I think I’m going to be sucked down into a Rabbit Hole.

      “No, he isn’t.”

      “Then who is my family?”

      “It’s what happened to them that matters,” the March says.

      “Don’t,” the Pillar says to March. “Don’t tell her.”

      I push the rifle against his chest, my teeth grit and my face wrinkles with irritation. “Don’t speak a word, Pillar.” Then I turn to the March. “Just tell me what happened to them. I can take it.”

      The March hesitates but then speaks up. “They were killed.”

      “All of them?”

      “That’s what the writing on the wall says.”

      “When?”

      “Back in Wonderland. Your father was the dean of Oxford University, a good friend of Carroll’s.”

      “And?”

      “One day they gathered your family in Christ Church when Carroll was still a priest,” the March says. “He used to help children sing in the choir.”

      “Children in my family?”

      “Children from all over Oxford.”

      “So?”

      “In the middle of the ceremony they were massacred. Everyone died except Lewis, who was outside picking flowers for a brief moment.”

      “Why did the Chessmaster hate my family?”

      “Your father had collaborated with Lewis many times and planned to kill him for the death he caused in Wonderland. They were so close, and the Chessmaster hated them, including you, later, of course. He didn’t kill your family, though.”

      “Then who did?”

      The March’s face wrinkles with pain. Conflicting emotions painted a dull and confusing portrait on his face. But finally he gathered his strength and nodded toward the Pillar and said, “Him. That’s why you vowed to join him and find his weakness. Now, that doesn’t mean you have to shoot…”

      The March was too late. So was my finger on the trigger. Without permission. Without thinking. I shot Carter Pillar dead.
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      The champagne spurted out of the bottle like golden fireworks inside the limo. The Queen and Margaret squealed with mirth as Jack and Lorina kissed. For a moment, the Queen felt jealous and would have gone as far as kissing Margaret, but she ended up kissing her own hand instead. Nothing wrong with being in love with one’s self.

      “What are we celebrating?” Margaret said.

      “The death of Alice!” the Queen chirped and played a song from her pinkish iPhone. A famous old song with explicit lyrics, but one that every bar in Britain knew about. It always ended with a phrase: Alice? Who the %$@* is Alice?

      “Ah?” Margaret scratched her head. She still couldn’t swallow Jack’s eagerness to kill Alice. It just didn’t make sense, but it seemed the Queen had managed to influence the boy and lavish him with her generous offers.

      “And how is Jack going to kill her while she’s still hiding inside the asylum?” Margaret had to ask.

      “Who said she’ll stay inside?” the Queen said. “That’s why we made up the whole thing about the police breaking in so soon.”

      “So it was a bluff?”

      “Life is one big bluff, Margaret.” The Queen grinned. “Soon, Alice and her friends will have to give in and come out. That’s when Jack’s role comes into play. Isn’t that so, little Jackie?”

      “All in the name of the Queen.” Jack raised his glass of champagne, Lorina giggling behind him.

      “This is going to be a day to remember.” The Queen sighed. “Alice killed by her boyfriend while the public thinks she is a terrorist. Brilliant.”

      Margaret said nothing. She’d begun sympathizing with Alice, which was actually a bit strange. Margaret had never been known for a soft heart. She’d committed atrocities that would book her a business class flight to eternity in hell. But she could not imagine how Alice felt, being told how her family had been brutally murdered. Having kissed the queen’s ugly butt to get her son back, Margaret began to realize the importance of family bonds. She, herself, had sold her soul to a devil called Black Chess for her son, Humpty. She couldn’t imagine Alice’s rage when she found out about her own family.

      Instead of celebrating, she wondered who’d organized this whole gathering in the asylum again. Who was this mysterious messenger and what was the grand plan behind this meeting?

      No solid answers came to mind, so she occupied herself with the news on her phone. This channel didn’t cover the situation at the Radcliffe Asylum, but insisted on broadcasting the events at the Vatican. Masses were still gathered, waiting for the new pope’s announcement.

      Margaret suddenly felt uneasy about this. What was the fuss about this pope? Could he have anything to do with what was going on in the asylum?
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      The young man waiting in the room seemed worried. He was handsome, fairly strong, and tall with thick, loose, black hair. His features screamed Italian with a dash of Greek sharpness to his nose. He was a beautiful man. Someone you would trust and confide in. He even looked sexy in a humble way. He could have easily been mistaken for a movie celebrity. Or a GQ male model. What he didn’t look like at all was the next pope.

      “Are you ready, Angelo?” asked the man in a black suit, standing behind him. Yes, a black suit, not a cassock or clothes that in any way hinted that he belonged to the place. In fact, due to this one-of-a-kind incident, the Vatican was filled with men in black suits today.

      They’d been there since the day the pope had been killed by the Chessmaster. No one knew what to call them, but the thronging masses who waited in St. Peter's piazza had heard rumors about a New Order. The Vatican needed stronger men who would stand up to the likes of the Chessmaster and every other terrorist in the world.

      The Vatican needed bad asses to stand up to those who called themselves Wonderland Monsters, spreading havoc all over the world in the past weeks. Of course no one really said ‘bad asses’, but in every prayer, it was on the tip of everyone’s tongue.

      “I’m not sure that I’m ready,” Angelo, the young man, tapped his fingers on the bible on his lap.

      “You are, young man. It’s time,” the man in the black suit said. “I know it’s sooner than we thought it’d be, but it’s happening.”

      “Yes.” Angelo sighed. “It’s happening.”

      “For years and years we’ve been prepared for this moment,” the man in the black suit said. “And you’re the chosen one.”

      “Am I?” Angelo looked reluctant.

      “You are, my son.”

      It embarrassed Angelo that everyone around him called him ‘son’. He was the youngest of them all, yet they’d chosen him for the hardest mission of the century.

      “It’s time to stand up for what we believe in,” the man said. “The world does not need peaceful men anymore. It needs us. It needs justice. Swift justice. It needs you.”

      Angelo looked wary. He didn’t exude the persona of the hero the world was waiting for, but he had no choice.

      “Tell me when you’re ready to go out and talk to the world,” the man said, patting Angelo on the shoulder. “God in heaven, you’re shivering.”

      Angelo said nothing. He told the man nothing about the goosebumps.

      “I think we better delay your speech to the world,” the man said. “Just an hour or so.”

      “I think so, too,” Angelo said.

      “You need something to drink?” the man offered. “I know you love milk. All popes love milk.”

      Now, Angelo tilted his head up at the man, shrugged, and said. “For what I’m going to tell the world now, I prefer whiskey. A bottle of scotch, to be precise.”
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      “Why the leg?” the Pillar screams, bouncing back on the couch.

      I open my eyes in horror. How did I miss? Why did I miss? Was the other Alice in me protecting him? I raise my rifle again and aim to finish the Pillar, but the Mushroomers stand in the way.

      “Step away!” I warn them.

      “No,” they say. “If you want to kill him, you will have to kill us first.”

      “I don’t understand why you like him so much. This man killed my family!”

      “We’re not sure of that yet,” they foolishly defend him.

      Speechless and defeated, I let the March pull the rifle from my hands. “You need to rest, Alice. I think it’s a good thing you didn’t kill him.”

      “Why so?” I sit, feeling dizzy.

      “Because we need him to perform the spell and open the hole,” Tom says. “Isn’t that so, Pillar?”

      “I need a doctor!” The Pillar arches on the couch.

      “Man up,” I spit out the words.

      “Yes, man up!” Tom insists. “Now tell us about the spell, Pillar.”

      “I need a doctor first, or I will lose my leg.”

      “I can help you,” the March says. “I know how to get the bullet out, and I have exotic plants that could heal the wounds sooner. I discovered them while designing the landscape of the Garden of Cosmic Speculation.”

      “See?” Tom sneers at the Pillar. “We’ll save your life in exchange for telling us about the hole. Besides, I’d really like to know how I’ve never seen this hole.” Tom is actually pointing at the wooden floor underneath the carpet. There is no hole, but we have to believe the Pillar, until proven otherwise. “How did you fool me, huh?”

      “The smoke from my hookah plays games with the mind, so when you enter the cell while I’m away, your mind plays tricks on you and you don’t see it,” the Pillar says. “In fact, the hole is right there but we don’t see it, including me, unless I perform my magic.”

      “Then do it!” Tom demands. “Can’t you see the police will be here in six hours?” Though the banner on the news had read that the queen had issued an order, the time clock still hadn’t changed so they assumed that the timeline still stood.

      The whole time the Pillar performs his magic, I’m not looking. I leave the cell on my own, feeling like I am about to vomit. Flashes of memories attack me, but they’re all in silhouette and blurry. I can’t actually remember my family.

      Walking in a haze through the corridor, I wonder if any of this is really happening. What if I’m totally bonkers? What if the only true memory is of when I sat on the couch and that psychiatrist talked to me — whether his real name is Mr. Jay or not?

      In fact, I’d love it if I were crazy. It’d mean none of this is happening. It’d mean I’m not suffering such pain. Suddenly, I understand why someone like Tom Truckle is addicted to the pills. He’s not actually addicted to them. He is addicted to the absence of pain. He is looking for an eternal numbness so the wheel of life would rotate without him, without making a fool out of him.

      I lean against the bars of a cell, waiting for them to open the hole. If this is my reality, then I should escape this place before thinking of other plans. Shooting the Pillar was done on the spur of the moment, because of my rage at him. The wise thing is to escape first.

      Tom arrives, looking for me. He seems even more worried now.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “The hole.”

      “Did you find it?”

      “Yes, but it has shrunk.”

      “Shrunk? Is this a joke?”

      “The Pillar swears it hasn’t been like that before.”

      “This can’t be. What do you mean by shrunk?”

      “It’s a tiny crawl space. None of us will fit in.”

      “How is this even possible?” I ram my hand on the bars.

      “I have no idea, and for the first time, I think the Pillar isn’t playing games. He seems as genuinely shocked as us.”

      “Why would he play games, Tom? He’ll end up trapped and eventually dead in here, like the rest of us.”
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      The Pillar is aching, though his wound was taken care of by the March. Instead of smoking hookah or cracking jokes, he is chewing on the March’s healing plants; he looks bitter, like a lamb ready for the slaughter.

      “This stuff sucks,” he mumbles with a mouthful.

      “You have to chew it, so you can take the pain,” Alice says.

      “Thank you very much, princess.” The Pillar limps on his cane, addressing me while checking the small hole in the ground.

      “Don’t call me that,” I retort. “And remember, you’re lucky I only shot your leg.”

      “I’m lucky you’re a terrible shooter,” he says.

      “Don’t piss me off, Pillar, or I’ll really kill you.” Veins pop in my neck. I’m not really sure I should be talking to him.

      “You’ll kill me eventually. That’s what the future predicted, so let’s not act as if it’s a big deal.” He sounds bitter, and when he kneels down, his leg bursts with pain and he utters a suppressed scream. It comes out like a little girl’s scream.

      Normally, I’d laugh at him, but I don’t. I’m starting to toy with the idea of not killing him anymore. What if I can make him suffer in pain for a whole year? What if I take my time with the whole ‘killing him’ thing? Welcome to the dark side of Alice, speaking up now.

      “I don’t understand how the hole shrunk like that,” the Pillar says, briefly glancing at the counter displayed on-screen on TV. Five and half hours to go. Apparently the police admitted the bluff of breaking in earlier. We’re now back to the deadline.

      “Could it be you read the spell wrong?” Tom suggests.

      “I tried it again while you talked to Alice. It didn’t work,” the Pillar thinks out loud. “Someone has really planned this situation meticulously. We should investigate whom our host is, or we’ll never find the answers.”

      “No time for that,” the March says. “We need to get out of this place.”

      “How about calling Fabiola?” the Pillar suggests. “She could send help.”

      “I suppose you don’t know we don’t have signals for phones or WiFi in the asylum,” Tom says.

      “Since when?” I am curious.

      “Just learned about it thirty minutes ago,” Tom says. “It must be Interpol’s doing. It crossed their minds that we’d seek help from outside.”

      “The real question is: why wasn’t Fabiola invited?” the suspicious Alice in me asks.

      “Good point,” the Pillar says.

      “Maybe because she is ill in the hospital and can’t move?” The March’s tone is a bit accusatory. None of us even cared to visit Fabiola.

      “Could we spare the chitchat?” Tom pops down another pill.

      “We could,” the Pillar says bitterly, still chewing like a goat, and pretending the wound doesn’t hurt. “How about you gimme one of those pills?”

      “You want my pills?” Tom’s eyes widen.

      “I know I’d end up dumb like you.” The Pillar is still chewing. “But the pain is unbearable.”

      “Be my guest.” Tom hands one over.

      “Is it bitter?” The Pillar stares at it with distaste.

      “Not like the stuff you’re chewing on,” Tom says.

      “Do you have honey maybe? Some cinnamon to sprinkle on it? I hate pills,” the Pillar muses.

      “You’re not really interested in the pill,” Tom says. “You just want to talk. You think we’re going to die in here, right?”

      “Caught me.” The Pillar smirks and stuffs the pill into Tom’s mouth. He turns and flashes that grin of his at me. “Alice, why don’t you just shoot me? I mean, really shoot me?”

      “What?” I tense, feeling both offended and betrayed by his apathy. “Why ask now?”

      “Because whoever invited us here, really thought it through. It’s unlikely any of us will make it out alive. The only choice we have is to push the button and trap ourselves inside forever. Imagine spending the rest of your life in a bunker with all these insane pill-popping individuals. I’d prefer being shot.”
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      “LOL.” The Queen grinned, sipping her champagne.

      “Please don’t say that,” Margaret said, incredibly annoyed by her company.

      “LOL!” Jack followed, cheering with Lorina.

      “You can’t say LOL, My Queen,” Margaret protested. “This is real life, not Facebook.”

      “What do you want me to say? Laughing Out Loud?” the Queen said.

      “Not even that. Just laugh,” Margaret said.

      “But how would you know I’m laughing out loud? It’s hard to express how much I’m laughing without telling out loud that I’m laughing. Right, Jack?”

      Jack, Lorina, and the Queen clinked glasses and cheered as if they were drunk students on prom night.

      Margaret could not fathom what was really going on, but she had to ask. “Why do you feel you have to laugh out loud now? Is it because Alice is going to die now?”

      “Nah,” the Queen said. “A minute ago I remembered that they may think they’ve found a way out of the asylum.”

      “How so?”

      “The Pillar used some spell which opened a hole that lead to the underground tunnels,” the Queen said. “This was how Pillar escaped the asylum repeatedly.”

      “Really? How do you know that?”

      “I’ll get to that in a minute. The brilliant part of the story is that I can imagine them thinking about using the hole for escape — that’s assuming the Pillar is inside as well.”

      Since Interpol had announced the Pillar as the head of the terrorist organization, Margaret had already assumed he was inside. Her messenger must have planned that part as well. However, she was curious about the Queen’s story about that hole. “So we should tell your men about this hole, right?”

      “Nah.” The Queen raised her glass. “They’ll discover it’s not working anymore. It’s either totally blocked or too small for anyone to pass through.”

      “Really, how do you know all that?”

      “I found out about the hole two weeks back and arranged for its size to be shrunk. Don’t worry. They can’t leave.”

      “Please Queen, I’m curious.” Margaret leaned forward. “How could you have known? The Pillar is usually meticulous and careful enough you wouldn’t be able to fool him so easily.”

      “Not when time travel is involved.” The Queen winked.

      “Time travel?”

      “Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock had traveled back in time for a mission of their own and told me about the Pillar’s trick when they came back.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      “I promised them a few favors in exchange for a little tweak in the timeline.”

      “You mean you sent them back again to change the tunnel?”

      “Sometimes you’re smarter than I think you are, Duchess.” The Queen clinked glasses with Jack and Lorina again. “Last week I sent them to shrink the hole, and now the Inklings can’t leave.”

      “But wait a minute. This means…” Margaret was furious. She’d suddenly discovered she’d been played and manipulated by the shortest and most obnoxious ogre in the world. The Queen of Hearts.

      “Yes, dear Margaret.” The Queen nodded. “I knew about the invitation. I knew about the message you received.”

      “And you acted as if you didn’t know about the message? Why?”

      “You’ll understand soon enough.” The Queen stuck out her tongue like child.

      “But you’re not the messenger,” Margaret contemplated.

      “No, I’m not. I’m just a helping hand. Don’t worry, Duchess,” the Queen said. “Something horribly beautiful is going to happen today. Just remember, I’m smarter than you. In fact, I’m smarter than all of you! And by the way, I was just bluffing when I told the police we’re going to barge in. I just wanted Alice to come out and get shot!”
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      “I’m going to face them outside and tell them we’ve been framed!” I say, turning around, ready to face death itself.

      “No one’s going to believe you, Alice,” the Pillar says behind me.

      I dismiss his words and walk on through the corridor.

      “He is right,” Tom says. “No one’s going to believe you.”

      “We have to stand up and face them.” I stop and turn back. Tom, the Pillar, the March, and the Mushroomers are staring back at me. A variation of different stares. But one thing is similar. They look up to me as if I’m the leader who has to find a solution. “We can’t let Black Chess rule the world, posing as if they’re the world’s savior.”

      “It’s too late for that,” the Pillar says. “This isn’t a yesterday’s plan. This has been going on for two hundred years. Black Chess is everywhere. In every industry. In every authority. The masses are brain washed. No argument can change that.”

      “You’re the last one to tell me this,” I say. “You’ve convinced me we can do it. You made me believe I can save lives. So stop the hypocrisy.”

      “I meant every word I said,” he says. “But just be real about it. The world has been suffering from so many terrorist attacks in the past few years. The public is hungry to find who is responsible. Hungry for justice. We’re the scapegoats now.”

      “Then what should we do?” the March asks, worried like a four-year-old.

      “Anything but go outside and talk to them,” the Pillar says, but then falls into a thinking silence for a moment.

      I let the silence fill the room. Let it slow down the anger. When in anger everything is confusion. All actions executed in confusion end up being mistakes. The silence stops time. Time heals — partially. But it helps make us think. The Pillar is a master of such moments. I swear I will kill him eventually, but it’s a good idea to have his deception on my side for now.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask him.

      “It has just occurred to me that part of their plan is to lure us outside,” he explains. “The fake threat, claiming they’d barge in, was a game. They wanted us to give in and go out.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s hard to tell. This whole situation is bonkers, but maybe they want to shoot us in public and pose as heroes in the public eye. Maybe something else.”

      “Then my idea of confronting them wasn’t that bad.”

      “You could be right, Alice. But…”

      “What is it, Pillar? We only have five hours left.”

      “I think I have a better idea.”

      “You think?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Okay. I have a better idea.”

      “Speak up. And it better be good.”

      “I know someone who can crawl into the small space of the hole.”

      “That’s hard to believe. The hole is too small. Besides, what good will come out of it? We can’t fit anyways.”

      “I’m sure the asylum is full of secret tunnels none of us, or anyone else, have discovered. Somewhere in these tunnels there must be a wall leading to a usable tunnel. All we have to do is bring the wall down.”

      “Why are you so sure?”

      “History. It’s a given fact that the Radcliffe Asylum was surrounded with tunnels in the time of war. Escape tunnels, now buried in the rubble of time and neglect.”

      “We could punch through every wall, starting now,” a Mushroomer suggests.

      “That would take forever,” Mr. Tom Pessimistic Truckle comments.

      “If we get someone with a tiny figure to crawl through, they could find a way and guide us. We could use Tom’s walkie-talkies to communicate.”

      “How do you know I have walkie-talkies?” Tom says.

      “You’re an eighties guy. I searched your office, but that’s not the point,” the Pillar says.

      “It’s not the point indeed.” I step forward. “The point is, who do you think can crawl in that small space?”

      The Pillar shrugs. “Someone I should not introduce, but I have no choice.”

      “Who?”

      “A girl.”

      “A girl?”

      “A little girl who once was the sixth member of the Inklings.”
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        Outside the Asylum

      

      

      

      The Queen’s gloating had been spoiled with a knock on her window. She rolled it down a fraction of an inch. An Interpol officer bobbed his head and informed her through the tiny opening that they needed her to kindly step outside. Rolling down the window further, the Queen spat on him and humiliated him for a while, but finally gave in, realizing that something unexpected had happened.

      Something that seemed like a devious twist in a well-planned script.

      “What?” She burped in the face of the officer standing in front of the asylum. “Who wants to talk to us?”

      “Carter Pillar.”

      “Why? He is a terrorist and will die in a few hours.”

      “He is offering a solution out of this situation.”

      “Solution?” she roared. “As if we’re not the ones with the upper hand now.”

      The officer leaned closer, whispering. “In the public’s eye we can’t deny him that, or we’d be crucified.”

      The Queen fidgeted in her place. “What does the Pillar want?”

      “He sent us a Mushroomer asking for a phone with a signal and a camera. We sent him one. He is going to appear on national TV in a moment.”

      The Queen sighed and crossed her arms, watching the Pillar show up on TV. He sat on Tom Truckle’s desk in the asylum with a paper in his hand. He looked tired, with a few blood stains on his blue suit.

      “Do I look good?” the Pillar asked the camera man.

      “Good.”

      “Does my hat look good?”

      “Good.”

      “Do you look good, camera man?”

      A few Mushroomers laughed. The Queen was getting impatient.

      “People of Britain,” the Pillar began. “People of the world.”

      “Who does he think he is?” the Queen mumbled. “A king or a queen?”

      “My name is Carter Pillar,” he said, facing the camera. “I’m the leader of the most organized terrorist group in the world.”

      The Queen grinned with satisfaction.

      “I’ve done really bad things.”

      Her grin widened.

      “But you will not catch me. Not because I will escape justice, but because I’m mad. I flew over the cuckoo’s nest a long time ago and my mind never came back. According to the law, you can’t punish a mad person.”

      The Queen scratched her temples, wondering what the Pillar was up to.

      “However, this isn’t the purpose of my speech,” the Pillar said. “I’m offering to turn myself in. I mean, if the police shot me, it would be unfair, because I have answers to all of your questions. The reason for our atrocious and inhumane attacks in the past years that you, the public, will want to hear.”

      “This doesn’t look good,” the Queen commented. “What are you up to, Pillar?”

      “But I will only turn myself in in exchange for a little girl who is also a terrorist,” the Pillar said. “I will hand her information to your messengers. Hand her over and I will be yours. This is the Pillar, the most wanted saxophonist — I mean terrorist — in the world. Over and out, happy days, chocolate and madness to y’all.”
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      The Queen of Hearts was contemplating the Pillar’s offer when the call came in. Checking her personal phone, she saw it was Mr. Jay. She had to pretend it was her mum and that she needed privacy. No one even wondered how old the Queen of England’s mum would be, and if she could possibly be still alive.

      “Hello?” the Queen said, alone in a side alley with a few of her guards on the corner of the street.

      “Are you considering the Pillar’s offer?” Mr. Jay asked in his low and hollow voice.

      “I need to think about it, though I wouldn’t want to hand the girl over.”

      “The little girl is of no threat. She is an Inkling. Always was. I say she should die with the rest inside.”

      “I wouldn’t trust the Pillar.”

      “Neither would I, but what can he do? They are squeezed inside the asylum. None of his tricks will work.”

      “If you say so,” the Queen said. “But I’d ask the exchange to be between Alice and the little girl.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve tempted Jack to kill her if we could bring her outside.” She snickered with mirth.

      Mr. Jay sounded as if pleased with the idea, though the sound he made to express that would scare an infant and suck it to its mother’s womb.

      “What do you think, Mr. Jay? Let’s ask for Alice and watch the boy she loves kill her in plain sight.”

      “What would be the reason for him killing her? The public doesn’t recognize Jack as an authority. Even if they think she is a terrorist, he doesn’t have the right to kill her.”

      “I’ll make sure I’ll introduce Jack as one of my guards to the police. He will have a license to kill Alice then. And then I’ll make up another story of him being a traitor.”

      “Ah, you’re disposing of Jack as well.”

      “Two Inklings with one stone.”

      “I thought you wanted to use Jack’s talent on our side?”

      “That was before today’s situation. Let’s really get rid of every Inkling today. We owe it to ourselves. They’ve been dragging us back for too long.”

      Mr. Jay remained silent for a while. He always did that when thinking things over. The Queen waited. In her mind, she contemplated asking him about the Six Keys. Why they had suddenly given up on the idea. But she assumed the Cheshire’s trip to the future had something to do with it. He’d once been in Jack’s mind, and Mr. Jay wouldn’t let her kill Jack if he still needed him for the location of the Keys. The Six Keys’ location were definitely in the Cheshire’s mind. Which reminded her: she’d not seen the Cheshire for some time. Where could that devious cat be now?

      “I think we better get the Pillar out,” Mr. Jay interrupted his own silence.

      “Why so?”

      “First of all, I want to see him die in public. I’d like to see him on his knees while the police bury him under their bullets.”

      “And his fourteen lives?”

      “Don’t worry. Interpol was provided with Bandersnatch bullets. I took care of it.”

      “Brilliant, but why else would you prefer the Pillar coming out?”

      “Because of Alice.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Alice is always stronger with the Pillar by her side,” Mr. Jay said. “Killing the Pillar will weaken her, no matter how much she knows about him or how much she thinks she hates him.”

      “He’s been a great asset to her, I admit.” The Queen thought it over. “As you wish, Mr. Jay. The Pillar it is.”

      “One last thing,” Mr. Jay said. “Give him a chance to make a fool of himself when he gets out. Let him speak and babble. I’d like to have a good laugh before he dies. Then, once it’s enough, make something up and shoot him. Just scream and tell the police he has a gun or something. They will take care of it.” He let out a long sigh. “That will be some nasty show broadcasted worldwide. I love it.”
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        The Radcliffe Asylum

      

      

      

      I watch the Pillar being pushed by the Mushroomers in his new wheelchair. He’d decided against limping his way out to the crowd. The loon still has his pride by his side. Ten Mushroomers volunteer to assist him, though they know they will get caught. I’m done arguing with them. They love him in ways I can’t understand.

      “Maybe you’re not destined to kill me, Alice.” He smirks, passing me by.

      “Don’t underestimate the Queen outside. They’ll probably shoot you in public to please the masses.”

      “It still won’t be you.” He winks and begins rolling himself.

      I stop the wheel chair with a grip of steel, bend over and glare at him. “If they don’t kill you, Pillar, don’t think I won’t.”

      “That’s if you make it outside without me.”

      “Don’t overestimate yourself. I am a big girl. I can save my ass all alone.”

      He smiles, as if my words flatter him, as if he is encouraging me. I don’t get it. It drives me mad, so I let him wheel himself ahead and only follow in the Mushroomers footsteps.

      “I haven’t killed your family, Alice,” he says on his way out.

      I don’t reply. I don’t believe him. If I give into his lies, I’ll end up believing him. Everything points to him killing them. He’d admitted he was Him, the mysterious man I assisted in Wonderland earlier.

      Tom Truckle stops him by the main door, though. “I need to know if this girl isn’t another trick of yours. I need to know she can help us.”

      I’m anticipating the Pillar’s reply, as I’ve been curious to know about the little girl from the Inklings’ vision for so long. I only didn’t inquire about her to avoid having more conversation with the man who killed my family.

      “The girl isn’t a trick,” the Pillar says. “She is tiny, slim, and small. She is a child. She can do it.”

      “I’m still uncomfortable with sending a child down there,” the March protests, and I support him by hugging him close.

      “She is an unusual child,” the Pillar says. “She can do a lot. She was once an Inkling. Ask yourself why Lewis brought a little girl along on his team. She is special.”

      “Why haven’t we heard about her before if she traveled over to our world?” I ask from the back.

      “All will be explained in time, Alice,” the Pillar says over his shoulder. “The same way you will fully understand my grand plan.”

      “So, we just let her take over and send her through the crawl space?” Tom rubs his chin.

      “Yes.” The Pillar wheels himself closer to him. “And since I may never see you again Tom, easy on the pills. Try M&M’s for a while.”

      I watch Tom wince and make room for the Pillar to pass. This is the moment when I see the Pillar has covered his legs with a thick blanket. I wonder if he’s stolen something from the asylum and taken it with him. Then, I realize the Mushroomers are all covered in blankets as well. I could understand their reason, since their pajamas are all tattered and holed.

      When I attempt to ask the Pillar, the double door to the asylum slides open. The sun is low outside. It’s afternoon. The scene of the police waiting is intimidating.

      This really looks like war.
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      “I’d say you should step forward a little, Alice,” the Pillar says over his shoulder again. “I’d like you to welcome the little girl. She will be in your care.”

      Slowly, I step forward, forcing a steady breath. I can’t imagine I’ll be seeing the girl I’ve always been curious about. I wonder if she can answer many of my questions.

      “Once last thing,” the Pillar says. “I want to point out that the faces you’ve seen in Fabiola’s vision when you first knew about the Circus don’t stay the same.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll let the girl explain it to you, but for now understand that you will not recognize her face when you see her.”

      “Now that sounds like another trick of yours.”

      “It’s not,” the Pillar says. “Just bear with me. Open your mind and don’t be stubborn. Not with this girl. She is special, like I said.”

      “But you say I will not recognize her from the vision.”

      “True, and you will understand why later. Just keep an open mind.” He rolls himself closer. I don’t panic like Tom, but I’m totally apathetic for the moment. “It’s been frabjous meeting you, Alice.”

      I swallow hard. Say nothing. It’s been frabjous meeting you, Pillar, I know. But you’re such a dark and terrible man, it’d be a sin if I admitted it.

      “I hope you burn for eternity, Pillar.” The words cut like a knife out of my lips, but I manage to make him believe it.

      The Pillar nods, sincerely disappointed — or sincerely faking his disappointment. He turns to the Mushroomers. “Get ready to meet the Queen of England boys. Just don’t get close to her nuts.”

      The Pillar turns into a silhouette against the low sun outside. I watch him roll himself out into the hands of the Interpol officers. The Mushroomers behind him.

      In exchange, a little girl is tapped on the shoulder and instructed to approach me inside. Like the Pillar, she is still a silhouette with the sun in her back. I can tell from her height that she is younger than what I’ve thought of her. Somewhere between seven and ten years old. I still can’t see her face. She is really tiny. If she has skills, she’d fit through the crawlspace of the hole. I see her carrying a box and a suitcase in each hand. They’re too big for her, almost weighing her down.

      I stroll up to help her. That’s when her face shines through. That’s when I see her. When I realize she isn’t the girl I saw in Fabiola’s vision — though, I also realize I can’t quite remember the girl from that vision anymore.

      But that’s not what’s makes me stop halfway. The surprise is unexpected, but brings such joy to my heart. How can this be?

      I kneel down and open my arms for her.

      She drops her belongings and runs into mine.

      I hug her like I haven’t hugged anyone in a long time.

      “I missed you, Alice,” she whispers in my ears. “But I’ve always believed in you.”

      “I missed you, too.” I squeeze her in my arms as the doors close. “I missed you so much, Constance.”
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        Constance’s House, Oxford, a few months earlier

      

      

      

      The Chauffeur had dropped off Professor Carter Pillar — or whatever his real name is — a few blocks away from Constance’s house. At the time, the police were looking for the professor. He’d just been sentenced to a lifetime in an asylum a day before, after the court denied allegations as a serial killer and declared him insane.

      The Pillar’s plans were going well. He’d planned his access into the asylum some time ago. It was the only way he could meet Alice and make her trust him. But before he gave himself in, he needed to make sure of something. He needed a little info only one girl could provide. Constance Westmacott.

      Constance’s foster mother opened the door and welcomed Professor Pillar, who’d disguised himself as psychological analyst sent by her child’s school.

      “Is she inside?” the Pillar asked.

      “She is,” the foster mother said. “Like always, locking herself inside her room.”

      “Will she let me in?”

      “Only if you told her you believed in Alice.”

      “As in Alice from Wonderland?” The Pillar acted as if he didn’t know.

      “Yes, that Alice.” The mother sighed. “Can you believe she thinks Alice is real? The Hatter, too?”

      “She said something about the Hatter?”

      “Many things. He is her second favorite in the story. She thinks he is the one who really understands Alice.”

      “I liked Alice in Wonderland as a child, too,” the Pillar said. “Though I preferred the Caterpillar over the Hatter.”

      The woman gave the Pillar an inquisitive look. “Are you going to help Constance?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      And then the woman let him inside…

      Entering Constance’s room wasn’t much trouble. He’d knocked and told her he was the Caterpillar, the real Caterpillar, and that he’d been friends with Alice and the Hatter. Constance opened the door immediately, and though she didn’t buy into his story, she let him in, rewarding his effort.

      “You think I’m insane, too?” Constance said while she continued drawing pictures of Alice on the wall.

      The drawings were all of Alice Pleasant Wonder. In a logical world it wouldn’t have made any sense that a seven-year-old introvert would guess how the Real Alice looked.

      But Constance wasn’t a normal girl. She was the Inklings’ number six. And she knew it. But she rarely told anyone, because who’d believe her?

      “I do think you’re insane.” The Pillar sat on the only sofa in the room, legs resting over one another.

      Constance grimaced, and thought of telling him to leave.

      “But I love insane people,” the Pillar said. She smiled shyly. “Insane people are the smartest.” He leaned forward as if they were old friends with a life-long secret. “They know things that others don’t know.”

      Constance nodded eagerly, but then her faced dimmed. “But the others think they are the ones who are sane.”

      “How would the insane know they’re insane?” The Pillar waved a hand. “Don’t bother. Just believe in yourself.”

      “You know something?” She leaned forward, too. “I think you really are the Caterpillar.”

      “Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “But you told me you didn’t believe me when I was at the door.”

      “I was afraid I’d scare you away. I mean, I knew you were trying to be funny and play along. But you are the Caterpillar. Just like many other Wonderlanders I meet. They don’t know they are Wonderlanders.”

      “Hmm…” The Pillar rubbed his chin, thinking deeply. “So Wonderland is real, right?”

      “Always has been. I’ve seen you there, but you weren’t a good man.”

      “Really?” The Pillar squealed in a funny manner, so she wouldn’t fear him. “Aren’t you afraid of me then?”

      “I’m not, because you don’t remember that you were evil. You don’t even remember that you’re the Real Caterpillar.” She snickered playfully, cupping a hand on her mouth.

      “So not all Wonderlanders remember, huh?”

      “I do. But can’t find anyone else who does.” She looked sad. “I’m an Inkling.”

      “Ink-what?”

      “Inkling. We’re Lewis Carroll’s army. We used to fight the bad people.”

      “And what happened then?”

      “It’s a long story, but we were transported to this world. So were the bad guys.”

      “Then how come you remember who you are?”

      “Because I’m strong.” She flexed her right arm’s muscle in a playful way.

      “Come on,” the Pillar teased her. “You’re tiny and short. You’re only seven. You can’t be strong.”

      “You don’t understand. Lewis made me strong.”

      “How so?”

      “Okay, listen.” Constance gave it a thought, as if trying to find the right angle from which she could make him understand. It’s as if she was worried the Pillar wasn’t smart enough to get the picture. “Do you remember the photographs Lewis Carroll took of the children?”

      “Of course.”

      “Those girls were his power. Some kind of spell.”

      “Spell?”

      “Lewis knew he’d die after he’d hidden the Six Keys, and…”

      “Wait a second,” the Pillar said. “You know about the Six Keys, Constance?”

      She nodded silently, her eyes concealing the rest of what she knew.

      “Do you know where they are?”

      She shook her head.

      “Come on, Constance. You’re a terrible liar.”

      “Trust me, I don’t know. I just know that Lewis hid them, then chewed a flower that forced him to forget where he did.”

      The Pillar wasn’t convinced, but he decided he could postpone looking into the Six Keys for now. He was here for a most important question.

      “Never mind,” he said. “Tell me about the girls he photographed and the spell.”

      “Lewis knew he was dying soon, but he wanted his spirit to live on,” she began. “Through the photographs, he created a bond with life through the children’s love for him. As long as the photos survived, it was unlikely that his spirit would die in the future.”

      “That’s why he needed so many, right?”

      “Right. But later, when the Alice in Wonderland books became a bestseller, he didn’t need the pictures anymore.”

      “Why not?” the Pillar wondered.

      “Because the many children who read his books and loved them granted his spirit the ability to live on. It’s the power of love through books. A reader’s mind, when stimulated and provoked, rewards the author with such love so strong that their spirit may live forever.”

      “Understood.” The Pillar nodded. “But where do you fit in all of this?”

      “I have the spirit of every girl he photographed in me,” Constance announced proudly. “That’s why I am strong, and that’s why I look different now from when I was in Wonderland. Every few years I change my look to be like one of the girls in the photographs.”

      “Oh.” The Pillar had never heard about the spell before, but Lewis had been a man of many secrets, so he wasn’t surprised. What mattered was knowing that Constance still remembered who she was herself out of being so many girls inside one body. This made her an unusual little girl, and a strong one.

      Now, the Pillar needed to ask her the question he’d come for. He’d already guessed the answer through Constance’s behavior, but it didn’t hurt to ask.

      “Who is that girl in the pictures you’re drawing, Constance?” the Pillar asked.

      “That’s Alice.”

      “How did you remember her features so well?”

      “Because she’d been my friend back in Wonderland.”

      “But I know a girl in this life who looks just the same. You think it’s her, too?”

      “The one in the asylum?”

      Constance’s words shook him. He wondered what kind of powers Lewis had granted the little child. “Yes, that one.” The Pillar smiled.

      “She just doesn’t remember much after the accident.”

      “The bus?”

      Constance nodded eagerly.

      “Do you know what exactly happened on the bus? Do you know why she had to kill everyone on it?”

      Constance continued her nods and told the Pillar why. The Pillar listened carefully and then asked her another question. “So here is my final question, Constance, but you have to really pay attention because lives will be counting on your answer.”

      “I know what you want to ask me,” she said. “And the answer is yes, the girl in the asylum is the Real Alice.”

      The Pillar leaned back and let out a long sigh. He was finally ready to start this journey. He kissed Constance on the head and left to go to the asylum.
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        The Vatican, present day

      

      

      

      The man in the black suit watched Angelo through the keyhole in the door. Angelo had gulped down the whiskey bottle he’d given him hours ago and lost control. He’d been playing James Brown’s I Feel Good and dancing to it alone in the room.

      “This is a disaster,” the man in black told another man in black standing next to him.

      “You shouldn’t have given him the whiskey.”

      “I thought he was tense and wanted to help him ease up before his speech.”

      “What are we going to do now? The crowd is awaiting the new pope.”

      “And not just any new pope.” The man in black sighed. “The one we’ve been counting on for more than two hundred years.”

      “I’d say one of us acts as if we’re Angelo.”

      “No. It has to be Angelo. This is a prophecy. It has to be him.”

      “So you want the new pope to do a James Brown number to the masses? Good luck with that.”

      “I’m not sure what to do. Maybe wait a little.”

      “Until?”

      “The whiskey wears off.” The man in black sighed again. “We have no other choice. We have to be patient. Today is a day that will be remembered all throughout history.”
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        The Radcliffe Asylum

      

      

      

      I’m baffled listening to Constance telling me about who she is and about her powers. It’s not quite clear to me how she is the embodiment of every girl Lewis has ever photographed, but it’s something I’m willing to understand later. What needs clarification is how I saw another girl in Fabiola’s vision.

      “Like I told you, it’s a trick of perception.” Constance is cute, but determined. She has a sense of unusual sarcasm to her tone, and she treats adults as if they’re stupid. “Do you even remember the face of the girl you saw in your vision?”

      “No, I don’t.” I can’t understand why yet.

      “That’s it. It’s like dreaming. Most people can’t recall the stranger’s face they encounter in their dreams. Fabiola’s vision did that to you.”

      “Then why do I remember every other face I saw?”

      “Because you’ve already known them in real life,” she says. “And because I’m not one girl. I’m all of Lewis Carroll’s girls in one.”

      “That’s odd, Constance.”

      “It is. What’s odder is that my face changes through the years. Can you imagine being seven-years-old for two hundred years?”

      “I can’t, really. But I assume Lewis had a plan for you.”

      “Of course he had. Part of it was to fly under the radar of Black Chess.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All this time they’ve known me as an Inkling. That small helpless girl who draws Alice in Wonderland images on the wall. This led them to neglect me and underestimate my powers.”

      “Which are?”

      “Coming to save you, for instance. That’s only part of the secrets I hold.” She prided herself.

      “But why didn’t you tell me when I first met you?”

      Constance’s face changed. She looks sideways and begins whispering in my ear. “I will tell you later.”

      “Why?” I whisper back, being playful and childish, which she seems not to like.

      “Don’t talk to me as if I were a child.” She sighed. “Anyway, I’m not comfortable with telling you everything now, because there is a chance we have a traitor among us. Let’s escape this place first.”

      It is my intention to insist on knowing more, but then Tom points at the TV screen. Outside the Pillar is approaching the crowd. It’s an important moment. A heavy one. The Mushroomers behind me consider him heroic by giving himself up and letting Constance in. Tom is still skeptical and thinks the Pillar may have fooled us by faking his way out of the situation.

      As for me, I don’t know what to think. But there is this ball of fire flaming in my chest. I think the only way to put it out is to either watch the Pillar die or kill him myself.
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        Outside the Asylum

      

      

      

      In the eyes of the public, the Pillar and his Mushroomers looked as insane as The Three Stooges were. With their blankets covering them like two-cent beggars, they trudged with reluctance toward the police outside, along with the rest of the crowd. The scene should have been intense — the police capturing the most wanted terrorist in the world — but it was absurdly comical at best.

      “Right now we’re witnessing a most memorable moment in history,” said the BBC reporter sent to cover the situation in the field. “It almost reminds one of Osama Bin Laden. Killa da Pilla might be worse, or, at least, the modern version of a terrorist in our age.”

      Behind her the crowd had been chained into a breath-taking silence. So intense that whispers were very audible.

      “Look at his eyes,” a woman told her friend. “Look at the hatred in his eyes.”

      “And that suit,” her friend replied. “He is a lunatic.”

      Nonchalantly, the Pillar wheeled himself forward with one hand, the other smoking a pipe. He strolled like a man who’d just woken up and was ready for his first shot of caffeine of the day. He also smiled, provocatively. Grinning at the cameras.

      “You don’t have the right to smoke. You’re a criminal,” a police officer stopped him, pointing his gun at him.

      “Oh,” the Pillar said and threw it away, only to pull out a banana from his pocket. “Nothing against peeling bananas though, right?”

      The officer hesitated. “I’m not sure. I will have to check the regulations on that.”

      “Don’t bother,” said the Pillar. “I’ll have it finished before you finish your bureaucratic check. Could you tell the Queen I want to speak to her before the police take me to jail?”

      The officer hesitated again, but the Queen had heard. With a smug look on her face she signaled for the Pillar to approach.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” The Pillar clapped his hands free and threw away the banana peel. He began wheeling himself closer.

      “Remember that all the guns are pointed at you, Pillar,” the Queen reminded him.

      “I’m as harmless as a squirrel. Don’t worry. May my fellow terrorists approach, too?”

      “Not them,” she said. “Once I hear what you have to say, they’ll be handcuffed and shipped to the worst prison in the world. As will you.”

      “I’m humbled with your generosity, Your Majesty.” The Pillar advanced more.

      The Queen knew something was off. She didn’t quite get the Pillar’s act. Why would he confess to being a terrorist? Why would he not burst out in public and tell them about Wonderland?

      But she didn’t mind. The public wouldn’t believe any of this nonsense. The public wanted a cold-served revenge.

      The Pillar stopped too close, so much so that her guards and the police tensed with their guns.

      “That’s enough,” she said. “What do you have to say to the public? Do you want to admit your crime and ask for forgiveness?”

      “I’d rather ask for a Coke and double-cheese burger with Brazilian nuts,” the Pillar said.

      The crowd booed all around.

      “You’re not winning any points here,” the Queen remarked.

      “That’s because I’m not playing this game.”

      “So we’re here to chitchat in front of the cameras? Are you seeking your fifteen minutes of fame on TV?”

      “Normally, I’d want to tell you something like: you’re a short and stocky human poop with a crown on top,” the Pillar said. “But I’m a polite guy. I wouldn’t belittle our queen.”

      “I think this discussion is over,” the Queen said. “One more insult and my guards will have the right to shoot you.”

      “But of course. So farewell, Your Majesty.” The Pillar grinned without emotion. A plastic grin of undecipherable intentions. “However, before I go I’d like to tell you something on behalf of the people of Britain.”

      “Yeah?” the Queen mocked him. “And what do the people of Britain want to say to me?”

      “One word, Your Majesty,” the Pillar said. He pulled a rifle from under the blanket he had rested on his lap, then shot her, splattering her head open like watermelon splashing down from a ten story fall. “One loud word, Your Majesty.”
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      I cup Constance’s eyes and bury her head into my chest so she doesn’t see what the Pillar just did. One of the cameras covering the situation is splashed with blood on live TV. It seems like the camera man hasn’t noticed yet and is in shock.

      The surprise is too heavy that everything seems to happen in slow motion all around. Screams and panic seem distant to my ears, even the things broadcast are blurry for a moment. In a million years I didn’t expect what the Pillar just did.

      “I want to see!” Constance pulls herself from under my arms.

      “You’re too young to see this,” I say.

      “Blood, killing? Are you serious?” Constance says. “It’s all over the news on TV all day. Most of the games I play contain worse scenes than this.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      Tom steps closer to the TV, staring in horror. Then he pops down five pills in a row. “That stupid Pillar is going to get us all killed!”

      Can’t argue with that, either.

      “Are we going to be okay, Alice?” The March falters under the pressure and longs for my hug.

      Instead, it’s Constance who pats him. “Be strong, March. You’re not a kid anymore.”

      Can’t stop admiring this little girl.

      “I think I should push the button now,” Tom says. “They will be in a rage and will want to kill us right away.”

      “Just give it some time,” I suggest. “They won’t do it right away. Wait until we understand what’s really going on.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Tom barks at me. “The Pillar just shot the Queen of England!”

      “I noticed,” I say. “But it’s not over yet.” I point at the TV. Whatever the Pillar’s plan is, he is not finished yet…
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      I watch the Mushroomers spread sideways in every direction, each of them empowered with a gun as well. They start shooting at the police, though God knows they’re lousy shooters. I wonder what the Pillar told them to do.

      The whole scene is a mess of people running in every direction. Every once in a while, a camera stops broadcasting, presumably having been kicked by the panicking crowd. The headline of the Queen being shot in the head is plastered on every news channel. It’s seriously hard to believe this is happening.

      But in all this mess, my eyes are looking for the Pillar.

      Finally, I glimpse him wheeling himself among the crowd, now covered underneath the blanket. The wheel chair is soon destroyed by the masses and he has to limp up with the rifle in his hand.

      A camera man seems to have identified him and focuses on him. I stick to that channel, wondering where he is going. He is definitely not kind to the crowd he meets as he shoots a couple of the Queen’s guards on the way.

      Where are you going, Pillar? What are you thinking?

      It crosses my mind that he is escaping. A thought that terrifies me and urges me to grip my rifle, in case I’ll have to get out and chase after him. But I see an easier path to the west side, which he hasn’t taken. The Pillar would recognize such an easy chance to get out of this. So where is he heading?

      Slowly, it seems like he is heading toward the Queen’s limousine.

      The camera shakes all of a sudden, covering the broadcast is over. But then I realize the camera man pulled it off its tripod and decided to follow the Pillar on foot. It’s like a horror footage camera movie now, where we follow the situation from inside out.

      Except this camera man is focused on the Pillar.

      The limousine’s window is half open. Margaret Kent’s head sticks out, pleading at the Pillar not to kill her. She even promises him to get his one-handed relative to win the Wimbledon Tennis Tournament, like the Pillar had asked her the first time I’d ever seen her.

      Then she pleads for her life. “Don’t kill me, Pillar,” she squeaks. “You don’t understand. I’m not really one of them.”

      The Pillar loads his rifle, kicks an annoying passerby, then aims to shoot her.

      “You’re supposed to be one of us, too!”

      “You just said you’re not one of them,” the Pillar said. “So your sentence doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It’s metaphorical. You know what I mean.”

      “Margaret Kent.” The Pillar is about to shoot her. “Prepare to die.”

      Margaret puts up the window, hiding behind it.

      “Seriously?” the Pillar muses, then glances back at the camera man, as if making sure his execution of the Duchess will be caught on TV.

      Then something happens. Another hit I’m not prepared for.

      The Pillar shoots the window open, but Margaret is still alive. Then, Lorina screams from inside, then Jack.

      My heart almost stops.

      It’s not flattering seeing Lorina in Jack’s arms, but it’s heart-stopping realizing the Pillar will shoot.

      “Stop!” I stand up in place, fully aware that none of my None Fu powers will get them to hear me, or allow me to run as fast as I can to stop the Pillar. It’s just a lame, weak attempt to numb my mind from the pain that’s about to attack me.

      “He wouldn’t shoot Jack,” the March wails behind me. “Would he?”

      I watch the Pillar aim again.

      In my darkest hour, a small hand holds mine, so tight, and so gentle. It’s Constance. I glimpse her looking up at me, horrified, sympathizing, understanding. She really does understand what’s happening to me now.

      It’s not just that the Pillar might shoot Jack, but it’s that the man who’s killed my family is about to kill… the last of my family; Jack.

      “He wouldn’t do it,” Constance tells me. “He’s not that dark of a man…”

      But her words mean nothing. The Pillar takes the shot, and I watch the car explode.
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      Angelo was buttoning his white shirt while watching the Queen’s head split open.

      “Ouch,” he said. “That’s freaking awesome.”

      The man in black’s lips tightened. Angelo was not only getting drunker by the minute, but meaner. This was going to be disastrous. The crowd outside had been waiting for too long. And now that the Queen had been killed by this Pillar terrorist, they were getting furious, demanding justice, demanding a stronger pope, one who’d stand in the face of evil and stop this terrorism all over the world.

      And even though the prophecy claimed it would be Angelo to take that stand, it seemed very unlikely at the moment.

      “Did you just see that?” Angelo aimed his forefinger as if they were guns in the wild, wild west. “Pow. Pow.”

      “That’s the Queen of England who got shot,” the man commented. “It’s exactly what you shouldn’t be happy about.”

      Angelo shrugged, tying his own tie.

      “People are expecting you to help them, to stand up for them, not cheer for the killing of the Queen of England.”

      “Sorry,” Angelo said. “It’s the whiskey.”

      “I know, but you need to sober up.”

      “I’m sober now.”

      “You’re not.”

      “Trust me, I am. Let’s talk to the people.”

      “In this white outfit with a cravat you’re wearing?”

      “What’s wrong with it? Angels wear white.”

      “But not modern trousers and a shirt. They don’t wear cravats.”

      “Now that’s something you can’t prove. Who said they don’t wear cravats?”

      “They just don’t.”

      “Would you go speak to your honorable father without dressing properly?”

      “No?” The man in black seemed confused.

      “So do angels. I bet they wear cravats when meeting God.”

      “Ah.” The man in black mopped his forehead. The situation was getting worse by the minute. “I think your speech should wait.”

      “You’re wrong.” Angelo’s demeanor suddenly changed. An evil, indecipherable look gleamed in his eyes. “I should speak to them now. Drunk, unshaven, and improbably dressed.”

      “Why is that?”

      Angelo gripped the man in black by the throat and pressed lightly. “Did you really just ask me why?”

      “I’m sorry.” The man in black choked. “But I’d really like to know why.”

      “Okay.” Angelo’s face tightened, his whiskey breath all over the man’s face. “Here is why.”

      The man in black watched as Angelo clicked his iPhone and music began to play again. This time to give an answer to the man’s question. It was James Brown singing, again: I feel good, tarararara!

      “That’s why!”
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      While Tom discusses Constance’s situation, she is about to crawl into the hole, and I am still glued to the TV.

      Scanning all the channels, I’m hoping they’d cover the situation with the limousine explosion. But the Queen’s death is taking priority. The Assassination of the Century they’re calling it now.

      The conspiracy theorist channels, however, are making fun of the death. They’re vowing to print shirts with a smoking gun on the front and the words The People of England Have Something to Say on the back.

      Still, Jack’s situation isn’t talked about.

      “Forget about it for now,” the March says to me, trying to be as gentle as possible. “If Jack’s dead, there is nothing you can do about it.”

      “Of course there is.” I fist my grip again. “I should have shot the killer in the chest when he was here.”

      “Then you’d better focus with us on trying to monitor Constance as she crawls through the hole.”

      I nod and step up to see what’s going on. In the Pillar’s cell, Tom is standing alone.

      “Where is Constance?”

      “She is inside,” Tom says. “She’s a brave girl. I gave a her a walkie-talkie and a tiny flashlight.”

      I take the walkie-talkie from him. “Constance. Can you hear me?”

      “I’m here Alice,” the poor girl coughs back.

      “You should have told me you were going before you entered.”

      “We only have three hours. It’s okay. I can do it. I’ve been trapped in a similarly tight place by the Cheshire, remember?”

      This paints a smile on my face, but puts a dagger in my heart as well. Constance was my first mission. My first love. The first hug I’d had after so many years in the asylum. Guilt is eating me up for letting her go into the hole.

      “I remember.”

      “You saved me that day,” Constance says. “Now it’s my turn to save you.”

      The March is about to cry behind me. Tom is just tapping an impatient foot on the floor.

      “I’m sure you will,” I tell her. “Is the hole getting tighter or anything? You should crawl back if that’s the case.”

      “It’s not, but there is no crawling back now, unless I manage to crawl backwards, which I can’t do.”

      “Are you breathing well?”

      “Not really, but that’s not what bothers me.”

      “Then what bothers you, Constance? Tell me, please.”

      “The shit.”

      “What?” Her vulgar language startles me at first, but then I remember she isn’t a regular seven-year-old.

      “The tunnel is turning into some sort of sewer tube. I can smell it in the distance. I see floating shit.”

      “My God.” I grit my teeth and close my eyes. “Constance. Come back. That’s an order. I don’t care if you have to crawl backwards.”

      “And then what?”

      “Just do as I say!”

      Tom interferes as usual. I need to put him on a leash or something. “Why not turn off the flashlight? That way you won’t see the shit.”

      “Tom,” Constance says. “You’re stupid.”

      The March laughs heartily at Tom.

      “Talk to me, Constance,” I demand. “Tell me you’re coming back.”

      “No, I’m not. Instead of wasting time with me, I think you should listen to the March. He told me he found new things about Patient 14.”

      My gaze shifts toward him. I tilt my head. He nods, and I am curious what he found out.

      “Are you going to be all right, Constance?”

      “I will,” she says with confidence. “It’s either shit or dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

        

      

    

    
      “What did you find out?” I ask the March.

      We’re standing in the corridor, away from Tom. I don’t want him to know. If there is an imposter among us, then he is my number one suspect. Besides, he has to keep an eye on Constance. Though I don’t trust him, I know he will do his best to help her because he wants out of here.

      “The writing on the walls still has more to deliver,” he says.

      “Like what?”

      “The Mushroomers found a part mentioning that Patient 14 possesses all the needed knowledge about the Six Keys.”

      “That’s a bit farfetched, don’t you think?”

      “It’s what’s written on the walls. It also explains why Waltraud and Ogier were torturing him and everyone else.”

      “They wanted to know the location of Keys?”

      “Exactly,” the March says. “At least that’s the reason why they tortured Patient 14. This also confirms that the writing on the wall in your cell was his, not yours.”

      “Is that all?”

      “There is one vague line that explains that only he, Patient 14, knows the Keys’ location, purpose, and that only he has all of them.”

      “That’s not quite right,” I counter back. “Lewis gave me a key.”

      “Lewis gave you the bullet Carolus wanted to use to kill him. It just happened to look like a key.”

      I grimace. Things are twisting too much in my head. “How about the key I found in my stepsister’s house? The one the Pillar fooled me to get.”

      “That was just a key you liked when you were a kid in that house,” the March says. “The Pillar played you to get it, but it’s nothing like the Six Keys.”

      “How do you know this, March?”

      “It’s all written on the walls, Alice. Patient 14 is very important. We need to know more about him. We need to know how all of this is possible and how he has the Six Keys.”

      “That’s if he isn’t just an insane patient in an asylum,” I say, unable to guess who it could be.
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      Lewis Carroll had just told Fabiola about Patient 14. How he supposedly knew about the Keys, and how Waltraud and Ogier chased him for so long. But then the conversation stopped and he wouldn’t say more.

      Instead, he insisted that Fabiola should work on finding her healing powers within her mind and so find a way to cure her wounds, so she could get up and help the Inklings.

      “It’s not that easy,” Fabiola said. “Some of my wounds have healed, but not enough to get up and fight.”

      “You have it in you, Fabiola,” Lewis insisted. “Be true to yourself. Free your mind and trust in what matters the most.”

      “Power talk won’t work on me, Lewis. I’m not a child.”

      “I know you aren’t. But my books don’t just influence children. Adults as well. Trust in your own self.”

      “Even if I do,” she said. “I haven’t made up my mind about Alice.”

      “You have to before it’s too late.”

      “It’s hard to choose.”

      “These are not times to stay in the grey, Fabiola. These are times of black and white. Black Chess and Inklings. Choose a side or drown in the current of the river in between.”

      “If you tell me about Patient 14, I will choose a side.” Fabiola was left with no other choice but to bargain.

      Lewis sat down and laced his hands. The rabbit ducked into his pocket, remaining silent as if it knew some secret and feared speaking would spoil it.

      “You once asked me what the Wonderland War is about,” Lewis began.

      “And you said ‘the most precious thing.’”

      “Indeed. I’m not going to tell you what it is about right now because you may not understand. But I’m going to tell you that the Six Keys make or break it in winning this war.”

      “That’s a given already.”

      “The Six Keys were once in my possession.”

      “I could imagine that too, though I was never sure.”

      “I’ve always thought they were safe with me.”

      “They should be.”

      Lewis raised his head and met her eyes. “That’s not quite true,” he said. “At some point I feared I would misuse them.”

      “Don’t be silly, Lewis. You? Misuse such a precious thing?”

      “Not exactly me. But my other me.”

      “Carolus?”

      He nodded. “After Alice left to join Him and Black Chess, I lost it. I began to stutter. I missed her so much. And the migraines returned. This time severe and brutal. I was changing inside. Carolus was taking over. The evil side of me. He wanted to join Alice. Black Chess. I had to fool him. I needed to find a way to hide the Keys from the other me inside.”

      “Oh, Lewis. I can’t imagine…” Fabiola stopped midway, her mind reeling with possibilities. “Did Carolus get them? Is that why he is working for the Queen of Hearts?”

      The rabbit bobbed its head out of Lewis Carroll’s pocket. “The Queen of Hearts is dead!”

      Lewis gently patted the rabbit back into his pocket. “No. The Keys aren’t with Carolus.”

      “But you seem to know who has them, right?”

      “I do,” he said, sounding embarrassed. “In a way.”

      “Another puzzle?” Fabiola chuckled.

      “I gave the Keys to someone.”

      “You did? Who?”

      “I can’t remember.”

      “Really?” Fabiola was furious. “What’s with everyone not remembering? It’s such a cliché.”

      “I had to make myself forget, deliberately.”

      “You did what?”

      “If Carolus knew about the new keeper of the Keys he would have told Black Chess.”

      “I see.”

      “I gave the Keys to someone while Carolus wasn’t present, then chewed a rare flower that helped me forget this particular memory.”

      “Oh, Lewis. That’s foolish.”

      “I know, but it seemed smart at the time.”

      “So you have no idea to whom you have given them?”

      “I don’t,” Lewis said. “But he does.” He pointed at the rabbit sticking its head out. “I’m not sure, but he claims he knows.”

      Fabiola turned to the rabbit. And without asking, the rabbit said: “Patient 14.”
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      The March Hare guides me through the many writings on the wall throughout the asylum. It’s hard to grasp the corridors within the corridors in this place. He and the Mushroomers have discovered numerous doors leading to more cells. I could ask Tom about these secret places, but I’m assuming he will lie to me for one reason or another. What matters is to know more about Patient 14. And hope one of these doors has a way out.

      “Alice?” Constance says on the walkie-talkie.

      “Yes, Constance? Are you all right?”

      “Shit really smells bad.”

      The March giggles as we search the walls. I can already see him connected with Constance. Both, in a twisted way, are children after all.

      “I know, sweetie,” I tell her. “You still can crawl back you know.”

      “Don’t talk to me as if I’m a child. I’m tens of girls in one body. I’m much older than you.”

      “Doesn’t mean you aren't a child anymore,” the March says over my shoulder, wanting to kiss the walkie-talkie.

      “I will not address you as a child,” I promise her. “Tell me, are you seeing any exits?”

      “Not yet. The problem is that I’ve come across many side tunnels and I’m not sure if I should have chosen one of them.”

      “I’d stay in the main tunnel. This guarantees you can find your way back.”

      “I’m not coming back before I save us all.”

      Boy, the girl is a superhero. She makes me look like a second-hand imposter.

      “I’ll buzz you when I find something,” she says and returns to silence.

      Behind me the March is looking for more writing on the wall. The ones we come across now are repetitive, reciting the story about Him and me. A tiny portion of me wonders if the Pillar had a reason to kill my family. It’s absurd, but I can’t explain his effect on me. His morbid and dark charm.

      Could it be that he didn’t kill them? Could it be that my family sent him to save me and he doesn’t want to expose them?

      I don’t know, but any chance of him being my father has dissolved into thin air — unless there is a major twist I can’t see coming.

      “Here,” the March says. “I found the jackpot.”

      “Really?” I kneel next to him. “What does the writing say?”

      “It actually says where the Six Keys are.” The March’s ears prick with enthusiasm.

      “That’s too easy, March. It couldn't be.”

      “It would be if it told about a certain place. This isn't so. It’s kind of a puzzle.”

      “Let me see.” I take the flashlight and point it at the wall. The writing is curvy but readable:

      Lewis Carroll had no choice but give the Six Keys away. This or his darker half, known as Carolus, would have found them. Carolus was loyal to Black Chess. He arose when Lewis had been occasionally weakened by his migraines.

      “This is too straight forward, unlike his previous writings,” I say to the March. “Are you sure this is Patient 14’s writing?”

      “It’s the same handwriting, I guarantee that.”

      I turn back and keep reading:

      Lewis had to find someone to pass the Keys to. Though I never understood why, he chose me. I’m far from being a hero, but I accepted the challenge because Lewis was in pain. I loved him and didn’t want to see him like that. I took the Keys willingly and watched him feed himself a flower that made him forget he gave them to me. He did it so Carolus would never find the Keys.

      “A complicated story, that is,” I say. “But it’s believable.”

      “Read on, Alice,” the March’s curiousness shone on his voice. “We need to know who Patient 14 is, and where we can find him.”

      I read on:

      The Keys were a burden like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Many, many years later I watched a movie called The Lord of the Rings where a hobbit named Frodo carried the same burden of a ring. I really felt for him.

      “I love The Lord of the Rings.” The March’s eyes widened. “I’d like to watch it again now.”

      “Not now, March. This is serious.” I elbow him and read on:

      There is too much that happened since, but I can’t write it on this wall. All I can say, trapped in this asylum, tortured by the evil Tweedledum and Dee, is that I came to a conclusion like Lewis’. I’ve decided to forget about the Keys.

      “That’s not good at all.” The March’s face dimmed.

      I concentrate on reading the rest:

      I didn’t need a flower to chew. In my situation, all I had to do was to give in to the warden’s torture. The Mush Room did for me what the flower did for Carroll. But now I realized I am so close to forgetting about the Keys, and I’ve managed to send Lewis a note. I did it through a Mushroomer who’d been pardoned by the court. The message was simple. ‘The Keys are with me. You gave them to me. I’m Patient 14.’

      “So Lewis did know about this all this time,” I mumble.

      “But he only knew about Patient 14. Never knew his real name or where to really find him.”

      “Since a Mushroomer passed the note on, he would have guessed Patient 14 was in the asylum.”

      “We don’t know that Lewis knew this was a Mushroomer, but anyways.” The March rubbed his chin, thinking. “Why didn’t Patient 14 just tell Lewis the whole story? Why the codes?”

      I knew why, and I pointed at the rest of the writing:

      I couldn’t bring myself to tell it to Lewis in the note. For one, I didn’t much trust this Mushroomer. Secondly, who knew in whose hand the note would end up? Thirdly, I feared that Carolus had taken over and would read the note instead of Lewis. I’m sorry I did that, but I needed to forget about the Keys. They were driving me crazy. I couldn't handle such a burden, especially when I knew what they were for. You cannot imagine what power the Keys hold.

      “I’d really like to know,” I say.

      The March nods agreeably. “Read that last part, Alice,” he says, chin on my shoulder, face like a cute bulldog. “That’s the part I was telling you about. The puzzle part.”

      I read on:

      As a last resort I’ve decided to tell you, whoever is reading this, and believes in it, where the Keys are. I’ve hidden them too, but in a place Black Chess would never find. I’ll tell you where they are. It’s sort of a puzzle. But if you’re meant to find it, you, and only you, will solve it.

      I glance at the puzzle underneath. It doesn’t make sense, and I don’t think I’m the one to solve it, but it’s the first concrete clue toward the Six Keys since I’ve learned about them. It says:

      I’ve hidden the Keys in plain sight.

      A place so bright in the dark of the night.

      Are you the one to get it right?

      I’ve hidden the Keys in a (…) of light.

      “I love it.” The March clapped his hands. “I love puzzles. All we have to do is find the missing word before of light.”
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      Mr. Jay’s face wasn’t visible in the dark, but his employees could glimpse his faint silhouette by the desk at the end of the room. They could also hear a hollow voice and the smoke that occasionally came out of whatever he smoked in there. His employees lowered their heads, narrowed their knees, and laced their hands in obedience, waiting for him to talk.

      “He killed Nutty?” Mr. Jay’s voice came from the dark.

      The employees hesitated, not sure what to say. One of them had the courage to ask, “Who’s Nutty?”

      “Nutty!” Mr. Jay said. “Nutty Peanuts Coconut Nutcracker.”

      Mr. Jay wasn’t one to crack jokes, nor did his voice imply mockery. He was dead serious. The situation was serious, too. The employees worried he’d end up burning one of them, like he always did when disappointed.

      “Who is Nutty Peanuts Coconut Nutcracker?” one of the employees asked.

      “The Queen of Hearts,” Mr. Jay roared and shot the man dead from the dark. A silencer, precise and efficient. Mr. Jay liked to kill calmly, as if saying hello to someone.

      The rest of the employees narrowed their legs even more, suppressing a whole lot of laughter. The Queen of Hearts real name was Nutty?

      “Yes, Mr. Jay,” one employee said. “Nutty—I mean the Queen of Hearts is dead.”

      “Shot in the head,” another said.

      “The Pillar shot her,” a third contributed, as if Mr. Jay hadn’t seen it on TV.

      “I want the Pillar.” Mr. Jay rapped an unseen hand on the desk. “I want no excuses. I want him alive. I want him to beg for his life. I want to burn him alive.”

      The employees promised they would find him, though none of them knew where the Pillar escaped to after shooting the Queen, Margaret, and Jack.

      “What about Alice?” one employee asked.

      “Alice will die. She can’t make it without the Pillar,” Mr. Jay said. “It’s still a mystery to me why the Pillar left without getting what he’s been after all along.”

      “Maybe he did find it, Mr. Jay.”

      “He didn’t. I know that for a fact. Today was supposed to be a new birthday for Black Chess, but the Pillar turned it into a funeral.”

      The employees exchanged worried looks again. None of them wanted Mr. Jay’s anger to spark.

      “So Black Chess’ plans failed?” an employees asked.

      “I never fail,” Mr. Jay said. “I have a Plan B.”

      “You do?”

      “I always have. I had thought this to be my last card, but it seems like I’m going to lay it out sooner than I thought.”

      “Would you mind sharing it, Mr. Jay?”

      A long silence invaded the darkness. Then Mr. Jay said, “A war is coming. One that I’ve won before it’s even begun. It’s just that none of the Inklings gets it yet.”
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      “Only two hours left, Alice,” the March said, walking back and forth. “Constance hasn’t found a way out, and we haven’t solved the puzzle.”

      “The Puzzle is too hard to solve,” I say. “Wherever Patient 14 hid the Keys, I don’t think I can find out.”

      “Somewhere in a … of light,” the March said. “What could it be? A pool of light? Beam of light? I don't know.”

      “See my point? We’re not going to spend two hours solving such a vague puzzle.”

      “Remember when he said only he or she who’s supposed to solve the puzzle can do it? Maybe it’s none of us. We need to find the one who can interpret it.”

      “Who, March? Tom Truckle? I doubt Patient 14 would tell him where the Keys are. The Mushroomers? That’d be a long shot.”

      “Constance?” the March said.

      “Unlikely, but I’ll satisfy your curiosity.” I call Constance on the walkie-talkie and ask her.

      “Not me, Alice,” she replies. “I know nothing of this.”

      “Then our lives are really in your hands, Constance,” the March tells her.

      “I hope so.”

      “Did you find anything?” I say.

      “There is this thin yellow light in the distance,” she says. “I’m not sure what it is.”

      “Are you sure it’s light?” the March says.

      “I’m not, but I’m on it. Will talk to you again soon,” Constance says and resumes her silence again.

      The March approaches me cautiously and says, “I want to say something, but I don’t want you to be mad at me.”

      “What is it?”

      “I was wondering if we’re ever going to see the Pillar again?”

      “Why? You miss him?”

      “Call me childish, but he made me laugh.”

      “It is childish, March. But you’re a child so I understand.”

      “So he is gone forever, right?”

      “Don’t count on that.” I spit on the floor. “I’ll find him wherever he is and kill him.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really!” I fire back at him. It’s the first time I’ve ever shouted at the March. My demeanor scares him enough to plaster his back and palms against the wall behind him. “What’s wrong with you? He killed my family. Didn’t you see him kill Jack, too?”

      “Calm down, Alice. You’re scaring me.”

      “Then stop asking about the Pillar,” I say and regret my anger. “Listen,” I calm down. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Anger is good, I think. It makes you do a few things right, things you wouldn't do otherwise.”

      I smile at the sudden words of wisdom, and wonder which movie or game he’d heard them in.

      “Which reminds me,” he says. “Would you want me to tell you about your real family’s names?”

      The March’s offer is something I have been thinking about all the time since I knew about them. But other than my father being the dean of Oxford University, I don’t think I can take more information now. Learning about my biological family will get me emotional and weaken me. It’s a blunt way to deal with the situation, but I’m a student of Carter Pillar, who has the guts to shoot the Queen of England in cold blood.

      “Alice!” Constance calls back.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m afraid I have bad news. The yellow light is my mind playing games on me. It’s nothing.”

      “That’s okay, Constance. You did your best.”

      “Also, I’ve reached a dead end. The tunnel widens a little, but it’s a dead end.”

      I want to tell her she did good again, but I’m frustrated, feeling the walls close in on me.

      “Listen,” the brave Constance says. “I will crawl back a little and try the side tunnels. Don’t worry guys. I will save you.”

      And before I can answer back, she cuts the connection. I feel so embarrassed not being in the tunnel doing what she is doing. I wish I could go back to yesterday and shrink to the size of a child and do it instead of her. Where is that Alice in Wonderland shrinking drink when you need one?
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      Constance was about to crawl back when she heard a faint sound behind the wall. She stopped and listened carefully.

      “Who’s there?” she demanded.

      Someone was knocking on the wall from the other side.

      “Who is there?” she demanded again.

      She listened to a muffled voice talking back, but she couldn’t make out the words.

      “What are you saying? Speak louder.” Her heart was beating fast. Whether this was a friend or a foe, it meant the tunnels ran deeper than she thought. Maybe there was a way out of this dungeon.

      “Help,” the voice on the other side said.

      Constance felt disappointed for a moment. She’d thought she’d found someone to help her, not the other way around. But she wouldn’t back away from someone who needed help.

      “Who are you?” she inquired. “Why are you in the tunnels? Where are you in the tunnels?”

      “Help…”

      “I know you need help. I don’t know how to reach you. I could if you tell me something useful.”

      “Help…”

      This time, she thought the word help preceded another word, one she couldn’t hear. What did the person on the other side want to say?

      “Help…”

      Constance realized this was going to take too long. Suddenly, she had to choose between saving someone stuck behind the wall and saving the Inklings.
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      After waiting for so many hours, the masses were shocked to see the new pope. Why so young? Why so neat? Why wearing white? Who was this guy?

      Silence fell upon the piazza, all but the sound of clicking cameras. Soon, the image of the new pope standing on the balcony would spread on social networks. Soon, people would make fun of him. That young man called Angelo.

      “Cheers!” Angelo said, waving a bottle in the air.

      Was that scotch?

      All over the world, people couldn't believe their eyes. The masses down there in the piazza continued taking pictures, mouths gaped, offended, and rubbing their eyes in case they were imagining this.

      Did the new pope just say cheers?

      “You know what this is?” Angelo pointed at the bottle, swaying a little to the right.

      No one answered him. Even those who’d end up booing couldn’t speak. This couldn't be happening.

      “This is scotch.” He pointed at the bottle, then he began talking to the bottle as if it were a person. “Scotch, meet my fans.”

      Murmurs slowly passed through the crowd.

      “And this?” Angelo pulled out an iPhone. “Is my Facebook Page. Click like, people, in the name of the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost.”

      The murmurs escalated, a tinge of anger, a tinge of unspoken tension.

      “Got Instagram, too,” Angelo said. “But Facebook bought Instagram, so there is no point in liking it too.”

      An offended man burst out in anger from the crowd. “Who are you?”

      “Where is the new pope?” an old woman shouted.

      “My name is Angelo Cardone,” Angelo spoke, resting both hands on the balcony’s edge, allowing the scotch bottle to drop and smash. “It’s more of mobster’s name, but I’m your new pope.”

      Muffled shrieks scattered across the piazza.

      “I’m not here by choice. I’m the chosen one,” he said.

      “Who the hell chose you? Get off the podium!”

      Angelo’s beady eyes blinked, his body swayed, and he almost fell over upon the crowd. “Let’s not talk about hell, not so soon.”

      Though most people insisted on him leaving, a few actually laughed at his remark.

      “Listen people,” Angelo said. “I’m not drunk.”

      The crowd began to boo louder.

      “Seriously, I’m not. I was just fooling you.” Angelo straightened up. “I was just testing you.”

      The voices lowered. More people got curious.

      “But imagine that terrorism in the world had spread so much, that a day came when a drunk terrorist stepped up and stood in the pope’s place,” Angelo said.

      The crowd began to actually listen.

      “Imagine we keep on flying white doves and answering bullets with prayers and peaceful statements,” Angelo said, his voice playful but authoritative. “Imagine we keep on forgiving the sins committed against us, and never shout back. You know what happens then?”

      Angelo suddenly had the crowd’s full attention — and the man in black standing behind him.

      “You will end up with a stranger on this balcony, probably a terrorist, imposing their ideology on us,” Angelo said, and the crowd listened. “And now, my beloved citizens, do I have your attention?”

      A low sound began to escalate into a rocking cheer that shook the earth.

      “Forget about the weaker pope before me. Forget about a pope who’d end up killed in the hands of the Chessmaster.” Angelo raised both hands in the air, like a magician with a spell that’d bind the world together. “I’m here to change that.”

      “Yeah!”

      “I’m here to stop terrorism.”

      “Yeah!”

      “I’m here to tell you how to end this mess, once and for all.”

      Riotous cheers from the crowd.

      “I’m here to kick ass!”

      This last word took the crowd by surprise. Only a few cheered back. They weren’t used to such words. To such bluntness. But it’d also touched a suppressed part in them. And ever so slowly, the crescendo of voices gathered and cheered. Like a disease, the enthusiasm for fighting fire with fire spread. All it needed was a new man, a supposed idol, to speak it out loud.

      Angelo smirked at the crowd. The man in black ferociously clapped his hands behind him. It was only a matter of hours before the world would witness a day unlike any other in the history of mankind. A day where madness would reach its zenith.

      Angelo began his speech…
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      “Help…”

      Constance couldn’t leave the man behind the wall all alone. Her soft and caring heart just couldn't do it. She’d tried her best to interpret the words but couldn’t. Finally, she’d picked up a rock and begun carving into the wall, hoping she could create a small tunnel through to the man.

      “Help…”

      “I know. I know,” she said. “You need help. I’m trying to get through to you. Be patient.”

      “Help…”

      She didn’t reply this time. This guy was insistent and borderline stupid. She still wouldn't leave without helping him.

      “Help…” The words came again but this time the second word made sense. “You.”

      Constance stopped carving. “What did you say?”

      “Help you!”

      “How? What is that supposed to mean…?” Then her eyes widened against the semi-darkness. “You want to help me?”

      “Yes!”

      “Who are you?”

      “Ude.”

      “Ude?”

      “Ude!”

      “Your name is Ude?”

      “Ude!”

      “Not again,” Constance said. “Please focus, how can you help me?”

      “Ude.”

      “I get it. Your name is Ude. I need a better description of you.”

      “Ude!”

      “Really? Okay, tell me how you plan to help me.”

      A silence came then she could make out a few words. “The opening.”

      “Which opening.”

      “Opening before…”

      She cocked her head, glimpsing a side tunnel a few meters behind her. “You want to meet me in one of the side tunnels?”

      A powerful knock came on the wall.

      “Does that knock mean yes?”

      “Yes!”

      “All right.” Constance crawled back. It was exhausting, almost impossible, but the opening wasn’t that far away. “I’m coming.”

      “Ude!”

      “Not again. Just wait for me. Could you please not say Ude again? It’s getting on my…”

      Suddenly, she found herself at the opening. Aiming the flashlight deeper in, she realized the opening widened a great deal in the distance. “How did I miss that?” She thumped her head with her fist. Constance didn’t like stupid people, and she was stupid not using the side tunnels.

      On all fours, she crawled, fast enough to risk inuring her knees and palms.

      The tunnel widened all of a sudden, and to her surprise, she could stand. It wasn't easy, as her stiff body had gotten used to her previous position. But she was curious to meet Ude.

      In the distance she saw someone in a red cloak. She couldn't see his face.

      “Ude?” She squinted.

      “Dude!” The voice came. It was from a young man, much older than her, of course.

      “Your name is Dude.” She laughed.

      “Yes.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “To help you.”

      “Why do you want to help me? How did you know about me being in the tunnels?”

      “You talk too much, Constance.”

      “And you know my name.”

      “I will tell you all about me when we find a way out for you and your friends.”

      “They’ll be happy to know that the tunnel widens here, but how are they supposed to reach this place with the narrower tunnel before?”

      “I will help you. Just stop asking questions.”

      “And how can you help me, Dude?”

      This time the Dude said nothing. He pulled out an old map, showing the architecture of the tunnels, only it was two hundred years old.
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      The World Has Gone Mad! Terror attack kills the Queen. A new Bin Laden threatens the world. An irresponsible new pope encouraging war on terror!

      

      Breaking News Update:

      

      The world is devastated by the Queen of England’s assassination by Pilla da Killa. Since her death, the world governments are on standby and in conferences all over the world. The Queen’s death, and the massacre outside the Radcliffe Asylum, leaves the world reader no choice but to take action. Terrorism has taken over our world since the appearance of the Cheshire Cat a few months back.

      What had been thought of as a serial killer who sewed girl’s mouths into grins turned out to be a prelude to the madness of terrorism we’re about to face.

      It’s not quite clear whether the Cheshire, the Muffin Man, or the Chessmaster were part of the Inklings terrorist organization, and it’s still under investigation. What the BBC has learned for sure is that the new Osama Bin Laden is called Pilla da Killa, a ruthless assassin and murderer who has brutally killed the Queen of England in plain sight.

      Attempts to catch the Pillar are being discussed. However, he has not been caught yet.

      In a wire release from an insider spy, Al Jazeera News discovered the connection to ISIS, who is only working for the Inklings. An ISIS captive has just confessed to the Pentagon that the top terrorists in the mother organization, the Inklings, are called Mushroomers.

      Mushroomers are sleeper cells who, instead of infiltrating nations under the guise of being citizens, infiltrated asylums all over the world. The plan is said to be years old. A few governments have already declared their war on madness; suggesting the destruction of every asylum on Earth.

      Tom Truckle, head operations director of the Inklings, runs the Radcliffe Asylum, which is under siege at the moment. The Radcliffe Asylum protects the highest caliber terrorists at the moment, including the infamous Professor Jittery, who’s been confined to The Hole, an underground asylum for the most dangerous terrorists in the world. Jittery, also known as the March Hare and pretending he has the mind of a child, has helped the organization hide their weapons of destruction in every landscape he has designed all over the world. He is a genius landscaper, and a prominent member of the organization.

      The British police have announced the confiscation of the Inklings Bar, a proposed meeting place for the organization. It’s being searched now for further evidence.

      The second most important member after the Pillar is a troubled nineteen-year-old orphan by the name of Alice Wonder. Two years ago she killed everyone in her class in a bus accident. CCTV has caught Alice’s presence in most of the terrorist attacks in the past months. She’s been reported to have shot poor cats in a festival in Belgium, killed the warden of a morgue in London, stuffed a bomb inside a rabbit in an attempt to execute her foster family, and most recently, helped the Chessmaster destroy the world and then kill him when she had no more use for him.

      Alice Wonder and her crew are now trapped inside the Radcliffe Asylum. Interpol has given them a deadline, after which the building will be stormed..

      Only two hours are left now — and the public is demanding quick and unapologetic justice after the Queen’s death.

      

      End of Wire Release

      

      Stay tuned for more mad news: The Vatican’s new pope is encouraging people to dance in St Peters piazza to the tune of James Brown’s I Feel Good.
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      I’m losing my mind — and my faith.

      Constance hasn’t been answering her walkie-talkie for a while. I’d die blaming myself if something happens to her, now that she is stuck in a place where none of us can reach her. Next to me, the March is trying to solve the puzzle.

      I’ve hidden the Keys in plain sight. A place so bright in the dark of the night. Are you the one to get it right? I’ve hidden the Keys in a … of light.

      “Anything yet?” I ask him.

      “No clue what it’s supposed to mean,” he says. “But something keeps happening whenever I read it.”

      “Like what?”

      “I’m having a headache.”

      “That’s because your eyes are glued to the message on the wall. You should get glasses.”

      “I’m a kid, Alice. Too soon for glasses.”

      I tilt my head, not commenting. I even wait to see if he realizes what he’s just said. The March is a child living inside an old man, but he knows it. Sure, he doesn’t act like an adult sometimes, but never before have I seen him so buried in the act. I should have noticed earlier that he wasn’t all right. Since he has been talking to Constance his inner child has been floating like an adventurous kite in the sky.

      It explains why he is really into the puzzle. It’s a game to him. I doubt that he understands the grave situation we’re in.

      “So kids don’t need glasses?” I play along.

      “Some kids do,” he says, eyes still glued to the wall. He talks to me the way kids talk to their mother while glued to a cartoon on TV. He just wants me to stop bothering him. “I don’t. My eyes have been pretty good.”

      “But you are wearing glasses, March.” I say the words with cautiousness. I need to know what’s going on.

      The March’s shoulders tighten. His hand crawls up to his face, investigating the authenticity of what I’ve just said. He seems surprised. I’m not sure what’s going on.

      “Ah,” he chuckles uncomfortably. “I think I forgot.”

      I near him, slowly. “March? What’s just happened?”

      “I think I got carried away.”

      “How?”

      “I think I let myself get transported back to yesterday, when I was someone else.”

      “When you were a kid you mean?”

      “I believe so.”

      I kneel down and stand on all fours, like an adult trying to gain’s a child’s trust. “How did it feel?”

      The March’s eyes moisten. “It feels like yesterday.”

      “No, really. How did it feel?”

      “So…” The old man before me wipes a single tear, trickling down from his right eye. He removes the glasses and feels embarrassed about it. “Awesome?”

      “Is that a question or a statement?”

      “A statement.” He nods. “I’m just afraid to admit I cherished the feeling of being transported back to my childhood, so much so I forgot that I’m an adult.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed. I think it’s frabjous.” I pat him. “Try not to lose that feeling of being a child.”

      “Really?” His eyes widen, ears prick up.

      “Really,” I say. “It’s a beautiful feeling and I want you to hang onto it. Does looking at the puzzle on the wall intensify the feeling?”

      “Oh, yes!” The child in him is talking to me. It’s a silly scene, but it’s also beautiful. An aging man with white long hair, allowing the soft light from his childhood to shine upon his old wrinkled skin. “See? If I repeat the phrase I start getting those headaches…”

      I am thinking migraines.

      “…and then, when I get the headaches, I start to feel dizzy and blurry, but then I feel… happy.”

      “Happy? That’s brilliant.”

      “But I feel happy without a reason to be happy.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed about it. Only adults are so messed up that they rationalize the need to have a reason for being happy,” I say. “What happens next?”

      “Nothing,” he says. “I’m just here with you, Alice. We’re having fun, playing, and doing nonsense. Like every other day in Wonderland.”

      “Ah.” I nod agreeably. He thinks he is in Wonderland. “Another happy day in Wonderland.”

      “Though, you look a bit too old today,” he laughs.

      “I haven’t slept for some time.” I have to play along. The writing has an effect on him, and it’s important to keep up with him.

      “Do you think we can go visit the Hatter?” the March asks eagerly.

      “Hatter?” I say. “You know where he lives?”

      The March laughs uncontrollably. “You’re funny, Alice.”

      “I am. Aren’t I?” I try to act like the Alice he has in mind. From the books, maybe. His mind is now in Wonderland. I don’t want to lose this connection, because it means, if I play along smoothly, he will remember the things he’d forgotten with the shock therapy in The Hole. The March is free right now. He doesn’t give two craps about the light bulb in his head.

      “Of course you are. Silly, too,” the March says. “You know the Hatter has no house. He lives everywhere and anywhere.”

      “Then how can we find him?” Please stay where you are March. Don’t break the connection. This might be the chance to know everything I need to know.

      “Alice!” He nudges me. “Stop teasing me. We’ve been through this before. To find the Hatter you have to look for a tea party. That’s the trick.”

      “Of course.” I nudge him back. “Was just teasing you, fool. So why not go look for the tea party?”

      “Really?” The heartbreaking glimmer shines on his old face again.

      “What else do we have to do? Let’s go.”

      The March is ready to stand up but stops half way, his face paling all of a sudden.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He starts shaking violently. “Can’t you see, Alice?”

      “See what?” I follow his gaze, but only see the cell’s wall. How I wish I could see through his eyes.

      “It’s…” He points at someone coming. Someone who isn’t there now. Someone from a very old memory. “It’s…”

      “Who? March? Who do you see?”

      “The one I fear the most. I have to hide.” He buries his head in his hands. “You need to hide as well, Alice. Hide!”

      “Hide from whom?” I shake him, fearing what I can’t see. Fearing a terrible memory. One I should not have forgotten.

      “Hide, Alice, hide. Or he will hurt us. Hurt your family. Hurt the children.”

      “Children?” I say. “Who are you so afraid of, March?”

      “Him, Alice. HIM. Who else?”
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      “I really dig him,” a teenager in a skirt, taking selfies of Angelo Cardone, told her friends. “I mean this is the coolest pope ever.”

      “I’m glad we missed the Lady Gaga concert to come see him,” her friend chirped.

      The masses in the piazza weren’t praying or visiting. They weren’t even witnessing an honorable ceremony and welcoming the new pope. They were dancing to James Brown’s music. And on the balcony above, the new pope was the star of the show.

      “Stop!” Angelo said, taking a breath, looking more like Mick Jagger for a second. “Enough with the dancing.”

      The crowd dived into a haze of silence.

      “We can always dance more later,” Angelo said as the music stopped. “Now, we have work to do.”

      The crowd listened.

      “I’m sure you all have heard about the Queen’s assassination.” He cruised the balcony like a preacher selling used bibles. “The world is sucked into madness.”

      The crowd agreed.

      “Since the arrival of those Wonderland Monsters, we can no longer live our daily lives in peace.”

      “Yeah!”

      “We can no longer sleep in peace.”

      “Yeah!”

      “We can no longer feel safe with our kids in school.”

      “Yeah!”

      “We can no longer trust our neighbors; in case they are a terrorist thinking they are from Wonderland. I mean, to hell with Wonderland!”

      “Yeah!”

      “Who are they to judge the world we live in? It’s all a scam. They aren’t from Wonderland. They have no message to pass across. They’re just killers. Psychos. They’re just mad!”

      “Mad! Mad! Mad!”

      “We want to get our lives back!”

      “Yeah!”

      “We want to have our peace back!”

      “Yeah!”

      “We want to party!”

      “Yeah!”

      “We want to have fun!”

      “Yeah!”

      “We want to drink all night!”

      The crowd was a bit reluctant. They exchanged looks. Were they supposed to admit that out loud? A conservative woman shouted, “Nah!” But the crowd heard a ‘Yeah’. People always heard what they wanted to hear.

      “Yeah!” They finally hailed.

      “We want to play games all night!”

      “Yeah!”

      “We want to be rich!”

      “Yeah!”

      “We don’t want to pay taxes!”

      “Yeah.”

      “In fact, we prefer not to work!”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’d love it if the governments just pay us for being there!”

      “Yeah.”

      Angelo stopped and stared his fans in the eyes. “And what’s stopping us.”

      “The terrorists!”

      “Here you are.” He raised his hands sideways. “Wanting so much but doing so little.”

      The crowd seemed confused.

      “But how about if I offer you a new solution?” Angelo said. “How about if I offer you a way out of your miserable lives?”

      The crowd was all ears now.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Angelo said. “I have the solution against madness. All I ask of you is to listen with an open heart.”
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      I’m about to lose the March for good, even before the police decide to barge in and kill us in less than two hours.

      He is lying on his back, shivering and kicking like a mad child. He cups his ears, trying not to listen to His voice. Then shuts his eyes tight, hoping it will snap him out of his scary Wonderland memories.

      In spite of my demanding need to enter his head and learn about my past through his memories, I end up doing the total opposite. I realize I cherish the March’s friendship too much to sacrifice anything else.

      “Calm down, March.” I grip his hand tight. “You don’t have to continue the memory. Just snap out of it.”

      “I can’t,” he screams. “It won’t leave me alone. It won’t.”

      At least he is now aware of the situation. Earlier, he’d been so immersed in it he thought it was real. “You can.” I insist. “Just open your eyes and look at me.”

      “I’m afraid to.”

      “Think of it. If Him, I mean the Pillar, is scaring you in the memory then he isn’t here in the room. In real life.”

      “What did you say?” His hands cup his ears again. It seems as if he’s affected by a loud noise from the memory.

      I pull his hands away. “Listen to me! It’s just hallucinations. You’re safe here with me.”

      “It’s a memory, not hallucinations, Alice. I’m trying to remember as much as I can.” The March tilts his head and glares at me. “And I’m not really safe with you here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” He shrugs. “You’ve done terrible things with Him.”

      “I know.” How many times do I have to apologize for my past? “But I’m not that Alice anymore. I will take care of you. Want me to hide the writing on the wall? I think it’s what’s influencing your pain.”

      The March relaxes a little. He props himself up and combs his white hair back with his hands. “Alice?”

      “Yes, March?”

      “How much time do we have left?”

      “Not sure, but it’s less than two hours.”

      “How about Constance?”

      I look at the floor. “We’ve lost contact.”

      “Poor Constance.”

      “It’s my fault. But I won’t lose hope. Maybe she’s still alive.”

      “I hope so, too,” he says. “But now that we have a little time left, I’ll have to ask you to do something terrible.”

      “What?” I grimace.

      “Listen to me.” He sounds like a child, but a saner one, full of wisdom. It’s strange. “I’m free of my memory’s influence now.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “And I haven’t seen enough.”

      “It’s okay. I was selfish asking you to remember more.”

      “No, you weren’t, because it helped me realize something. Actually, remember something, from my days in The Hole.”

      “Like what?”

      “I never lost my memories due to the shock therapy,” he says.

      My heart slows down. I have a feeling he is going to drop a bomb on me. “Then what was it?”

      “Lullaby pills,” the March says. “They fed them to me. Countless amounts. I remember thinking they were M&M’s or something. Sweetened lullaby pills.”

      “Who gave them to you?”

      “No one.”

      “You lost me. I’m not following.”

      “I gave them to me. It’s not clear why or what happened. But the memory of feeding myself the pills in The Hole attacked me while remembering Wonderland as a child. It all meshed together.”

      “I wish you knew why.”

      “I think I have an idea.” The March’s eyes show my reflection in them. Seeing myself, I remember his words: I will ask you to do something terrible.

      “What is it?”

      “I think I swallowed the pills after Black Chess installed the light bulb in my head.”

      I’m not sure how to process that. I’ve never actually considered the light bulb to be real. “What are you trying to tell me, March?”

      “I want you to access the memories in my head, Alice.” He pulls my hands near and pats them. “Please.”

      “I’m not going to allow you to read the writing on the wall again.”

      “Actually you will have to do worse,” he says. “Time is running out. I need you to dig into my head.”

      “Worse like what?”

      “Forget about the writing. I know how to get my memories back.”

      Suddenly, I think I know what he is asking me. “No,” I say firmly, without even listening.

      “Yes.” He squeezes my hands. “I may be a child inside, but my physical body is that of an old man. I don’t think I can handle the escape or whatever the police do when they enter.”

      “We could always still push the button and lock ourselves in here.”

      “Forever?” the March says. I feel like he is the adult, and I’m the child who needs convincing now. “You know you’re destined for much bigger things than a bunker for the rest of your life, Alice.”

      I’m fighting the tears. Shaking my head. “No, I won’t do it.”

      “It’s the only way. The shock therapy didn’t make me forget. It’s the opposite, if used on me, I’d remember things. That’s why they’ve used it on you too. They wanted you to remember the things they were looking for.” He stops for a breath. “If you want me to remember, Alice, you have to send me to the Mush Room and do to me what Waltraud did to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            66

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Tunnels

      

      

      

      “Do you trust this map?” Constance asked the Dude. As much as she was risking her life, and others, by trusting this stranger, she had no other choice. He’d shown her tunnels she could finally walk through instead of crawl. Besides, his red cloak showed bright enough to light the way ahead.

      “It’s an old map,” he said. “When the asylum was designed for war. The tunnels were meant for its inhabitants to escape. I’m not sure how much they’ve changed through the years.”

      “So we’re like the blind following the blind?”

      “Pretty much,” he said and seemed determined to keep on walking.

      “I’m Constance,” she called out behind him. “But you know that already. How do you know me?”

      “That’s a long story, kiddo.” He stopped at puddle of water and knelt down.

      “Don’t call me kiddo.” She knelt beside him. “I’m tens of girls in one body.”

      “That’s true. You’re brave,” he said, reaching for the water.

      Constance wished she could see his face. She was so curious about him.

      “But there is one thing wrong about you, brave girl,” he said.

      “Nothing is wrong about me.” She had her hands on her waist.

      “There is.” He scooped up the water and splashed it on her face.

      Constance froze, not from the water, but from how she considered it an insult.

      The Dude splashed her again. This time, her clothes. Again and again.

      “Stop!”

      “You smell like shit,” he said. “Of actual shit.”

      Constance’s mouth was full of water. She was soaking wet, and could not do anything before he was finished. But he was right, she’d smelled of shit from crawling into the tunnels.

      “See?” he said with a smirking voice. “You’re a pretty little mermaid now.” He stood up and walked away again, following the map.

      “I’m not little!” Constance stomped after him. “And I’m not a mermaid.”

      “From what I see, I have to kneel down to talk to you,” the Dude said, still examining his map on the walk.

      Constance had no come back for that. She was much shorter. But then she’d decided to play stubborn. “Maybe it’s you who is too tall. Pathetic.”

      She heard the Dude chuckle but couldn’t see his face. She gripped the edge of his cloak and he stopped.

      “What now?” he sighed.

      “If we’re going to be a team, I demand respect.”

      “But of course, Nancy Drew.”

      “I’m not Nancy Drew, you tall red giraffe!”

      “I’m a tall red giraffe?” The Dude seemed to lose his temper, as if he were a child too. “Do you have any idea what I did to come here and save your little ass?”

      “It’s not little ass. Just ass.”

      The Dude threw his hands up and sighed, then turned back. “You’re something. I don’t believe I came here to save you.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Just follow me and try to keep your mouth shut.”

      “I will not. I crawled in a narrow tunnel full of shit. What did you do?”

      “I haven’t done anything yet, but I might have to end up zipping your mouth with a binder. Or better yet, pull out all of your teeth, so you can grow old exponentially and finally shut up.”

      They suddenly stood before another dead end wall. The Dude crumpled the map in his hands and grunted.

      Constance laughed. “Another dead end. And you say you came here to save me. What was your plan actually?”

      “According to the map, there is a door, leading to a secret room in the asylum.”

      “So? We find the door and get back in. Brilliant!” She mirrored his grunt, even the way he stood.

      “The door leads to the room, but also leads back to another opposite door which opens into the river,” the Dude said. “It’s a short swim and we can escape from where the police never thought was possible. I just need to find the door.”
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      Dragging the March Hare to the Mush Room is sinful. Unforgivable. I’m not sure why my legs allow me to go the distance or why my head allows me the possibility.

      “What are you doing, Alice?” Tom appears out of nowhere.

      “The March thinks he can remember if exposed to the torture of shock therapy,” I reply while the March willingly lays himself on the table.

      “What a brilliant idea!” Tom mocks us. “We only have an hour and a half left. I’m contemplating whether to push the button or not, and you’re here having fun.”

      “Does that look fun to you?” I pull him from his collar and drag him to a corner against the side of the room. “I’m about to shock my best friend.”

      “Best friend, huh!” Tom is losing his temper. He too is scared with the ticking clock in the back of our heads. “All mad people are friends, I suppose.”

      “You’re a piece of…” I push him back against the wall.

      “You shouldn’t be swearing, Alice,” the March, in his child’s persona again, says.

      “That’s why I shut up.” I pat him. “Are you comfortable laying here?”

      He chuckles. “That’s a neat question. Asking a man if he’s comfortable in his grave.”

      I chuckle back in masked pain. It’s hard to understand whether the March is a man or a child sometimes. It seems like the two personas come and go. But aren’t we all both child and adult inside?

      “You will need to strap my feet and hands down, Alice,” he says.

      “How do you even know that?”

      “I’ve been shocked before. Don’t remember when, but someone was trying to get the information out of my head. When I said strap, I really mean chain. But I don’t want to freak myself out.” He stares at the ceiling like someone who’s expecting a needle in the buttocks and looks away.

      Chaining him, I see his limbs stiffen. I pat him again, but it has no effect on him. I wonder if I have the courage to sacrifice myself for a bigger cause like him.

      “Now you have to put the cap on my head. The one with the six screws,” he says, still looking up.

      Tom beats me to it and pulls it out of the wardrobe. “May I?” He makes the March wear it. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”

      The darker, messed up inner Tom surfaces. I’d once heard that some men apply to the military not to serve their country, but to scratch an itch of wanting to kill and harm others. Sometimes I wonder about people who work in asylums like Tom. Maybe they aren’t here to help, but to scratch an itch. An insane one.

      “Four of the six screws on the cap need to be turned,” the March reminds Tom. It’s something I know for a fact from the days when I’d been shocked by Waltraud. More than four screws guarantees the death of the patient. Some patients can only handle three. The screws end with electrical pads that stick to the side of the head.

      “Four screws turned,” Tom says with the enthusiasm of a psycho wearing clown’s make up, two bananas instead of devil’s horns on his head.

      I dismiss him and watch the March Hare. It’d be stupid patting him again, knowing it doesn’t make a difference. I’m admiring his solid posture, trying not to vocalize his utter fear.

      I stand right next to him, and bend over to whisper in his ear. “We can still not do this.”

      “If I die in an hour and a half, I think I’d regret not having tried this,” he says. “I once heard people’s most common regret on their death bed is not trying things.”

      I chuckle lightly. Even in his darkest hour, he is trying to make me laugh.

      “I, too, don’t want to regret anything,” Tom says. “So let me do the shock therapy.”

      “Get out!” I push Tom away. “Go wait for me to tell you if we’re going to have to push the button.”

      “But, Alice…”

      “If you don’t leave this room right now, I’m going to shock you instead of him.” I show him my Dark Alice face.

      Tom swallows hard, so much so that he can’t swallow at all. He leaves the room, his eyes glued to mine. It’s like when you gently leave the room with a lion in it; you have your eyes glued on the predator, making sure you’re safe to go.

      “Now back to you, March,” I say. “Like I said, we can still stop this.”

      The March reaches for my hands, but his fingers stop midway due to the chains. I reach for him instead. He is in a cold sweat. “I have to do it, Alice.”

      “Why? I can’t understand. Even if we dig into your mind, what memory exactly will help us get out of here?”

      “One memory.”

      “Are you sure? What memory is that?”

      “The memory of a patient who lived in this asylum and wrote on those walls. A patient who knew a big secret. Probably the whereabouts of the Six Keys. What the Wonderland War is about. And more.”

      “We’re not sure of any of this, March.”

      “I’m sure,” he insists. “I’m sure that Patient 14 knows something big and that we need to find him.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      The March’s frightened eyes stare back at me. “I have an inescapable feeling inside of me.”

      “What feeling?”

      Again, he tries to crane his neck closer but the cap with the screws stops him halfway. He whispers, “That I’ve met Patient 14 in The Hole.”
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      The new pope is about to turn the tables of politics upside down!

      

      Angelo Cardone, the new and youngest, pope to date, has an eccentric and unmatched personality. Other than allowing music in his speech and speaking like a ten-year old, Cardone is suggesting new ways to face terrorism.

      Unconventional, unacceptable, and borderline insane ways.

      The problem is that the crowd likes him — in other words, they ‘dig’ him.

      All over the world, fans of Cardone have expressed their support for his ideas. After the Queen’s sudden assassination by the ruthless Pillar, many citizens have sought a clear and blunt revenge on the war on terror. Within minutes of Cardone’s speech at the Vatican, people all over the world have declared their loyalty to him. This is a one of a kind and unprecedented incident. From Zimbabwe to Mexico, followers are gathered on social networks ready to hear more from him. In fact, they’re ready to do what he wants.

      Authorities and governments are increasingly worried by what’s happening, but it seems like they have little to contribute at the moment. The Queen’s blood is still fresh and the world governments are debating a swift solution. They’ve been in meetings for hours, discussing the situation at the Radcliffe Asylum, and what to do about it.

      So far, the verdict is to attack the asylum within an hour and a half, unless the meetings result in a different point of view.

      As for Angelo Cardone, he has just declared he has a solution for people to take their lives back. He has proposed the most preposterous and concerning so-called solution ever.

      A new religion. One he claims stems from an imaginary Wonderland and has been discreetly followed by some for two hundred years.

      Stay tuned for more — until then, you could buy our new Angelo Cardone toy figures for your kids to fight evil. They’re cheaper and better looking than your average Star Wars puppets.

      The world has gone mad — End of Wire Release.
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      “Do you even know what you’re doing now?” Constance was fed up with following the Dude everywhere. She wasn’t used to following anyone, except Alice.

      “I admit I’m lost, but what else can we do? Time is scant,” the Dude said.

      “How about we split up?”

      “You’re getting on my nerves, Constance, but I’ve been instructed to save you as well. I can’t risk losing you.”

      “Really? So why are you doing this?”

      “I said we’ll talk about it later.”

      “Then tell me why you call yourself the Dude?”

      “Later.”

      “Why are you dressed in a red cloak like Reds?”

      “Later.”

      “Are you one of them?”

      “Urgh, later.”

      “Who do you mean by us you came to save?”

      “Mainly Alice and the March. You came in the equation later. And, of course, as many Mushroomers as I can.”

      “And Tom Truckle?”

      “I wasn’t instructed to save him.”

      “If you wanted to save everyone, why not arrive earlier?”

      “I was busy.”

      “Busy doing what? Getting dressed for the party? Does it take you a long time to put on that dress and hide your face?” She laughed.

      “Make up sucks,” he joked. “All this preparation trying to look good and my date doesn’t appreciate my looks.”

      “Your date.”

      “That happens to be you.” He detoured into a side tunnel, wondering if it would lead anywhere.

      Constance’s eyes widened. “If we’re dating, then I’m the unluckiest girl in the world.”

      “In tunnels you mean.” He walked back. Another dead end. “How do you even understand what dating means?”

      “Told you. I’m tens of girls in one body.”

      “But I thought all the girls Lewis photographed were children?”

      “It’s more complicated than you think. I know a lot,” she said, now it was her turn to choose another side tunnel. “I’m surprised how you and I are getting along, though.”

      “We’re getting along?” the Dude said.

      “Here, follow me. This tunnel looks like it could lead somewhere.”

      “As you wish,” the Dude said.

      “See? We’re getting along.” She snickered. “But seriously, I’m not good with strangers. Not after the Cheshire kidnapped me by offering cookies to me, once.”

      “I heard.”

      “You know about that too?”

      “It’s more complicated than you think. I know a lot.”

      “Nice one.” She smiled.

      Then they both stopped. Something showed in the distance. A door? They weren’t sure. They had to investigate. The problem was that a steep fissure cut the though the floor. It led to total darkness.

      “We’re going to have to cross over somehow,” the Dude said.

      “Can you?” Constance folded her arms.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Oh, yeah? I thought this cloak made you something like Superman.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. I guess this relationship isn’t going to work.”
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      Tears trickle down my cheeks as I shock the March. Every time I want to stop, he insists that I have to keep going. Then, when I totally stop, he tells me he remembered something and that I should continue. After a couple of times, I asked him what he remembered, he said he lied to me to get going.

      “I can’t do this,” I say.

      “You can’t stop now or all this pain you’ve caused me will be in vain,” he says.

      I hate this insane logic. I hate this. I feel like I’m torturing a child. And it’s not like I don’t know how it feels. I’ve been mushed long enough to understand. How can I be doing this to someone else?

      “Tell me the truth, March?” I demand. “Why are we doing this?”

      “I told you, I met Patient 14 in The Hole.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s a blurry memory, but I believe it’s him.”

      “What does he look like? What did he tell you?”

      “That’s why I need shock therapy. Do it, Alice.”

      I’m hesitant. The world is closing down on us. “Not unless you tell me more. I feel that you know more.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You’re lying. I hate to tell you this, but in the cell with writing on the wall you had a memory back in Wonderland. What was that all about?”

      “Forget it, Alice. Let’s focus on Patient 14.”

      “I want to know about your brief Wonderland memory. I want to know about the Hatter.”

      “He is just a cool dude who I loved so much.”

      “No, you’re lying again. Why were you looking for him?”

      “To attend one of his mad tea parties. You don’t need to know anything about him. I’ve never met him in this world. He never left Wonderland.”

      “March, I’ve once seen the Hatter in a restaurant where Elton John was playing,” I tell him. “I was talking to Jack and the Pillar came along, too.”

      “This can’t be.”

      “I’m telling you.”

      “Did he tell you he was the Hatter?”

      “No, but someone had pointed it out. I’m not remembering clearly.”

      “That’s because not everything that’s happening to you is real, Alice,” the March says bluntly, now weakened by the therapy.

      “Are you saying I’m really imagining things?” I feel like something is stuck in my throat.

      “Some things. Not all. Us, now, it’s all real.”

      I move closer to his face, unable to stop crying. What have I done to him by shocking him? “You’re still not telling me the whole truth, March. You’re distracting me with talking about the Hatter. It’s the Pillar you’ve seen in the memory.”

      The March doesn’t reply.

      “It’s the Pillar, isn’t it?”

      Nothing.

      “Why are you hiding this from me? You saw the Pillar in Wonderland. You were so afraid of him. You said he killed children. Why are you keeping this part from me?”

      “If I tell you will you continue the therapy?” The March stares into my eyes.

      “This isn’t the right time to bargain.”

      “It is, Alice. The prices and stakes are high. Things are coming to an end and we have to deal with the consequences of knowing the truth.”

      “I know the truth. Part of it at least. The part that deals with the Pillar. He killed my family and I tried to avenge them by foolishly joining him and Black Chess. I walked into the beast’s den, thinking I could outsmart him, but he fooled me and outsmarted the heck out of me. And now, after all these years, the beast played the same game with me. He came to me, offered his help, offered to join me, convinced me I could save lives. And I believed him, only he wanted something else. Something I’m assuming is the Keys.”

      “I know it’s me who told you about your family being killed, but I was wrong.” The March coughs… blood.

      “What?”

      “I wasn’t wrong about your family being killed. At least, that is what the writing and my memory in the cell proved.”

      “Then what were you wrong about?”

      “I was wrong about assuming the Pillar is Him.”
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      “A new religion is like a new car,” Angelo spoke to the masses. “It’s shiny and comfortable, but most of all it will get you where you wanted to go but never could with your older one.”

      None of the crowd understood Angelo. They’d been fascinated by his demeanor and strength to speak out what they’d kept silent in their hearts. But once he began talking about a new religion things got confusing and boring.

      “I’m going to give you all something that will strengthen your hearts and minds,” he said. “And most of all, turn you into superheroes. Forget about Ironman and the Hulk. You have a stronger hero inside all of you.”

      People continued to listen.

      “I will help you release that hero!” Angelo was theatrical as usual, as if acting in a Broadway play about Caesar. “How you may ask? Here is how. With the power of all.”

      Some of the crowd tiptoed. He’d begun to strike a nerve.

      “One fist is weak and mortal, but many thousands and millions are fists of steel,” Angelo said. “If you unite, we’ll kill the enemy. Who’s the enemy? They call themselves Wonderlanders. They think they’ve been reincarnated in our world. They’re mad. I know I’ve said this before, but I’m trying to reinforce a point.”

      The man in black behind Angelo listened keenly, though he, too, was confused.

      “By now I’m told that people all over the world are following me,” Angelo said. “By now, I know we’re many and that we’ll fight. We don’t need governments. We don’t need rules. You know why?”

      “Why?” a few reluctant people in the crowd asked.

      “Because from today on, we’re the government. We are the rules!”

      The crowd cheered again. The promises were high but the price hadn’t been told to them yet. They were ready to listen to Angelo.

      An old woman told her friend. “I really like Him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            72

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Mush Room

      

      

      

      “Are you telling me the Pillar isn’t Him?” I say.

      “Not who I saw in the memory,” the March says. “I was embarrassed to tell you because it had been me who assumed it was Him.”

      “But he admitted it.”

      “I heard him, too. But thinking about it now, I have a theory.”

      He sounds too exhausted to talk. I might lose him any second now.

      “What theory?”

      “I think the Pillar admitted it so you wouldn’t know about your family’s death. If you replay the conversation in your head, you’d remember knowing it’s Him whom you joined that was a subject of its own.”

      “You’re right.” I remember. “What happened to my family came later when you read the writing on the wall about Him killing them.”

      “I assumed it was the Pillar because he’d confessed earlier.”

      “But why would he go the distance to confess?”

      “Like I said, he thought he’d do it to end the conversation and you could focus on escaping. He’d been played and ambushed into the asylum like us. He wanted to get over with the conversation so he could find out who ambushed us.”

      “It seems plausible. He kept wanting to find a way out from here.”

      “So much so that he exposed Constance,” the March said. “I don’t think that it was an easy thing to do. If he’d kept Constance’s secret for so long, why expose it now?”

      “Unless he couldn’t think of anyone else crawling into the tunnels,” I lament. “So he wasn’t faking it. The tunnels had really been tampered with somehow?”

      “Though it’s hard to figure out how…” He coughs again. I hold his head. “It seems like it.”

      “But why was he so cruel about it? He not only told me he was Him, but that he’d known from day one and played me.”

      “The Pillar is unlike us. He can take a few insults. He wanted you out, and didn’t care if you hate him until then. It’s not the first time he’s done it.”

      “But I shot him.”

      “He must be grateful it was only his leg.”

      “God,” I say. “I shot him. I was about to kill him. I thought the future prophecy was right.”

      “I thought so, too, to be honest,” the March says. I wipe the blood from his mouth. “If I hadn’t rushed to the conclusion about Him killing your family things would have changed.”

      “Don’t blame yourself, March. You had no choice. The Pillar shouldn’t have lied, though, according to you, he had good intentions. Is that why you feel so guilty and made me mush your head?”

      “I’d do anything for you, Alice. You gave me a happy childhood.”

      “God.” I hold his head gently as far the chains allow. “You’re the best person I’ve met in this insane world. You shouldn’t have felt guilty.”

      “On the bright side, the Pillar wouldn’t have shot the Queen if I hadn’t come to a wrong conclusion.”

      I smile and nod. Part of me embarrassed by feeling good about the Pillar shooting the Queen. Another part feeling guilty that the solutions to our daily problems have been stained with blood.

      “The Pillar really didn’t want you to suffer, I think,” the March says. “I don’t know what he wants with you, but he really didn’t want you to know He killed your family.”

      “Which brings us to the next question.” I look him straight in the eyes, though he has tremendous trouble keeping them from twitching. “Who is Him?”

      “I know the one I saw in the memory.”

      “Which I’m assuming is the real Him. The one who I’ve sacrificed my adolescence for by joining Black Chess.”

      “See?” the March says. “You said yourself.”

      “What did I say?”

      “Black Chess.”

      “Meaning?” I squint.

      “Who’d you think you’d join if you sought Black Chess’ trust?” he says. “Who is the devil of devils? Who is He we know nothing about but knows all about us?”

      The shriek is so loud and strong I feel my heart is diagonally sliced open. The answer has been so clear all this time. Who is He who’d been messing with my head in the psychiatrist room? Who is he who is the highest member in Black Chess?

      “Mr. Jay,” I say.

      The March nods and begs me to continue the therapy to know more.
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      “I don’t care what your excuse is for not finding the Pillar until now,” Mr. Jay said from his dark desk. His words were followed but a number of bullets, dropping most of his men dead. “I want results.”

      “The world is going crazy right now,” one of his men says. “It’s not easy to find a sneaky man like him.”

      “The problem is that in the end I am sure he will be hiding in plain sight,” Mr. Jay said. “That’s what the Pillar does. He plays on the naivety and superficial expectation of stupid people like you.”

      “We’re sorry,” one said.

      Mr. Jay shot him, too. “I hate that word.”

      None of them spoke, in case he hated other words as well.

      “How much time is left before the deadline?” he asked.

      “One hour.”

      “Did the world governments reach a different verdict?”

      “Unlikely. We think they’d prefer to have everyone in the asylum dead. That should please the masses,” one of his men dared speak. “Especially with the mad new pope encouraging war in the Vatican. It’d be easier executing those in the asylum than starting a world war three encouraged by a man everyone suddenly trusts.”

      “Leave Angelo to me.” Mr. Jay’s voice was indecipherable. “Do we still have some of our men in the police force at the asylum?”

      “Most of them died in the clash after the Pillar killed the Queen, but we still have a couple.”

      “Authorities?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Good.” A wiry smoke ring swirled into the room, as if from a pipe or a hookah. Mr. Jay usually smoked when he was feeling good, or was about to say something that’d make him feel good. “Tell our man in the police force to order nuking the asylum.”

      “Nuking the asylum?”

      “You heard right.”

      “But that’s too much…”

      Mr. Jay shot him.

      Silence was suddenly draped like a dead man’s coffin onto the room.

      “Nuke the asylum,” Mr. Jay repeated. “Margaret will take care of the Parliament’s paperwork.”

      “Margaret Kent is dead. She died in the limousine’s explosion along with Jack Diamonds and Lorina, Alice’s stepsister.”

      “As if Margaret was my only hand in Parliament,” Mr. Jay puffed. “I’ll take care of it. Just order the nukes. I don’t care where they get them, or who is involved, or who this upsets. Nuke the asylum.”

      “Can I ask why it’s important to nuke when we could just shoot them inside?” a reluctant member asked. “And please don’t shoot me. It’s just a question.”

      “We have to nuke the asylum so I make sure everyone’s dead, including Alice.”

      “But the Pillar is outside.”

      “That’s what you think,” Mr. Jay said. “Knowing him as long as I have, I’d go with him having sneaked back in, maybe disguised in a suit or something. Just do as I say.”

      “And how about Fabiola? She is the only Inkling outside.”

      “Fabiola is in the hospital. Send someone to kill her while she is weak. Make it look like she died from injury complications. Anything else?”

      “No, thank you, sir,” the man said.

      “Good.” Mr. Jay shot another couple men. The piling bodies on his carpet pleased him and reminded him of the beautiful day of killing Alice’s family in Wonderland.
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      “I’ll have to get on your back.” Constance suggested. “I’m short and can’t jump over the fissure. You’re taller. You can.”

      “And finally someone has admitted that being short sucks,” the Dude mused.

      “I have my shortcomings.” Constance tilted her head, embarrassed to admit.

      “That’s a start in our relationship. We might get somewhere then. Hop on.”

      “Over the cloak?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I thought the cloak makes you fly,” she teased.

      “We’re not flying. We’re jumping.”

      “Are you a good jumper?”

      “If I take enough steps back, I think I could.”

      “I’m afraid if you take too many steps back you’d jump too far and we’d end up hitting the door, then fall unconscious.”

      “That’s a farfetched scenario.”

      “Wonderlastic scenario to be precise,” she said. “You know about Wonderlastic logic?”

      “You mean nonsense.”

      “It’s a logic.”

      “Nonsense isn’t a logic.”

      “It is. It makes sense if you give it a try.”

      “It’s called non-sense, meaning ‘no sense’ so it doesn’t make sense. Hop on.”

      “Not yet.”

      “What now?”

      “Alice knows an art called None Fu. Do you practice it?”

      “I do.”

      “Where did you learn it?”

      “On YouTube.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Of course I’m kidding. Now hop on. We’re wasting time.”

      “One last thing,” Constance demands. “Show me your face.”

      “What?”

      “How else will I know you’re not from Black Chess.”

      “I’m not from Black Chess.”

      “And I’m not a Vulcan with long ears named Spock. As if swearing was that easy?”

      “How do you even know about Spock? You’re too young.”

      “We’re not going to talk about that again. Now, show me your face.”

      “I will not.”

      “You will. Something is off about you.”

      “I thought we were getting along.”

      “That’s exactly what’s off about you. I feel like I know you.”

      “You just met me.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it. I know you from before. Who are you?”

      “The Dude.”

      “Stop it,” she said. “You’re lying.”

      The Dude sighed. “How many times will I have to remind you that we don’t have enough time left? We’re not even sure this is the door we seek.”

      “Show me your face or I won’t…”

      Suddenly, the tunnels shook. A low drone rumbled underneath them. They both turned to look behind them.

      “Something is coming,” the Dude panicked. “Hop on before it’s too late.”

      “What can it be?” Constance questioned while she crawled onto his back and hung on.

      “Whatever it is. We need to jump. I’ll count to three.”

      “One…

      “Wait.”

      “What now?”

      “Why to three? Why not to seven? I need to prepare myself.”

      “You’re annoying, Constance.”

      “And there is a reason for it.”

      “What could that possibly be?” The Dude began to run.

      “Because I know who you are,” she said halfway in the air. “I know you are…” And then she said his name, but it got sucked into the water that came rushing after them.
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      “No more therapy.” I tell the March and put the pads aside.

      I start unchaining him, but he doesn’t speak to me. His breathing is shallow, and I feel like killing myself if something happens to him. What was I thinking? Or was that the Dark Alice inside me that brought him into the room?

      I need to remind myself that sometimes knowing the truth isn’t worth sacrificing the people I love.

      “Stay with me, March,” I say to him while pulling off the chains.

      He moans lightly, but that’s all I need to make sure he is still alert.

      I go to the nearby bathroom and bring the things I need to clean him up. Some water, too.

      Back inside, I wash his legs from the sweat and blood from his face. I even sing to him Wonderland songs to keep him conscious. “You will be alright.”

      “I know I will, as long as you take care of me,” he says.

      “I didn’t really take care of you by agreeing to bring you here, but I’ll make it up to you.”

      “You know I really hated growing up.”

      “Most of us do.” I laugh.

      “I mean really. I was very happy as a child.”

      “I hope I was, too.”

      “Though I hardly remember being a child.” He chuckles feebly. “Maybe it’s the not remembering that makes childhood so precious.”

      “Maybe.” I continue washing him and giving him water to drink.

      “Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what March?”

      “That voice?”

      I’m alert. What’s happening to him. “What voice, March. Talk to me?”

      “That sweet voice?”

      “I can’t hear anything.”

      “That one in the end of the tunnel?”

      Tunnel? God, is he seeing tunnels?

      “I want to go to that voice,” he says.

      “March, stop it. You’re not seeing tunnels.”

      “I didn’t say seeing. I hear the voice at the end of the tunnel.”

      “You’re not hearing it either.” I shake him by shoulders.

      “It’s Constance!”

      Suddenly, I realize that Constance is calling me from the walkie-talkie. I’ve left it in the corridor. My mind and heart suddenly relax. “Ah, that.”

      I leave the room and pick it up.

      “Alice!” Constance is cheering. “I found the door.”

      “You’re alive. Thank God.”

      “Of course, I’m alive. I promised I’d save you.”

      I smiled broadly. “What door?”

      “The Dude showed me a door where I can get you all out.”

      “The Dude?”

      “An annoying person in a cape. I know who he really is, but that’s not the point now. I need you to find the cell last on the left in the third region.”

      “Okay?”

      “If you peel the wallpaper you will find a door. It’s a short one. You will have to duck. Or wait, I managed to open it. I’m coming to get you.”

      “Is there a way out through this door?”

      “Yes, I’ll explain. Just tell me where you are.”

      “In the Mush Room.”

      “I assume that is the therapy room I saw?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think I can get there. Wait up.”

      Feeling excited I return to tell the March about the news. “March, Constance is alive. We’re getting out.”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “Hey.” I shake him. “We’re getting out!”

      He doesn’t moan.

      I shake him again.

      Nothing.

      My stubborn mind refuses to understand.

      I shake him again.

      Nothing plus nothing.

      “No!” I scream.

      I pull the pads again and punch him. His body bounces, but it’s like a dead fish out of water.

      “March!”

      I punch again.

      Again.

      Again.

      Until the flatline on the monitor beeps so loud it almost deafens me.

      The March Hare has died, and I may have killed him.
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      “What are we doing exactly?” asked a large officer with beer-belly.

      A considerable number of fire trucks had parked on the east side of the asylum, with more of them on their way. They were pumping water into the tunnels.

      “We’re filling the tunnels with as much water as we can,” a thinner, lankier officer shouted against the noise.

      “There are tunnels in there?” the beer-belly officer asked.

      “Turns out they’ve been there for two hundred years or so. Problem is we don’t have a map and don’t know where they lead.”

      “So you’re not even sure you’re targeting the right tunnels the Inklings would escape from?”

      “Not the slightest.”

      “So why do it?”

      “Because I received orders. When you take an order, it’s better to do it to please the folks in the higher ranks. Always works.”

      “Even if it proves futile?”

      “Employers pay employees to do things. Not necessarily the right things. Don’t argue.”

      “Well, I digress.” The larger officer held onto the belt barely keeping his flabby belly tight. “This water idea is not going to work. The tunnels might be wider than we think. In fact, I am almost sure they’re wider.”

      “So?”

      “I heard we’re supposed to nuke the place.”

      “You heard right, but the deadline ends in half an hour. It’d take longer to prepare a nuke than that.”

      “So whoever ordered the nuking is stupid.”

      “Employers always are. Besides, did they really think we’d nuke the place? Really?”

      “I agree on that part. Soon the terrorists will either show themselves or die inside when we break into the place. That’s why I’d thought the water was stupid, too.”

      “Never mind. In all cases, we’re getting the terrorists today. My cousin died in one of those attacks in Europe last week. We’ll get the terrorists.”

      “They’re not terrorists,” the beer-belly man raised his voice against the noise of the arrival of more firetrucks.

      “What did you just say?”

      “We don’t call them terrorists anymore, remember? They’re Wonderland Monsters. It’s what they call themselves.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Because today we’ll blow up their Wonderland.”
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      Constance and the Dude arrive and start showing the Mushroomers the way out. It’s going to take some organizing to do so. I let them, not sure if I’ll leave with them.

      “What do you mean you won’t leave?” Constance argues.

      “I just killed the March. I don’t feel like saving myself.”

      “It was an accident, Alice. The world needs you.”

      “You sound like the Pillar.”

      “Well, maybe he is the only one who’s been right about you so far. Come on, Alice.”

      “If he is right, why’d he escape?”

      “It’s not like he’s turned down an invitation back to the asylum.” Constance also seems to favor him like everyone else. I’m not sure why I don’t support those feeling about him anymore. “He’s blown off the queen’s head, Alice. He’s the most wanted man in the world right now.”

      “Do you think he should have done that?”

      “Who knows?” Constance says. “Who cares? We’re in big trouble right now. The world thinks we’re terrorists. If you don’t escape and we don’t get ourselves together, Black Chess will rule the world by tomorrow.”

      “I’m sick of this Inkling slash Black Chess thing,” I say. “I’m sick of all of it. We don’t know what we’re fighting for. We don’t know what we’re up to. I tried my best, and in the end I killed the most innocent person I’ve ever known.”

      Constance sighs, unable to argue anymore. Behind her, through the Mush Room’s door, the Mushroomers are running like crazy, guided by the Dude. Constance told me earlier how they met, but I’m not sure of the Dude’s intentions. It’s just too hard to focus on too many things at a time.

      “I’m staying with the March,” I tell Constance. “It’s my final decision.”

      Constance lowers her head and fiddles with her feet. “Whatever you want, Alice.”

      With a breaking heart, I watch her walk out the door. It’s hard to explain why I don’t want to leave. Maybe I want to die. Want to punish myself for giving up on the March. God, I didn’t only let him die, I’ve just killed the childhood he’d hung onto for so long. What kind of hero am I?

      Before Constance leaves, Tom dashes into the room, hardly catching his breath. He grips the doorframe and spits out the words, “We have to expedite the escaping process.”

      “It can’t be expedited,” Constance argues. “The door to the tunnels is small. And there is a fissure outside. It’s not easy to cross over. Then there is the water occasionally rushing in from nowhere. We’re doing our best.”

      “You don't understand,” Tom says.

      “No, it’s you who doesn’t understand.” Constance’s frustration with me is fired up against Dr. Truckle. “We’re doing our best, and you’re only causing panic. I’ve made up my mind that you should be the last to leave. You’re useless.”

      For a moment, Tom feels offended by the tiny girl, but then he snaps to whatever he’d come to tell me. “Listen. I was just in the control room. I was fiddling with the buttons, in case I need to prepare myself for pushing it and locking up the asylum before Constance and the Dude arrived.”

      “So?” I say.

      “I pushed some wrong buttons, and a digital timer appeared.”

      “What did you do?” Constance can’t help herself.

      “I don’t know exactly. The timer is counting down from twenty minutes. It says the asylum will self-burn then.”
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      “What?” Constance and I snap.

      “I’m sorry. It just happened,” Tom says.

      “I don’t think we can help all the Mushroomers escape then,” Constance addresses me. “We need to leave some behind.”

      “No one is going to be left behind but me and the March,” I say.

      “Well, that’s not up to us anymore,” Constance says. “Mr. Mock Turtle just blew it.”

      “Anyway to reverse this time?” I ask Tom.

      “Please don’t encourage him to push more buttons and blow us up.” Constance rolls her eyes.

      “Tom?” I eye him directly.

      Tom fidgets with the bottle of pills but takes none. He seems to have something to say, but is reluctant.

      “What is it, Tom?” I demand.

      “Spit it out!” Constance is about to punch him in the face.

      “I may have a solution,” Tom says.

      “May?” I wonder.

      “I don’t know why it’s designed this way, but it’s our only hope.” Tom directs his speech toward me.

      “Talk to me, Tom,” I tell him.

      “On the back of the timer, it said that the control chair in the room has a sensor that could stop the self-destruction.”

      “Sensor? On the chair?”

      “Like I said, it’s an absurdly mad thing,” Tom says. “It says that the weight of an adult on the chair stops the process.”

      “That’s unexceptionally weird,” I say.

      “It’s the only solution,” Tom says. “Someone has to sacrifice themselves and sit on the chair until we all leave the place.”

      “And then?”

      “Then, they will either burn with the asylum or get killed by the police when they break in.”

      “I’ll do it!” Constance volunteers by raising her hand up high, as if she’s answering a question in the classroom.

      “You’re not an adult,” Tom says. “Your weight won’t hold.”

      Instantly, their eyes shift toward me. Constance seems worried I’ll volunteer, I think. And Tom would sacrifice the flamingo trapped in the room next to the Pillar’s to get out of here.

      But then I realize that Tom isn’t staring at me, but at the March.

      “Shame on you!” I say. “I’m not going to do this to the March.”

      “Why not?” Tom says. “He is an adult — of course, he thinks he is a child and has a light bulb in his head, but he’s still an adult.”

      “Shut up!” Constance interferes.

      But he doesn’t stop. “And he is dead. The March is dead. He is the perfect candidate for the chair that will save our lives.”

      For a moment, Constance seems to contemplate the idea. I know she does because she wants to convince me to leave with her. The sound of the panicking Mushroomers outside isn’t helping me with thinking.

      I need to make a rushed decision. One that’s only reasoned with heart, not the mind.

      “I’m staying,” I say. “Me and the March.”
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      “Like I said,” one of his surviving men said. “The deadline ends much earlier than when the nukes would arrive.” The man cautiously stepped over the dead bodies in the office. “But don’t worry, they can’t escape.”

      “Are you sure of that?” Mr. Jay said from the dark.

      “Where can they go? We’re breaking in and exterminating them. Either they’ll panic and escape outside where we’ll catch them and put them on trial — if we don’t get the chance to shoot them right away. They’re dead.”

      “Are you sure they have no way else to escape?”

      “Even if the tunnels could help them, our forces are everywhere. Be it a sewer or a door that should lead them out, the police will shoot them on the spot.”

      “It better be so.”

      “It will. I wouldn’t risk you shooting me if we failed.”

      “I’m shooting you either way,” Mr. Jay said. “It’s a hobby. I don’t just shoot for punishment.”

      “Oh.” The man shrugged with a loud twitch.

      He could hear Mr. Jay’s leather chair moving, as if he were leaning back.

      “Would you mind if I ask you something before I die?” the man said reluctantly.

      “I know what’s on your mind,” Mr. Jay said. “You want to know why I gathered the Inklings all up in the asylum. You want to know how I did it.”

      “The how is somehow imaginable,” the man said. “I mean you used some technology and faked a message for Alice, supposedly from the Pillar’s phone. Then did the same with the March Hare; then faked a message for the Pillar from Alice. Then Alice and March arrived at the asylum, though the Pillar had been hit on the head and sedated, then sent as well.”

      “I may not want to kill you,” Mr. Jay told his smart employee. “You’ve figured it out just fine.”

      “But I still have questions. Why fake the messages for the Queen and Margaret as well?”

      “Not Nutty — I mean the Queen. I will miss her. But I faked it for Margaret. I was starting to suspect her loyalty. I had a plan to get rid of her too, but the Pillar thankfully beat me to it by blowing up the limousine.”

      “Aha,” the man said. “Which brings me to the final question: Why gather and ambush them? Why now?”

      “Because the Chessmaster told Alice about her family, and so she wasn’t going to stop until she knew. Once she realized I killed them, there was no way I could convince her to join Black Chess again. It’s Alice whom I’ve always wanted on my team. Now that it’s not possible, I had to get rid of them. To do so, I had to use the media and turn the Inklings into a public enemy.”

      “Isn’t Black Chess powerful enough to end the Inklings?”

      “Every powerful organization in the world always needs the media backing it up. You can’t win a war with guns only. You need the people on your side. You need them to help you win it by washing their brains with false information. Just give them a villain they’d love to hate, and you’ve got yourself a winner.”

      “Brilliant Mr. Jay.” The man clapped in an attempt to win his boss’s sympathy. “And what about the Plan B you’ve talked about?”

      Mr. Jay laughed in that hollow voice again. It filled the walls with a subtle shade of grey, and sucked most of the oxygen from the room. “Plan B is my masterpiece. It will ensure that even those who would survive the massacre at the asylum will not survive the day after.”
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      “You don’t have to do this, Alice.” Constance runs after me, as I’m on my way to the control room.

      I have the weight of the dead March on my shoulders, determined to go. I’ve even picked him up with the cap and the screws still bolted into his head.

      “Let her do it,” Tom argues with Constance. “She’s a hero. She should sacrifice herself for us.”

      “And what should you do?” Constance fires back.

      “I’m like the crowd watching all those superhero movies. I’m supposed to clap while eating popcorn and feel good about myself when I go home — until the next superhero movie, of course.”

      “You’re such a low life.” Constance pushes him away and grabs at my jeans. “Alice, listen to me. We have time to escape. Leave the March on the chair and let his weight fool the sensors.”

      “I can’t believe you’re telling me this,” I say.

      “I’m sorry. It’s brutal, but this is war. It has casualties.”

      “Stop talking like an adult,” I snap. “Seriously, it’s confusing me.”

      “Go, Alice,” Tom encourages me. “It’s the right thing to do. Even the Pillar would have told you so.”

      “The Pillar is a coward. He killed Jack.”

      “And here is your reason to escape,” Constance plays games with my mind. “How would you avenge Jack if you stay here?”

      The thought does tamper with my thinking. Just a little.

      It’s also too late. I’ve already kicked the door to the control room open with the March on my back. The room is surprisingly filled with smoke.

      “Oh, no,” Tom panics. “What’s burning in here?”

      “Nothing’s burning.” Constance stands with hands on her waist.

      She is staring at the chair Tom has been talking about.

      Me, too.

      She is right. The room isn’t burning.

      The smoke’s source is a hookah. The Pillar is sitting on the chair, glancing back with his beady eyes. “This is some sick chair you’ve got here, Tom!”
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      “You?” I glare at him.

      “No, it’s not me.” The Pillar winks. “And I’m fine, thank you for asking.”

      “How did you get in here?” Tom asks behind me.

      “Dear Tom.” The Pillar drags from his pipe. “You have no idea how hard it is for a cripple with a bullet in his leg to climb up a waterpipe, wearing a police officer’s clothes?”

      It suddenly hits me that Pillar is wearing one of those red, white, and black Queen’s Guard’s uniform — with the black hat and all.

      “You killed Jack, you bastard.” I grit my teeth and step forward with the dead March on my back.

      “Easy.” The Pillar waves a hand and points at the chair. “Highly flammable.”

      “You activated the chair?” Tom says.

      “I thought you needed help with a volunteer,” the Pillar says. “I figured with a crippled leg and another bullet scratch on my left arm — and being the world’s most wanted terrorist — I’d take that bullet for you guys.”

      “Great,” Tom says. “So all is solved. We should go now.”

      “Wait,” Constance says then turns to face the Pillar. “Why do this?”

      “I’ve always loved exploding chairs,” he replies. “Wish they had those in the Circus.”

      “The chair will not explode as long as you’re on it,” Constance says. “You’re risking turning yourself in when the police arrive.”

      “And saving you,” the Pillar remarks.

      “I can see that; you’re saving us.” Constance approaches him closer, trying to read his eyes. “But why? Why are you doing all of this? Why visit me before all of this began and ask if Alice was the Real Alice? Who are you?”

      “But I thought you figured me out,” He says. “I’m the Caterpillar, remember?”

      “Answer her,” I insist. “You need to tell us what you have in mind. You need to tell us how it’s possible you can kill Jack and yet want to save us all? You’re driving me insane.”

      “You were insane when I came here, so don’t point fingers,” the Pillar says playfully. “But if you really want to know. Jack was going to kill you.”

      “Nonsense!” I say.

      “The Queen convinced him he had to do it to prove his loyalty,” the Pillar explains. “She promised him a few things every young man would love to have.”

      “And Jack agreed?” I feel the weight of the world upon my shoulders.

      “It’s a boy thing. Us men love to kill our exes. It’s kinda like washing after you eat. Leave no traces.”

      “That’s not cool to joke about.” Constance holds my free hand. “Let’s go, Alice. He is a mad man.”

      I don’t listen to her. “So you killed the Queen because you were mad at her for persuading Jack to kill me?”

      “Not at all,” he says nonchalantly. “I just couldn’t resist blowing up that head made of poop walking on legs. It’s pretty satisfying, the feeling of blowing up a dictator’s head. You should try it some time.”

      “Now let’s go!” Tom stands by the door. “We’re wasting time.”

      I approach the Pillar, close enough to make the conversation seem personal. “You’re sure you’re not my father?”

      “Positive,” he says. I believe him. He has that rare look of being serious in his eyes. No curtains of a faked-person hiding his intentions.

      “And are you a good man or a bad man?”

      “Kinda Batman,” he returns in a flash.

      “So there is no use knowing who you are before I say goodbye?” I lean back.

      “All you need to know is in that Tiger Lily pot,” he says. “You have it locked in a safe box at the airport, I think?”

      “How could one word possibly explain all of this?” I say.

      “It’s a very delicate word.” His eyes moisten for a second. I see truth in them again. “One we overlook every day.”

      “Really?”

      “The most precious thing.”

      “Does it explain what the Wonderland War is about, too?”

      “It explains everything.”

      “And it’s your Wonder, all at the same time. I find that hard to believe, Pillar.”

      He closes his eyes, as if enjoying the taste of a delicious meal. “You haven’t called me Pillar in a long time. I like it.”

      “I’m not sure I share the same feeling,” I say.

      “I understand. What matters now is that you go.” He arranges himself comfortably in the chair. “I have a chair to sit on and a world to save. Do you have the British anthem on tape here somewhere, Tom?”

      “British anthem?” Tom is confused, so are we. “I’m sure you’ll find it on the radio next to the console. Why’d you need it?”

      The Pillar smiles bitterly and swivels the chair around. “So long Alice of Wonderland. It’s been frabjous doing business with you. I think you have ten minutes left, so use them wisely.”
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      Though Fabiola still had not made her mind up whether or not to stand up for the Inklings, it was something else that actually bothered her; that she couldn’t heal herself with the power Lewis had suggested.

      Back in Wonderland she’d been blessed with healing powers that had granted her longevity in the battle field. And when she’d first been sent to this hospital, she thought she was regaining those powers. But the process suddenly slowed down while talking to Lewis.

      Deep in her mind, she could do nothing if she hadn’t healed from her wounds. She was confined to this bed and was useless at the moment.

      But then, the screaming sounds outside her bedroom suddenly alerted her. Adrenaline pumped all through her body, but she still felt chained by her injuries.

      “What’s going on?” asked Fabiola. Lewis had just closed the door after taking a brief peek outside.

      “It’s the Reds,” he said, his back to the door.

      “What are they doing here?”

      “I think they’re here for you, Fabiola. Think about it. Whoever gathered the Inklings in the asylum has a plan to exterminate each one of you. The only one who’s not there is you. They’re here to kill you.”

      “This means only He ambushed everyone,” Fabiola said. “He realized that Alice knowing about her family killed all possibility for her to rejoin Black Chess. She now knows it’s Him.”

      “Exactly,” Lewis said. “The question is; do you still have doubts on which side to take?”

      Fabiola took a moment to calculate a final answer. Still, words were unable to come forth.

      “Alice is one of us, Fabiola. All the fear about her being Black Chess is over.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” Fabiola said. “Or you would have just told her about Mr. Jay killing her family long ago.”

      “I could have, but I feared for her sanity. I was afraid it would devastate her and weaken her.” Lewis, in spite of the dangers outside, took a similar moment to rethink something. “Actually, and it’s hard to admit, I’m thankful to the Pillar.”

      Fabiola glared at him. “You didn’t just say that, did you?”

      “I did. Whatever his real intentions are, it’s time we acknowledge what he has done.”

      “Yeah? And what’s that? Manipulating everyone?”

      “No, Fabiola. He raised Alice in a few months to become a strong girl. He helped her, taught her how to save lives and gave her confidence — and part of her sanity — back. Of course, it was a bloody journey full of contradictions, but if Alice hadn’t gone through that much she would not have been able to handle her family’s massacre. She is only nineteen for God’s sake.”

      The sounds of Reds climbing up the steps was unmistakable behind him now.

      “They’re coming.” The rabbit peeked out of his pocket, sounding curious. “Which side are you on, Fabiola?”

      “That doesn’t matter now,” Fabiola said, eyes on the door behind Lewis. “I can’t fight. I’m injured.”

      Lewis suddenly smirked. It was a benign smirk, one that few had ever seen. Only Fabiola knew about it, back from the days in Wonderland.

      “I’ll take care of them until you find the healing powers inside of you.” He pulled out the Vorpal sword, which had been hers once. She didn’t have to ask how he got it. She thought she’d given it to Alice earlier, but Lewis had always been resourceful with the gadget he’d originally invented. “A little demonstration of the old days should spike up your healing powers, I think.”

      He turned around, kicked the door open, and descended the stairs. She didn’t have to see the way he fought. She knew what a heck of warrior he was. The way he could handle that sword. The way he’d been a master of None Fu.

      She heard one of the Reds scream that someone had just punched his eyes. Fabiola smiled. That was Lewis’s rabbit, another warrior from the past.
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      “Do you still have to carry the March with you?” Tom rages at me for slowing them down.

      “Shut up, Tom,” I say. “The March goes with me everywhere, until I bury him properly.”

      “Hey.” The Dude suddenly shows up from rescuing the Mushroomers. “Let me take care of him.”

      It’s not the right time to question him on who he is or why he is doing this. The time left is too short, I don’t even know how short.

      “The Mushroomers need your help,” the Dude argues. “There is a fissure in the tunnel outside. They need someone to jump them across. I think your None Fu will help.”

      I hand him the March’s corpse. “He is your responsibility,” I say. “If you fail to bring him along, I’ll kill you.”

      “Whoa.” The Dude takes the March. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      “Come on, Alice,” Constance insists. “We need to go.”

      Tom has already gone ahead among the Mushroomers. As I reach the door, I see tens of them in the tunnel, standing before the fissure. A couple have managed the jump and crossed over. Another jumped but got hit by the rushing water from the other side — which doesn’t reach us but is beginning to fill up the fissure in between. The rest are waiting for me, afraid to make the jump.

      “Okay.” I step up. “I’ll have to help them one by one to do this. I need you to be as fast as possible so we can cross as many as we can.”

      “Can I be first, Alice?” Tom asks nervously.

      “No.” Constance stops him. “You’re last. You’re always going to be last. Understood?”

      “What about the water on the other side?” I ask the Dude.

      “It’s lessening now. Once we cross over it will be of no threat. The police seem to think it will slow us down, but now they don’t have enough of the water to flush into the tunnel.”

      “But the water must be blocking other tunnels. How are we going to escape?”

      “Our escape door is right there.” He points at a side door, right after the fissure. “It might not look like a door, but once we cross over, I’ll show you how to open it. You have to knock six times on six different spots.”

      “Okay?” I shrug my shoulders, already helping a Mushroomer on and getting ready to jump. “Why is this door so different? The police will still ambush us when get outside.”

      “No, Alice,” the Dude says. “This door is a secret. They can’t find us, because it opens to the river. Don’t worry, it’s a short swim up.”
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      Angelo Cardone had been addressing and thanking all his followers across the globe via social media. Looking at his phone’s screen, he saw them gathered everywhere. Everyone was ready for the war on Wonderlanders — known as terrorists in the past.

      The genius thing he liked about all of this was how he’d managed to get them to want to fight the terrorists themselves. Some men and woman had guns and knives ready with them, waiting for a signal from Angelo, and then they’d start attacking whatever Wonderlander he told them about.

      But Angelo liked the women and men with cooking pans, brooms, and chainsaws better. Not that these home weapons were more effective, but he wanted this to end up in pure madness — if not melancholy.

      Angelo smiled widely. There was no point to war if it wasn’t madness. Or it’d be just boring.

      “You’ve surprised me, Angelo,” the man in the black suit said. “You’ve surpassed my expectations by far. We’re proud of you. The secret order in the Vatican has been waiting for you for years. We’ve always wanted a pope like you.”

      “I know. I know.” Angelo stood up and gulped from another bottle of scotch. “I have to warn you of what’s coming, though. Things are just starting.”

      “You have more to offer?”

      “Other than just brainwashing people that they have to kill the Inklings everywhere?” He snorted. “Of course. The show has just begun.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Just watch me when I go out on this balcony.” Angelo began walking. “Just watch me speak.”

      “But you’ve already told them what they need to know.”

      “That was for the people in the piazza,” Angelo said. “Now watch me speak to my followers all over the world. Specifically, my fellow Brits.”
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      The speed by which I’m jumping over the fissure and back is mind boggling, even to me. It’s like I’m in a spontaneous flow of mind. Something is happening to me. I can feel it. It’s as if I know I can save everyone. It’s as if I know who I am, finally.

      I don’t resist the feeling. I don’t even give in to the rush of adrenaline and fear inside me. And I don’t try to understand the world around me. It’s not the past. It’s not the future. It’s the moment right now that counts.

      “Alice, please!” Tom begs.

      I dismiss him.

      “Come on, Constance. It’s your turn,” I tell her. “Half of the Mushroomers have crossed over.”

      “No, I’m last, Alice,” she insists. “I need to stay here and organize them with the Dude, so things flow nicely.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” I say. “You came to help us and did what you came for.”

      “I came to save lives, Alice. Just keep doing what you are doing.”

      In a hesitant moment, I’m afraid if I don’t pull her over to the other side, I’ll end up losing her like the March. But the thought vanishes into air when another Mushroomer clings to me as we jump.

      “Five minutes to go.” the Dude shouts over.

      “That means about ten,” I argue. “Remember we’re at the end of the asylum, in a place they won’t find easily. We might have an advantage of a few minutes more.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” the Dude says. “You still have to open the door to the river. Once you do, the water will flow in. It’s not going to be easy swimming through that without being hit back into the fissure.”

      “You never told me this,” I say from the other side, having crossed another Mushroomer over.

      “It’s war, Alice. There are always casualties. Not all of us are going to make it tonight. We’re doing our best.”

      I don’t even have time to process what he’s just told me. Another Mushroomer on my back. Another jump.

      “So the water will rush back into the asylum?” Constance says. “This is a plus. It will block the police, if not kill them.”

      “Yes, that’s the plan,” the Dude says. “They don’t know we have a way out through a secret door leading to the River. Even if they figure it out, they’ll be too late. I have boats waiting for us up there.”

      “Boats?” I shout against the noise of panic and the water in the distance. “Who are you?”

      “I’m the Dude.”

      “She means who sent you?” Constance giggles in the middle of all of this.

      “Let’s talk about that later,” the Dude says.

      But then Constance’s look at the Dude exposes her. She knows him. She knows who he is.

      “Constance!” I say in the middle of my jump. “You know who he is?”

      Constance shrugs. “Of course, not.”

      “Constance, you’re lying. Good girls don’t lie!”

      “Seriously.” She scowls at me. “I’m not a good girl, Alice. I’m a kickass girl. Much bigger difference.”

      “Forget about it, at least for now,” the Dude says, helping line up the Mushroomers. “Are we set on letting the water in?”

      “No, we’re not!” I say.

      “Why not?” Constance asks.

      “We should close this door leading back to the asylum so the water stays in the tunnel,” I say.

      “Why? I don’t understand?” Constance is furious. “This will kill the police hunting us.”

      “But it will also kill the Pillar.”

      “The Pillar is dead already, Alice. The Pillar will either be caught or will burn with the asylum if he leaves the chair,” Constance says.

      “Besides, the future predicted you will kill him. So ordering us to leave the door open will do that,” the Dude says. “It’s fate, Alice. There is nothing you can do.”

      I take a moment to find the right answer inside me. I’m not sure why I suddenly don’t want to be the reason for the Pillar’s death, especially after he killed Jack. But I just don’t. He just came back and is sacrificing himself on that chair for us. I’m too confused to assess the situation logically, so I’m going with my gut feeling.

      “Listen to me, both of you,” I tell them. “We’re not going to kill the Pillar. And by the way; the hell with fate.”
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      The officer in charge of the collective forces gave a little speech just minutes ago. It was addressed to both the crowd gathered outside and his own force. In simple and short words, it was about how they hated killing civilians and whichever innocents may inhabit the asylum, but that it was such a small sacrifice for ending the terrorism they were facing.

      All in the name of the Queen, he had said.

      Now, he was readying his men, monitoring their moves and making sure they were covering all exit points of the asylum. ‘Shoot to kill’ was the order. They weren’t here to investigate. They were here to end the reign of those who insanely called themselves Wonderlanders.

      Alice and the March’s pictures had been sent to all units earlier. It was obligatory that those two were confirmed dead after the attack.

      Then, he saw a woman from the crowd watching the new pope in the Vatican. That rebellious young man who did not sweet talk his people. He did not make excuses or preach for peace. Angelo Cardone was a loon, but one that people loved.

      Including the officer ready to order his men.

      He checked his watch.

      Two minutes until the deadline.

      But then, a vision of his niece flashed before his eyes. She’d been a victim of one of the attacks in the last months.

      The man lost all control on his emotions and whistled.

      The police began their moves.

      “The hell with deadlines,” the man said under his breath. “All Wonderlanders must die.” Just like Angelo Cardone had been preaching in the Vatican.
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      I transfer the last of the Mushroomers and wait for Constance.

      The little stubborn girl insists on jumping herself. “I’m the one who’s supposed to save you all,” she says. “I will jump.”

      And she does. Like a smaller version of me. A little superhero with the mind of tens of other little girls — surprisingly surpassing the mind of an adult one.

      I try to catch her when she crosses over to my side, but she pulls away. She’s going to be one hell of a determined woman when she grows up.

      “And me?” Tom reaches out from the other side.

      “I say we leave him,” Constance says.

      “I’m not sure,” I say, but already jump over to get him. “Tom.” I engage him, ready to jump back. “You’re a big mystery to me. I hope Lewis was right about giving you such responsibilities.”

      We cross over. He pants with satisfaction once we do, but then snakes his way through the Mushroomers so he’ll be closest to the door to the river.

      “I hope you can swim,” Constance says.

      “Last time I did I was your age, but I think I will manage,” he says.

      This leaves just the Dude.

      He surprises me and jumps over with the March’s body on his back. That’s some flexible move I’ve not seen before.

      “None Fu?” I ask him.

      He nods and hands me the March’s body, then jumps back.

      “Wait! What are you doing?”

      “You need someone to close the door to the asylum behind you,” he says. “You said you don’t want to be the reason the Pillar dies.”

      “Yes, but if you do it you will…”

      “I was sent to help, Alice,” he says. “I hope I did. It’s your job to get the Mushroomers — most of them — up to the boats.”

      He is about to close the door behind him…

      “Just cool down…” I say. “Who are you? I need to know who sent you and why you’re doing this.”

      He is about to say something, but the sound of the police barging in is deafening. Without my permission, he closes the door and disappears behind it.
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        Breaking News

      

      

      

      The international police forces are breaking into the Radcliffe Asylum right now. It’s unlikely that we’ll get clear footage, as we already hear the shots and everything around the asylum is more of a blur. None of our camera men dared enter, since it’s a shoot to kill situation.

      From the little we could see outside, it does seem like no one is getting out alive today. This is going to be one of the most remembered moments in the history of mankind.

      On the other hand, Pope Angelo Cardone is about to announce something in a few minutes. His followers all over the world are ready for him. Most enthusiastic are the British followers at Oxford, whom he’d addressed earlier. They’re standing in the streets of Oxford, near the asylum, waiting for the pope’s instructions.

      It escapes our mind what he could possibly ask of them. But we shall see.

      

      End of News
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      Though I hadn’t ordered the door open yet, Tom did it. He’d found the six spots and pushed them until the door loosened and all hell broke loose.

      The water rushing in guarantees killing one third of us, but I have to manage and help out as much as I can.

      Surprisingly, many of the Mushroomers know how to swim. Unlike them it takes me some time to adjust the new situation.

      The transition from an environment in which one can breathe to one where you need to hold your breath as much as you can, scares me. With the March on my back, I try to cling against the walls of the tunnel until the water stabilizes. It’s as if I’m being shot at by an enormous water-cannon. I’m plastered against the wall for a few seconds then begin swimming with the March on my back.

      It’s far from an easy task.

      My eyes dart around to make sure most Mushroomers are swimming out. I can’t see Constance, though.

      Outside the door, we’re in the river. I can even see some fish before me. The smart Mushroomers paddle up to reach the surface. The others are blacking out or lost in a haze of panic. It’s hard to help enough of them out.

      But Constance does.

      She is a fierce little, weightless thing.

      She pushes the Mushroomers up, making use of their light floating bodies in the water, and pulls them up.

      In a glance, I see Tom has reached the surface. I can only see his legs from down here. At least it means the surface isn't that far.

      I paddle with all my might, a little weighed down by the March, but I manage. It’s only seconds before I reach the surface.

      I take in a long breath and stabilize for a second. The night sky is dark and I can hardly see anything. Tom points out at the small boats spread all over the river. No lights, though, so the police won’t figure them out soon.

      I paddle to the nearest, watching Mushroomers crawl up into it.

      “Here,” I tell those on the boat. “Take him.”

      I pass over the March’s body, though I don’t see who I’m dealing with. I need to go back in to see if someone else needs help.

      Down there it’s darker than before. The flashlights a few Mushroomers had held up before aren’t there anymore. The one bonus is that all the doctor’s outfits they picked up on their way out are all white.

      One of them has drowned and is dead already. I pull him up though, remembering the Dude’s words. This is war. There will be casualties. It’s a hard truth to stomach, but it’s true.

      It also explains why war is utter madness.

      Last Mushroomer up. I hang onto the boats edge, panting. “I can’t believe it was so easy,” I wheeze.

      “Me neither,” Tom says. “Where is Constance?”

      “What? She isn’t up already?”

      “The last Mushroomer who saw her, said she was stuck down below. I thought she’d fix it. She always fixes things.”

      “Damn you, Tom. Why didn’t you tell me?” I jump back, realizing I might be too late.
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      Angelo Cardone was on his way out to meet the people when the phone call came.

      “It’s for you,” the man in black said, handing the phone over to Angelo.

      “Who is it?” Angelo said.

      “It’s me.”

      Angelo shrugged and said nothing.

      “Are you ready?” the voice said.

      “Been ready all day,” Angelo said proudly. “Did you see how I brainwashed the world?”

      “I did. I’m not impressed. It’s your job.”

      “Then why call now if you’re not impressed?”

      “You’re my Plan B. I need you to execute the plan we agreed upon.”

      “The only plan that’s been in preparation for two hundred years.” Angelo smirked.

      “That’s it,” the voice said. “Be careful. It has to work.”

      “It will. I pretty much like being a pope. Tons of fun, Mr. Jay.”

      Mr. Jay said only one thing before he hung up. “The War has begun.”
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      I swim and paddle like a maniac in the dark waters. I’m afraid my panic is what really blinds me, not the dark. The eagerness to find Constance is compromising my inner thought. I shouldn’t be thinking anything yet. But why is it when you have to focus on the here and now, your mind reels with every dark possibility for the future?

      I’m already imagining I will not find Constance. I’m imagining I will never see her again. I’m imagining that I will end up crying and cursing myself for letting her go. Just like I let the March go. Just like I let Jack go.

      I could have made better choices with each of them, but I messed up.

      Sinking deeper into the water, I realize I might have delved in too far. I might not have enough air in my lungs to swim back up.

      But I don’t care.

      Constance is worth it.

      Me saving my loved ones is worth it.

      And what’s that happening all around me all of a sudden? Small bubbles slice through the water on my left and right. As if they’re bullets.

      Wait, are these bullets?

      Who’s shooting at us? Are the Mushroomers safe up there?

      My instinct drives me to keep swimming. Constance is a priority.

      But I can’t find her. How am I supposed to find her in this black abyss?

      The bullets are still slicing through, but I’m not even paying attention. I could get shot any moment now, but it’s Constance who I’m here for.

      Suddenly something bumps into me. It freaks me out at first. A large fish? A police officer who’s swum down to get me?

      I turn around and realize it’s none of those. It’s Constance. Not breathing. Just floating on her back with her hands sprawled sideways.

      No, Constance. You can’t die.

      What kind of terrible day is this?

      I slap her on the face, but the slaps are a joke of flappy arms and bubbles of me trying to scream. I hold her tight and cry, but I’m unable to cry in the water.

      Terrible.

      When I come to my senses, I realize I have to pull her up.

      I do, paddling as fast as I can with the faint air left in my lungs. If I die today, at least I have to bring her to surface.

      My chest feels like it’s dropping to my feet. The muscles on my neck are tense. My back seems to want to pull me down. Everything’s against me, but I’m not giving up, though I’m not sure I can make it.

      Another rush of bullets misses us as I’m swimming up.

      This is when I realize that Constance has probably been shot. That whatever I do, it might be too late.
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      Watching Lewis fight like a mighty warrior changed something in Fabiola’s physiology. She suddenly began to feel her wounds heal. That talent from the days in Wonderland seemed to return. But even so, she wasn’t sure how long it’d take.

      “Lewis!” she shouted. “Are you all right?”

      “He is!” the rabbit shouted back from the stairs below. “There are just too many Reds to kill.”

      “You can’t do it all alone.”

      “We’ll manage,” the rabbit said. “Just get well soon.”

      “I’m starting to heal, but it will take some time.”

      “We’ll kill those Reds and come pick you up,” that was Lewis now. “You should see how much of a None Fu warrior I’ve become.”

      Fabiola hadn’t heard Lewis as excited as this for many years. That tinge of childishness in a grown man’s body had disappeared for so long. He sounded like a young reader of a fantasy novel by Tolkien, enjoying it so much, thinking he was really fighting in the books.

      She took a deep breath, watching her body heal. But as she did, she turned on the TV. News covered the events in the Vatican and the asylum. God, how she’d regret being late and stubborn and hesitant if something happened to the Inklings.

      Who was she fooling? She was too late. The police had announced they had control of the asylum, and that everyone inside had been killed.

      Fabiola suddenly felt sick. She felt evil. A coward. She should have taken drastic measures much earlier. She didn’t have to wait for Lewis to come and convince her to heal or change her mind.

      She was too late.

      And if she was to blame anyone, it would be the Pillar, the man who’d hurt her so much she hated herself and the life all around her.
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      “What do you mean the asylum is empty?” The Interpol officer gritted his teeth, trying to avoid the cameras and lowering his voice. He pulled the other officer with the news to a side, so they could talk in private.

      “That’s what our men told me,” the younger officer told his boss. “The asylum is empty. They disappeared like magic.”

      “That’s impossible,” the major hissed with veins popping out of his neck. “They’re not Houdini. It’s just impossible. What do you want me to tell the public now?”

      “We’ve already told them we’ve caught everyone inside and killed most of the terrorists. We had to. Just to cool things down.”

      “It won’t be the first time we lie to the public about our achievements, but that’s not what I’m worried about. I’m going crazy here. How did they vanish?”

      “Wait.” the younger officer received a dispatch. He listened carefully then turned back to his superior. “I’ve been told there are couple of rooms that are sealed. It’s possible that they’re crammed in there.”

      “Crammed in one room? What kind of room is that?”

      “One of them is what is labeled ‘Control Room.’ It seems high tech and has a steel door. They’re trying to break in now.”

      “Is that all?”

      “A few of our officers by the river on the southern side are reporting strange movements in the dark. They’re shooting at them, but can’t see who they are. They’ve just asked for the proper lights and equipment to investigate.”

      The major held his boiling head with both hands. “This is insane. Just find out what’s going on. RIGHT NOW!”
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      I reach the surface and hand Constance’s body to someone. I have no idea who. It’s one of the Mushroomers for all I know. In the distance behind me, I can hear the guns shooting at the water. It’s hard to ask what’s happening now, as I need to gulp a few breaths to stable the oxygen in my brain.

      “What’s going on?” I finally ask.

      “Part of the police force reported strange activities in the water. They can’t see the boats yet,” Tom says. “I think it’s because they could not imagine we escaped through a door that led to the river. But they’re shooting at the water near the asylum.”

      “Soon they’ll expose us,” I say, pulling myself up. A Mushroomer is already helping Constance, giving her CPR.

      I kneel down and check her body from head to toe as he does.

      “What are you looking for?” Tom asks.

      “Bullets. I think she’s been shot.”

      But then Constance coughs. It’s a painful cough, full of spurts and water. She even coughs out a small fish. My heart flutters with happiness.

      I reach for her head, as I feel no one else has the right to hold her in their arms but me right now.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” I say.

      She only coughs, says nothing back. The darkness and the bullets shooting in the distance should alert me, but I’m all safe here with her in my arms.

      “You’ll be all right.” I do my best to hold my tears back. “I promise you that you will be all right.”

      “I think we should row away,” Tom says. “Before the police discover us.”

      “The movement will alert them,” I say.

      “You saved me?” Constance says with half her strength.

      I rub her wet hair and nod. “I did. I dove down there to get you. What happened to you?”

      “I bumped into something and lost consciousness I guess.” She seems emotional about it.

      I hug her tighter and kiss her forehead. “It’s okay. You’re all right now.”

      “I’m not all right,” she says feebly — but stubbornly.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because it was me who’s supposed to save you.” She drums a feeble hand against my chest. “I’m supposed to save you.”

      And suddenly, I see it. I see how we all can be hard on ourselves. Even though we do our best, and sometimes perform miracles, we’re just dramatic creatures. We seek perfection. Stupid perfection that has no meaning whatsoever. The same way I’ve been taunting myself for not doing the best job, Constance has been persuaded she should do a perfect job. Just like superheroes in a movie.

      But that’s not real life.

      We do what we have to do, and the results will always stand short. It’s not so much the results that make it up. It’s that we tried. It’s that we cared.

      I mean, the little stubborn girl literally walked through shit to save us, and did show us a way out of the asylum, but still thinks she didn’t do her best. I think we need to ease up on children. They’re handling too much pressure these days.

      I hold her tighter and look in her eyes. “Constance, do you see all those Mushroomers in the boats?”

      She lifts her head and nods, tears in her eyes.

      “All of them are alive because of you,” I tell her. “I’m alive because of you.”

      She nods.

      “All of us will go back to our families and hug them and play with them and spend a good time with them, because of you,” I continue. “Families will be bonded and kids will be raised by their fathers and mothers because of you.”

      Her starry eyes look at me for a while, then she says, “But your family died, Alice. You don’t have a family.”

      “Oh, you stubborn foolish cute girl,” I tell her. “I do have a family. And they’re alive.”

      “You do?” Her eyes widen.

      “Yes, you.”
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      The Dude had just closed the door behind him and stared at the Pillar. They both knew the police wouldn’t get them as long the door remained locked, but they weren’t sure about how long it’d stand strong against the pounding outside.

      “They will try to bomb it sooner or later,” the Pillar said, rocking on the chair and smoking his pipe.

      “So what are you waiting for?” the Dude said. “I thought you’d stand up and burn them with you and the asylum.”

      “That’d be heroic, yeah?” the Pillar winks. “Actually, I can’t stand up until you leave. I don’t want you to die with me.”

      “I had to come back.”

      “I knew you would.”

      “I have a question.”

      “I know you have.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “All of this? You’re confusing everyone. You’re not a good man. You know that.”

      “Good and bad are hamburgers and donuts. It’s hard to tell which is worse for your health.”

      “Stop the insane analogies and games,” the Dude demanded. “Answer me.”

      “Ask me.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “And by ‘this’ you mean?”

      “Saving Alice wherever she goes. Of course, you do it in the weirdest ways, but you keep on planning behind her back to save her.”

      “It’s a hobby of mine. I like to save people. Besides, you’re as guilty as me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why do you do it?”

      “Do what?” The Dude tensed.

      “Save Alice. You, too, do it in the weirdest ways.”

      “That’s because you told me to do it this way.”

      “It was the only way possible.”

      The Dude said nothing. He knew the Pillar was right.

      “We had a deal,” the Pillar said. “A plan we put together.”

      “We did.”

      “It was risky, but necessary.” The Pillar dragged from his pipe, as if he were Freud and the Dude was his patient. “It worked, don’t you think?”

      “It worked very well.” The Dude chuckled a little, his face still veiled in black. “But you never told me you’d blow up the Queen’s head.”

      “I never planned to.”

      “Then why do it?”

      “I just couldn’t resist. I mean me with the gun and this obnoxious stocky thing standing before me. Chances like these happen once in a lifetime.”

      “Killing her complicated things.”

      “Life is always complicated,” the Pillar said. “Except when you consciously decide it isn’t.”

      “I wish I’d written down most of your quotes,” the Dude says. “But I guess there is no time.”

      “Yes, there is no time. You have to leave. I have to burn someone.”

      “It’s true,” the Dude said. “But before I leave, tell me what’s coming.”

      “Meaning?”

      “This war that’s starting, what’s it about?”

      “The most precious thing.”

      “You keep saying that,” the Dude said. “It’s vague.”

      “It won’t be when Alice reads my Wonder note, which should be the first thing you do when you escape with her.”

      “Just the note? One word? Can it explain everything?”

      “It’s my Wonder. It’s the only thing I did right in my life. So yes, it explains everything.”

      The Dude tapped his foot on the floor. “Okay, so where is my costume?”

      “You don’t need a costume,” the Pillar said. “Just take off that Reds’ cloak and walk out to the police. They will trust your face. They think you’re one of them. I believe you know what to do next.”

      “I know,” the Dude said, and took off his costume.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            96

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The River

      

      

      

      In the middle of the war, there is love. In the depth of the dark, there is light. The moment Constance and I hug as family members is short, but in my heart it will last forever.

      It’s not only an incredibly rewarding moment, but it’s one that proves that good things come in great amounts. Behind me, a Mushroomer says “Alice, you have to see the March.”

      “What about him?”

      “He just spat out something.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We’re not sure what’s going on, but the March is alive.”

      Constance and I jump to our feet and follow the Mushroomer’s gaze. He is looking at the boat next to us with the March’s silhouette propped up on his elbows.

      I jump into the water, and Constance follows me. We climb up into the next boat, hoping it’s true, that we’re not imagining this.

      “March!” Constance beats me to him and takes him in her arms.

      I kneel before him, blinking, still not sure what’s going on. But it’s him. He is exhausted like hell, but he is alive.

      “How is that possible?”

      “Magic.” He raises an eyebrow.

      “What kind of magic?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure, Alice, but all this time you’ve been holding me, I was alive.”

      “No way.”

      “I just couldn’t move or speak. I think I was in some kind of a coma.”

      “That’s because of how hard she mushed your head,” Constance teases me. “But I’m glad you’re alive.”

      “I’m sorry, March,” I apologize dearly, still unable to understand.

      “You don’t have to apologize, Alice,” the March says. “The shock therapy worked. I know all you need to know. It’s just that this thing had been stuck in my throat and once I spat it out, I could finally breathe again.”

      “What thing?”

      The March lifts his hand and shows it to me. I’m not sure if I should laugh or cry or consider this utter nonsense.

      “This was it? This what was stuck in you and you could not breathe or talk?” I giggle.

      “And now that it’s out, I remember very important things.”

      Gently I pick it up and stare at it. It’s a light bulb.

      “You’re kidding me,” Tom says from behind my back. “You actually had a light bulb in your head? And you spat it out your mouth?”

      “The one that Black Chess had installed a long time ago.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “What isn’t these days?” I roll my eyes.

      “And you spat it out in one piece?” Tom says. “I mean, no shattered glass or anything?”

      “It’s a strong light bulb. A spying one. Made by Black Chess,” the March says, though his argument is utter nonsense as well.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” I tell him. “It means a lot to me. I thought I killed you.”

      “But you’re not asking the right question, Alice,” the March says.

      “What right question?”

      “Do you remember Patient 14’s puzzle?”

      “Yes, what about it?”

      The March recites it to me:

      I’ve hidden the Keys in plain sight.

      A place so bright in the dark of the night.

      Are you the one to get it right?

      I’ve hidden the Keys in a … of light.

      Constance jumps with mirth. “I got it!”

      So did I. The missing word was ‘bulb.’

      “Patient 14, who knows of the Six Keys’ location, hid them in a bulb of light.”

      “A light bulb?” Tom scratches his temples.

      “It means Patient 14 hid it all in the March’s head,” Constance explains. “That explains why Black Chess planted a light bulb in his head. Somehow, the March has all the truth installed in his head but can’t remember it.”

      “Or it could be Patient 14 installed the bulb to hide the information beneath.  Like he said in the puzzle I’ve hidden the keys in plain sight,” I offer my suggestion.

      “So I assume Patient 14 hid it in your head when you both met in the Hole?” Constance asks the March.

      The bullets in the distance are getting louder now. It seems like we need to move, but I can’t stop listening to the March. Because his last words change everything.

      “That’s partially true,” the March tells Constance. His eyes find mine and he says, “I told you that I remember a few things now, right? Not all, but important things.”

      “You did,” I tell him. “What else do you remember, March? Do you know where the Six Keys are?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” he says. “But I know who Patient 14 is.”

      All of us sink into silence. There is no point in asking question. We just want to hear him say it.

      “I am Patient 14, Alice,” the March says. “Lewis told me about the Keys. He trusted me. And me only!” He definitely says it like a proud child, but then his face droops. “But the secret was too hard to hold. I couldn’t resist telling anyone, so kept it in my brain, jotted the writing on the walls before they transferred me from the Radcliffe Asylum to the Hole, and took that terrible Lullaby pill to forget about it.”

      “That’s why the puzzle on the wall said only one person could understand it,” I say. “Like a child, you’ve played a risky game, and wrote a message to yourself.”

      “It was fun, Alice. It was so much fun.”

      And the fun continues with bullets now hitting the boats.
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      Fabiola heard the news on one of the lesser-known channels — which usually told the truth to gain more viewers — about the possibility of a meticulously organized escape by the Inklings. The news covered the unexplained shooting near the river at the back of the asylum. It also mentioned that it was too dark for their film crew to see, exactly, what was happening.

      The channel seemed to support the Inklings, saying they didn’t deserve to be executed but should have a fair trial.

      Fabiola’s heart fluttered all of a sudden. Maybe she’d been given a second chance to let go of her stubbornness. If Alice managed to save the Mushroomers, she could in no way return to her Black Chess days.

      The healing process of her injuries was expedited, but it was still a long time before she could walk.

      Lewis Carroll dashed back into the room, looking like a nonsensical version of Sherlock Holmes. Heck, with these clothes he was wearing, he didn’t even belong to this timeline. People would make fun of him in the streets outside.

      “All done,” Lewis said proudly. “I haven’t kicked ass like this since I wrote Alice in Wonderland.”

      “You should have seen what he did.” The rabbit flexed its muscles.

      “I think Alice is alive.” Fabiola pointed at the news.

      “I know she is,” Lewis said. “I don’t need the news to make sure. So are you ready?”

      “I am.” Fabiola smiled. “But I can’t move.”

      “I will hold you until we get there,” Lewis said. “The Inklings need us.”

      “Does this mean what I think it means?” Fabiola said, watching him pick her up from the bed.

      “I told you, it’s happening,” Lewis said. “You just didn’t believe me.”
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      Angelo Cardone’s theatrical speech was nothing short of amazeballs — that’s what the crowd called him. The new pope was amazeballs.

      Some said Cardone was what’d happen if Mick Jagger was a pope.

      Cardone recited the same speech about them having to fight Wonderland monsters who are nothing but terrorists, focusing us on living a lesser life. He made the crowd hail and dance. Then he stressed on his message being addressed to his followers in Oxford, where the asylum situation took place.

      At some point, he told them again about his new religion, which rhymed with ‘Christianity’, but no one could really grasp the word. The crowd didn’t care. They thought the new religion thing was only metaphorical, like a new order, or a reflection of how the people were going to take matters into their own hands.

      Finally, Cardone talked about what he’d came to say from the beginning.

      “My dear followers, all over the world.” He raised both his hands in the air. “From this day on, we’ll do things our way. No more authorities or police force to speak for us. No more governments to tell us what to do. If we, the people, want to rid our lives of those Wonderland Monsters, then it’s us who is going to do it.”

      “Yeah!” The crowd went crazy this time, fireworks all over the place.

      “But this isn’t just cheap talk, because today we’ll prove it’s not,” Angelo said. A few people tensed and stopped their celebrations. Angelo’s tone was too serious to be ignored.

      “I came here to tell you about a prophesied war,” he began. “A war we knew would happen from the beginning of time. One that no one wants to talk about.”

      The crowd was buried in silence again.

      “It’s not the war against evil. Not the one against drugs. It’s not even directly against the terrorists in the asylum,” Angelo said. “Our war is the war against…” He stopped. Everyone halted their breathing. “Insanity!”

      Not all of the people grasped what he’d just said.

      “When a Wonderland Monster threatens to stuff our children’s heads in watermelons, and when another makes them smoke hookah, and another kills our world leaders, then this is nothing but insanity,” Angelo said. “We’re in an eternal war against insanity. We are the sane ones. They, the Wonderlanders, the ill in the brains, are the insane. They are the enemy. And no government will fight this war for us.”

      The people continued listening, waiting for the punchline.

      “And from this day on, it’s your responsibility, you the people, all over the world, to kill the Wonderlanders,” Angelo said. “Be it with a frying pan or a bazooka, it’s your choice. You see them in the streets, they’re like zombies, kill them.”

      People hailed again, raising all kinds of silly weapons in the air.

      “Our first declaration of independence is today. Now, to the people in Oxford.” Angelo faced the cameras. “I’ve been told that the Inklings escaped the asylum. So what if they did? They will not be able to escape you! Because you will not let them.”

      All broadcasting cameras zoomed in on Angelo’s face. “I’ve been sent to you to teach you how to hunt them down. Every corner, ever street, every hole they want to hide in will prove futile. Because no one’s going to help them, and each and every one of you, boy or girl, child or adult, will hunt the Inklings down until they vanish from the face of the Earth, and we live happily ever after.”

      The cameras zoomed in even more, now almost only showing Angelo’s lips, nose, and eyes.

      “Like I said, it’s been mentioned in a prophecy,” he said. “We call it the Wonderland War. It’s either us or Wonderland!”

      The crowd was going crazy, rocking the piazza with the stamping of their feet. Some cameras shifted to the cheering crowd in Oxford, who were now ready to hunt down the Inklings who’d escaped the asylum.

      Then, the camera zoomed even closer, this time on Angelo’s mouth and nose.

      “And like I’ve taught some of you earlier,” Angelo said. “We the people have a new salutation. It’s not with a hand. It’s not standing up. It’s not a wave or dance. It’s done like this…”

      The camera zoomed even closer and closer on Angelo’s mouth. And there, he saluted his new brainwashed crowd with a grin. A wide, scary, and unholy grin.

      “And if you haven’t been able to pronounce my new religion yet,” Angelo said. “It’s called Cheshiraty!”

      Hypnotized and brainwashed, the people grinned back.
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      We’re rowing as fast as we can, but the bullets keep raining down.

      “Faster!” Constance shouts.

      And we do. The Mushroomers, me, and everyone, we row as fast as we can.

      “We need to reach the other side of the river!” I shout.

      The bullets don’t stop, and a few Mushroomers begin to drop into the river.

      “But I have something to say!” the March shouts against the noise. “You have to listen to me.”

      “We know. We know.” Tom ducks behind him, using the March as a shield. “You are Patient 14. You know where the Six Keys are. You probably know what this war is about, but you can’t remember.”

      “It’s not that,” the March argues.

      The rest of his words are eaten by the noise from the bullets and our panic.

      I row harder, staring at Constance next to me. “Don’t give up,” I tell her. “We can do it.”

      She grits her teeth and does her best to row with her small hands. “Yes, we can do it. Family!”

      The March crawls next to me, the cap with the screws still stuck to his head. “Alice, listen to me!”

      “Not now, March. We’re trying to survive.”

      “But this is important.”

      “Just not now!” I scream at him, watching the edge of the river come closer. It’s only a minute or two and we can reach it. Then, we should escape in cars or something.

      “I can’t believe every police force in the world is against us,” Tom says. “We’re doomed.”

      “We’ll have to count on the people who believe in us,” I tell him. “Surely, not everyone believes the news. I trust there are those who are going to help us.”

      “Alice!” The March loses it. “You have to listen to me.”

      “What?” I yell at him.

      But then another boat crushes into us. The March falls back.

      I grip him tightly and pull him back inside before he falls off the edge. Then I row away. The boat that has just hit us is full of dead Mushroomers; they didn’t make it.

      “Are we going to die, Alice?” the Mushroomers in my boat ask.

      “As I said,” I tell them. “We’re not going to die. Once we reach the edge of the river we’ll find help. I trust in the kindness of people.”

      But those words are sucked back into my mouth when I see those who await us on the bank of the river. Hundreds of individuals await us with baseball bats and chainsaws and other unusual weapons, ready to take us down. It’s as if they’re zombies. Human zombies who have had their brains washed.

      “I can’t believe this,” Tom says from behind. “We have nowhere to go. We’re doomed.”

      Constance points at the two individuals leading those who want us killed by the shore. It’s Waltraud Wagner and Thomas Ogier; Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Waltraud, even though she is heavy, is riding upon a boosted board and ramming a baseball bat against her flappy hands. She is pretending to be one of the normal crowd.

      “What are we going to do, Alice?” Constance stops rowing. “We can’t go to shore. We can’t stay here.”

      I have no words to say. No excuses to give. No lies to make up. I just pull her closer, among a couple of other innocent Mushroomers and say. “We need to have faith. We’ll work it out. Just like a family.”

      I speak the words without having the slightest idea of what to do. I’m just like any mother who needs to reassure her kids that everything is going to be alright. Solutions should come later.

      “Hey Alice!” says Constance, staring back at the asylum in the distance. “There is something you should know.”

      “What is it, Constance?”

      “You need to know who the Dude is.”
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      The Wonderland War — or in other words World War III

      

      In what experts call World War III, we’re now witnessing a global attempt to kill every terrorist in the world. It’s not an attempt by a government or militants. It’s the people’s choice to end the insanity once and for all.

      They call it the Wonderland War, where Wonderlanders are insane individuals threatening our world, and the people are the sane ones who make judgment. We’re not even sure what the war is about, but the common answer is ‘the most precious thing.’

      In this war, led by a funky pope with a scary grin and sponsored by a shady organization called Black Chess, it’s hard to tell who from who.

      Who is mad? Who is not?

      Or is it like Angelo Cardone, the new pope, likes to say? ‘We’re all mad here.’

      End of News — but not of madness.
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        Control Room, The Radcliffe Asylum

      

      

      

      The Dude hadn’t left yet, even though he’d taken off his cape and stood by the door. The Pillar could still hear him behind him, but not see him. The Pillar had swiveled his chair back and began playing the British anthem.

      It was showtime.

      “You better leave,” the Pillar told the Dude without looking at him. “Like I said. They will not suspect you outside. They think you’re one of them. Just close the door right away, because I have a job to do.”

      “You will burn the place down?”

      “With all Black Chess’ men roaming it right now,” the Pillar said. “I’m going to count to ten once you leave. You better get your ass out there before I burn you with them.”

      “I will,” the Dude said.

      The Pillar heard him pushing the digits into the door. “Don’t forget to find my Wonder note. It has your answers.”

      “Will do, Pillar,” the Dude said. “And by the way, thank you.”

      The Pillar said nothing. He fiddled with the shimmering buttons on the console before him.

      Now, he listened to the Dude opening the door.

      “One last thing,” the Pillar said, still not looking back. “You promise me you’ll take care of her.”

      “I will, Pillar,” the Dude says. “Alice means everything to me.”

      “Words are cheap.”

      “So are promises,” the Dude joked.

      “Then it’s love that counts,” the Pillar said. “As cheesy as it sounds.”

      “That’s the best thing you’ve said, Pillar,” the Dude said. “Love is what counts.”

      “See you in another life, Jack,” the Pillar says. “Goodbye.”
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      “I hope so, Pillar.”

      Jack, having taken off the Dude’s cloak, stopped for a second before the door. The Pillar had talked him into faking the Dude persona a week or so ago. He’d visited him while at Lorina’s house and showed him evidence of what had happened in the past. How he was supposed to be dead and how Alice saved him. Jack admitted his unexplainable love for Alice, and the Pillar explained that time traveling messed up a lot of things, but failed to change the way Jack and Alice felt about each other. Jack had one last issue. He couldn’t declare his love for Alice or the Queen would kill him. She’d been under the impression that he had joined Black Chess.

      So he made up the Dude.

      The Dude saved Alice by day, and played Jack, loyal to Black Chess, by night.

      And when the Queen insisted Jack should kill Alice, he agreed and contacted the Pillar, who faked Jack’s death in the limousine. Now, Jack wasn’t pressured to kill Alice, and was able to help Constance with the tunnels instead.

      Once he opened the door, he’d pretend he survived and the police would consider him one of the good guys, having been trusted by the Queen and riding in her private limo. They’d show him out, and soon he’d find Alice and help her, now that the Queen was dead.

      It was a perfect plan, executed by the one and only Pillar.

      Jack turned the handle, stepped outside, and closed the door behind him.

      The Pillar, on the other hand, fidgeted in his chair. Once he stood up, the chair would blow up. He counted to ten, giving enough time for Jack to leave the building, and then took one last drag from his hookah.

      The sweetest he’d ever smoked.

      The British anthem still played in the background, and he reminded himself why he was doing this. The most precious thing.

      A wicked smile filled his face. It was time to stand up.

      He listened to the part in the anthem that says ‘God save the Queen’ and laughed, saying, “Well, he couldn't save her from me.”

      And then…

      The Pillar stood up.

      It was time to salute the British anthem and everything he loved about Wonderland.
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      Constance tells me the Dude is Jack. She tells me Jack told her not to tell me earlier for reasons I should comprehend later.

      But this later may never come.

      In the middle of the crisis, stuck in the river, unable to row the boat to the shore, I turn my head back, watching the asylum.

      It’s on fire. Burning like hell.

      The Pillar must be dead now. So are at least half of Black Chess’ guards.

      And Jack?

      I only pray he is alive. I pray I’ll see him again one day and complete my little Wonderlastic family.

      Until then, I have a war to win.

      “What are we going to do Alice?” Constance asks.

      “We’ll fight,” I say. “We have to get ashore and find the Pillar’s Wonder note.” I take deep breath. “And then I have to find out who this Mr. Jay really is.”

      

      
        
        The END…

        Alice will return in Mushrooms (Insanity 8)
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      Thank you for purchasing and downloading Family.

      Writing a story in a contained location wasn’t that easy, but it turned out well. I was surprised at the ongoing tension of having all characters in such close proximity. This is one of the books in the series where characters really acted on their own. Killing the Queen of Hearts wasn’t in my plans. The Pillar just couldn’t resist.

      I’m also aware of Margaret’s unexplained fate, but it’s more like the Cheshire’s fate in the end of Checkmate, when we didn’t know what happened to him, but later did in Family.

      My favorite character in this book is Constance. I’m looking forward to see her grow. And writing the scenes about the March made me fall in love with him more. I did know he held the secret to the Six Keys from day one, but never imagined his scenes to be so emotional and rich.

      In the end, I am very satisfied with Family, but the final verdict will be yours. I hope you enjoyed it.

      The next book is Mushrooms (Insanity 8) which I plan to release very soon. It goes without saying that a series reaching its 8th book is an accomplishment that would have never been possible without you.

      Thank you again for being as mad as Alice and the Pillar.

      

      Don’t miss the Pinterest page, where you can see all the places and riddles Alice and Pillar visited (I’ve updated it, so there are whole new places to see).

      You can access it

      (Pinterest) or HERE
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        Past: Wonderland

      

      

      “March, wake up,” the voice said.

      Pricking his ears, the March Hare stumbled out of his bed. His house was small. It smelled of carrots and six o’clock tea — for the six o’clock tea felt exquisitely different from a five o’clock tea.

      “Don’t panic, it’s me,” the voice said.

      The March’s house was dark. It was a rabbit hole he had dug for himself in the soils of Wonderland. The Hatter had offered him a teacup as a house once — a large teacup the size of a tree house — but the March preferred his own hole in the ground. He’d always wondered if he should have called it the Hare Hole instead of a rabbit hole, but he didn’t want anyone to know where he lived.

      “I’m Carroll,” the voice whispered. “Lewis Carroll.”

      “How can I know that for sure?” the March put his glasses on as if they would help him see in the dark.

      “You can put the light’s on, March.” The voice said.

      “I don’t have lights in here. It’s a hole,” the March said. “Besides, I have a light bulb in my head.”

      “Stop that,” the voice kept whispering. It sounded impatient. “I’m Lewis Carroll. Charles Dodgson. I gave you your name: March Hare.”

      “Okay?” the March leaned toward the opening of his house, a small window looking outside. In the dark, he could barely see Lewis’ face. “Holy carrots,” the March said. “It’s really you.”

      Lewis looked worried, borderline scared. He wore his priest outfit again. “I need your help.”

      “My help?” the March said. “No one ever needs me.”

      “Listen. You’re wasting my time! I need to be able to trust you, March.”

      “Trust?” the March’s ears pricked again. They hurt when he was excited. “You are going to tell me a secret?”

      “A big one, March.”

      “How big?”

      “Big enough that I’m afraid your head is too small for it. I’m afraid you will end up telling someone else.”

      “I can’t keep a secret, but I really want to know.”

      Lewis seemed disappointed. The March acted like a child most of the time, but he couldn’t help it. He liked being a child, full of hope and imaginary friends.

      “I’ll tell you part of it, then,” Lewis said.

      “Part of a secret is still a secret.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Why me, Lewis? I’m the stupidest person in Wonderland.”

      “You’re not stupid. You’re kind — and naive.”

      “Naive?” the March grabbed for a teacup. “Let’s have some tea then. You seem stressed.”

      “There is no time for tea,” Lewis snatched the cup away. Usually, Lewis was never this tense. “Listen to me!”

      “Of course, Lewis. Calm down. What do you want to talk to me about?”

      “The Six Keys.”

      “Six keys?” the March scratched his temples. “Ah, you mean the Six Impossible Things. I’ve never figured that out—“

      “The Six Impossible Things is a metaphor I made up for the Six Keys.”

      “Oh, impossible keys. I like that.”

      “It’s all a metaphor,” Lewis insisted. “They aren’t really six keys.”

      “They aren’t?”

      “They are, and they aren’t.”

      The March got dizzy.

      “I know it’s puzzling. The Six Keys are the most important things in the world, March.”

      “If you say so, Lewis. But why?”

      “They protect a most precious thing.”

      “Precious?”

      “Precious beyond imagination.”

      “Protects it from whom?”

      “Black Chess.”

      “And you have them?”

      “I have them, and I don’t have them.”

      “Hmm… this so hard to understand. But also why tell me about the most important thing in the world? I’m just a Hare. I’m useless.”

      “You’re not. You’re going to play a huge role in saving the world.”

      “The world? You mean Wonderland.”

      “No, the world. The whole world with all its hidden dimensions and realms.”

      “Oh,” the March scratch his temple. “So they are really keys? I mean like normal.”

      Lewis smiled. The March had had a genuine concern. “March,” Lewis said. “This is the trick.”

      “What trick?”

      “As I said, the Keys are keys, but they’re also not keys.”
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      We’re in the river, stuck inside a boat, me, Constance, the March Hare, Tom Truckle and the Mushroomers. The sound of bullets is deafening. The shouting voices from the land are creeping me out. Waltraud and Ogier are lining people up, giving them guns or encouraging them to swim over and kill us.

      A man, who could easily be some girl or boy’s father, is holding a semi-automatic and is staring at us. His loving eyes are two knobs of dark obsidian anger right now. He prepares to shoot at us.

      “This isn’t Inklings against Dark Chess,” I mumble with fear. “This is World vs. Wonderland.”

      “Which sounds bonkers already,” Tom Truckle can’t help himself. He shudders behind me. A coward with no ability to defend anyone. “You mad Mushroomers. Get away from me!”

      I want to tell him to swallow some of his pills, so he shuts up, or I swear I will drown him in the river. But he has lost them in the escape. It’s Ironic how the Director of Radcliffe Asylum is the maddest among us now.

      “Get out of the way, loser,” Constance pushes Tom away and addresses the Mushroomers. “Man up and fight back!”

      All we have are a few boats. March and Tom are on mine. March is unconscious. Tom is talking gibberish and not helping.

      I am still eyeing the man with the semi-automatic, wondering if he is going to shoot. Waltraud and Ogier seem to be organizing something. A proper way to attack us?

      But no, I get it. They can’t swim over and have to wait for us coming to shore.

      “I am sure that soon they will be shooting us from above or something,” Constance says. “They want us out of the water.”

      “What do you think they have in mind?” I ask her.

      “I don’t think. I know,” she points away. “Can’t you see it?”

      “What?” I squint.

      “Look, Alice. Look.”

      Then I see it. “Oh,” I fight the urge to clamp a hand over my mouth. In the distance, troops of soldiers are arriving. “This is war.”

      “And I thought we were at a picnic,” Constance makes fun of me. “Lead us, girl. You’re the chosen one.”

      Her words cut through me. I am afraid I might not be the chosen one. But hell, I have to be.

      “This is like a zombie movie,” another Mushroomer squeaks. “The world wants to wipe us out.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Constance mumbles, still pointing at the soldiers. I look again and realize it’s not just troops that are coming for us. I see tanks approach the shore.

      “This is going to suck,” I mumble back.

      “Didn’t I tell you, you’re not the Real Alice,” Tom can’t stop, “You’re just a mad girl in the asylum. And the Pillar was madder. Now he is dead. We have no one to save us.”

      Constance has her hands on her waist. She blows out a long sigh and stretches her neck. Then she pulls a rope from the bottom of the boat and walks over to Tom. In a flash, she binds his hands behind his back.

      “If you don’t stop talking, I’ll duct-tape your filthy mouth,” she tells him. Then the tough girl comes back to me and says, “All good, boss.”
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      Lost in my thoughts, I feel sorry for the Mushroomers. I feel like I have let them down. They must think life was much saner inside the asylum, in the comfort of a cell and guaranteed meals every day. The Mush Room and the pain are paradises compared to being outside. Being mad isn’t that bad. Being hated and humiliated tops the pain a million times.

      I’d like to pretend I’m the strongest girl in the world, but I am not. I can save myself. I can save Constance — and the March. How am I supposed to get all those Mushroomers out alive?

      “Alice!” Constance shouts at me, waking me up from my haze.

      I hear her but am unable to speak. Tears are about to roll down my eyes. I hold them back. All the enthusiastic words I’ve just told Constance minutes ago mean nothing to me right now.

      I know we need to get the Mushroomers to a safe place. I know we need to wake up the March and save his life, then find out whatever secret he wanted to tell us before he passed out. But none of this matters, as I start to feel lost and unable to help anyone, even myself.

      “Alice!” Constance’s voice is getting fainter. The noise of the battle is just a hiss in the background. A monotonous silence clogs my ears. I am all in my head now.

      All I am thinking about is that maybe I am just mad. Perhaps none of this is really happening. Maybe I am in a Mush Room somewhere, shocked to death, in hopes for a cure. It could all be a nightmare in the head of a girl struggling with facing everyday’s life, like everyone else.

      What the hell is wrong with me? Even if I am mad, why do I feel this way?

      My gaze diverts toward the asylum. Suddenly, I know what’s troubling me. It’s not that I am a coward or lazy or unable to stand for myself and my friends. I’ve done it a hundred times before. This time it’s different.

      My eyes are still fixated on the place that has just burned down with Jack and the Pillar inside.

      A bitter laugh tickles my lips. It reminds me that maybe Jack is all in my imagination as well.

      Please let it all be a crazy girl’s dream.

      “Alice!” Constance’s voice slowly surfaces back. “Alice!”

      It’s not a dream. It just isn’t. And it sucks. I’ll have to wake up and turn around and face the day. I’ll have to pretend that I know what I am doing and be there for everyone counting on me.

      Before I do, the image of the burning asylum behind us reminds me of the Pillar. Damn you, strange and wicked man. If my life isn’t a dream, then who are you?

      And Jack, whether you’re a figment of my imagination or not, I know I love you. I don’t have time to ask what you were doing inside, or why you pretended you were the Dude. I just don’t have time for the two most important men in my world, because now they are gone.

      I take a deep breath, my eyes open wide. The world is in chaos. My friends need my help, and I have to come up with a solution. In the back of my mind, I wonder if I am anything useful without the Pillar. He has always been there for me, with all his devious plans and motives. I, Alice Wonder, now wonder if I can do it alone.

      The man with the semi-automatic shoots. I pull Constance and duck with her, face planted to the bottom of the boat. She stares at me in shock.

      “You saved my life,” she says.

      “I know,” I say.
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      “Lewis! Behind you!” Fabiola was shouting as she fought the Reds.

      Lewis Carroll had morphed into a child again. One who’d been playing a video game of killing Reds who were trying to stop him and Fabiola from reaching out and helping the Inklings.

      “One down!” the rabbit in Lewis’ pocket stuck its head out, cheering for its master.

      “Two down!” Fabiola killed another Red, back to back with Lewis.

      “Long time,” Lewis grinned, battling along as they descended the hospital stairs.

      “I thought I’d never be myself again,” Fabiola commented, choking another Red.

      “I see you have healed,” Lewis said. The closer they came to the door at the bottom of the stairs, the more the noise outside increased. The world was in a mad state of war.

      “Seeing you did the trick for me,” she said. “Never give up on us, Lewis.”

      He said nothing, fighting a little, tiny, teeny tear in his eyes.

      “Never give up on the most precious thing,” Fabiola said, reaching the bottom of the stairs. They had only a couple of Reds to fight to kick the doors open and face the world.

      “What’s that most precious thing everyone is talking about?” the rabbit peeked its white head out, chewing on a carrot, “Really? What is it?”

      Fabiola and Lewis exchanged a brief look. It was as if they held to certain secrets between them. The rabbit couldn’t read between those lines.

      “It’s what this war is all about,” Fabiola said, stabbing a Red to his death.

      Lewis killed the other two; then he peeked out through the broken glass in the door leading outside.

      “How bad is it?” Fabiola asked.

      “It’s mad.”

      “That’s sad!” the rabbit said, trying to rhyme up. “Mad, sad, and bad!”

      “So it’s happening,” Fabiola said.

      “The Wonderland War,” Lewis nodded absently. “I never thought I’d live to see this day.”

      “How can you say that?” Fabiola asked. “This what you’ve been waiting for.”

      “Sometimes the things you wait for, feel so different from what you expected them to be.”

      “Let me see,” she shared the view outside. “It’s a mess.”

      “People don’t even know what they are fighting for.”

      “They think they are fighting terrorism.”

      “In the form of a group called the Inklings.”

      “A mad group, I beg your pardon,” Fabiola said. “The sane humans think they are fighting madness.”

      “They are being used.”

      “Black Chess played it well,” Lewis said. “The Vatican Pope is a slick addition to their manipulation.”

      “So what’s our next move?”

      “We have to help Alice and her friends by the river,” Lewis said.

      “Are we going to tell them everything?”

      “Too soon to think about that. Let’s gather as the Inklings once again. We’ll take it from there. Saving Alice and her friends is a priority.”

      “Let’s do that,” Fabiola reached for the handle, but Lewis stopped her.

      “You know the Pillar is dead, right?” he asked.

      She felt a lump in her throat. “So?”

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “Of course I’m okay. I only regret not killing him myself.”

      “Why haven’t you then?” Lewis was curious. “All those chances you had, you could just have stopped him.”

      “You know he has fourteen lives,” she said.

      “That’s not it. You could have killed him 14 times. You’ve been around him so long — not to mention that maybe he isn’t dead yet, having so many lives.”

      “I just couldn’t, Lewis. Let’s not talk about it,” Fabiola looked away.

      The rabbit in Lewis’ jacket got ever curiouser and curiouser.

      “I need to know, Fabiola,” Lewis said. “I don’t want surprises. It’s a sensitive time. Why did you not kill him?”

      Tears rolled down Fabiola’s cheeks.

      “Good,” Lewis said.

      “Don’t be cruel to me, Lewis. You know what he did.”

      “I’m not cruel. I need to know you didn’t switch sides. That you don’t have personal plans that will conflict with the Wonderland War.”

      Fabiola dried her tears and straightened up. “I didn’t kill him because…”

      “Because?”

      “Alice loved him. It pained me not to kill him every second I saw his ugly face. I wouldn’t mind stabbing him a million times, not just fourteen. But somehow he touched Alice in ways I’ve never seen before. And he knew it. He used it, all the time. Or he wouldn’t have introduced her to me in the Vatican in the first place. He knew my heart would weaken, seeing her.”

      “But you were not sure it was her at first.”

      “I wasn’t, Lewis, but I hoped. Who wouldn’t hope that the Real Alice is back? I pushed her. I hated her. I even wanted to kill her. With all the conflicting feelings inside, I did my best in case there was a tiny hope that it’s her. In case we can save the most precious thing.”

      Lewis nodded. He knew how hard it was for her. Oh, God, how she had suffered in Wonderland. Damn you, Pillar, Lewis thought. He pushed the door open, ready to fight thousands of people who wanted him and Fabiola dead.
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      Reluctantly, Lewis entered the Poison Garden. Though it was a real place in the real world, it had a portal leading to Wonderland. In fact, the first breach from Wonderland to the real world had started here.

      Lewis rubbed his eyes against the bluish darkness veiling the garden. It wasn’t night time, but the garden had always been dim and gloomy, filled with smoke spiraling like ghosts through the enormous trees. In truth, these weren’t trees. They were large mushrooms.

      Looking up, he could see the sun at noon, so far away, trying its best to slither through the density of mushrooms and hookah smoke. The Poison Garden had always hosted the worst of Wonderland’s creatures. The Cheshire had been a recent addition.

      But the Cheshire didn’t own this place, nor had he known of its secrets or inception. This place had been owned by one man only. One of the scariest in Wonderland. Not Mr. Jay, but the second best.

      Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar.

      He liked to call it Mushroomland, which he later re-created all over the real world.

      Carter Pillar, not only was he a devious existence of crap, but he made money from drugs. Mushrooms, to be precise.

      He had sold it to the kids. He had watched his client suffer and die. And many times he had laughed at them, smoking his hookah. Whether he’d been an addict himself or not remains a mystery.

      “Pillar,” Lewis whispered.

      Not only was he scared and worried, but Lewis had been in pain for days now. This was earlier in the day before he reached out to the March to trust him with his secret about the Six Keys. Right now, he still had the secret in his head, and soon Carolus would rise and pull it out of his memories. Lewis needed to forget, and have enough time to pass it to the March.

      It was a stupid plan. Unspecific and disjointed. It was executed on a whim. The pain and migraines in Lewis’ head prevented him from thinking correctly. All that occupied his mind was the possibility of Carolus rising and knowing about the Six Keys.

      He had to pass them to the March and had to forget. To do it, he needed to eat a specific pant. No one sold such a plant but the devious Pillar.

      A mushroom.
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      “Guns!” a Mushroomer wheezes.

      We are ducking and crouching low to avoid the shower of bullets from the shore’s side. One of the sides is too distant for bullets to reach us, so we all scoop over toward it.

      “Get down.” I hiss at the shouting Mushroomer, standing tall and pointing upward.

      “Don’t stand up,” Constance says.

      I turn and look at her, “I am confused. Sometimes you want to save everyone. And sometimes you are cruel.”

      “It’s tactics, Alice,” Constance says. “This could be a trick, or a weak spot. You stand up and help the Mushroomer and someone shoots you.”

      I nod. “Listen, here is what’s going to happen,” I tell her. “I am going to swim over to other side of the shores, the one less populated and dark. I will find help — or guns.”

      “Then?”

      “Then I will come back for you and the Mushroomers. I just need you to keep everyone down on the boat’s floors.”

      Constance sighs.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I am afraid you won’t come for us, Alice.”

      “Don’t worry. I am not going to get killed.”

      “It’s not that. I think you have a bigger mission to do, and saving us will seem trivial then. I mean, look at us, none of us is as important as you and the March now.”

      “Do you mean I should take the March with me?”

      “I don’t know what I mean,” she lowers her gaze. “Honestly, I am so psyched up and powerful when you’re around. I am not that strong. I just know you got my back.”

      “Don’t say that,” I hold her face in my hands. “In fact, if I don’t come back, consider yourself the Real Alice.”

      She laughs, bitterly.

      “What now?”

      “You’re the Real Alice, whether you like it or know it or not. You are going to save the most precious thing.”

      “Stop it,” I pull my hands off. “What is this precious thing everyone talks about?”

      “I have no idea. But I heard everyone talk about it. The Pillar. The Cheshire. And even Lewis in my visions. This is all to save the most precious thing in the world. Whether we like or not, this is your mission.”

      My head can’t fathom what it could be. I mean, calling something the most precious thing in the world is a stretch. What is so obviously more precious than anything in this life?

      “Did you hear any hints?” I ask her.

      “No.”

      “So the March knows the Six Keys that will lead to the most precious thing?”

      “I think so,” she grips my arms as I have to duck closer to the floor. Bullets are still showering. The Mushroomer is again saying, ‘guns!’ I realize the bullet have caused a few holes in the boat. Soon we’ll be sinking.

      Then suddenly, something surreal happens. A machine gun falls on us from the sky. The Mushroomer is somehow right.
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      “The Pillar is probably dead, Mr. Jay,” the Red tells his boss who sits smoking his cigar on the desk.

      Still, no one could see Mr. Jay’s face. No one asked. No one wanted to know. It’s been said he was the scariest of them all.

      A low sound of him inhaling sent shivers to the Red’s spine. “So he killed my precious Queen of Hearts and then killed himself?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “It’s a mad world,” the Red chuckled uneasily. He knew what was coming. Why the heck did he let out that spontaneous chuckle? A bullet carved a hole in his cloak and he fell, dead on the floor.

      Another Red stepped up to talk to Mr. Jay. The office had reeked of dead men anyway. Mr. Jay had killed anyone who was stupid or unlikable. He didn’t bother cleaning. He liked the scent of death.

      “Here is what I want you to do,” Mr. Jay said. “Make sure the sneaky Pillar is dead.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” the Red said. “And Alice, should we still kill her?”

      “Kill everyone around her but don’t kill her,” Mr. Jay said. “Right now she could be the only one who knows about the Six Keys’ whereabouts.”

      “As you wish, Master,” the Red bowed.

      “Then send a message to the Cheshire. I want the world to go even crazier. I want them to loathe Alice, so when we catch her, she has nowhere else to escape.”

      “Will do, Boss.”

      “Also, tell the Cheshire he’s done a good job,”  Mr. Jay chuckled. “I mean, I watched The Godfather yesterday and Marlon Brando was nothing compared to his act as Cardone, the Vatican’s new pope.”

      “He was, wasn’t he?” the Red said, trying his best to please and not die. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah,” Mr. Jay’s voice sank into an oblivion of sadness. “Make sure to bury the Queen of Hearts.”

      “But of course.”

      “Give her a proper funeral”

      “Definitely.”

      “Bury her in flowers, not mud.”

      “Understood.”

      “Chop off the heads of a thousand cows during her funeral.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Let the little children sing to her. Wish her a good afterlife.”

      “That’s easy to do, sir.”

      “Also, invite the presidents of the world. I know it’s a harsh time and the world is going crazy, but her funeral has to be epic.”

      “I will, Master.”

      Mr. Jay took some time to reflect and then asked, “Is there anything left of her body? I remember I saw the Pillar blow her head up.”

      “None of the head. Only the torso. Short and stocky.”

      “Hmm,” Mr. Jay said then addressed the Red behind him. “Cut off your friend’s head and bury it as the Queen’s.”
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      “Guns!” A Mushroomer wheezes again.

      I prep myself on my knees and squint at the sky above. How is this possible? Is this some sort of madness again?

      “It’s raining guns, hallelujah,” the Mushroomer sings.

      “This couldn’t be,” I say.

      But then another weapon falls from the sky.

      “Everybody cover your head or stay away from this area,” Constance says.

      I grip a gun. “What’s going on?”

      “Maybe this is the most precious thing?” Constance tilts her head inquisitively.

      “Of course not,” I let out half a laugh.

      The people on the shore are still shooting at us, but the boat has drifted farther into the unpopulated area so we’re a bit safer now. I think they aren’t shooting from that part of the city because it’s darker here. Only minutes before our boats sink.

      “Is the gun loaded?” Constance asks, taking it away from me and pointing it at the helpless Tom Truckle.

      He shies his head away and shivers. I wonder why she is so mean to him.

      I shoot back at the people on the shore. “It is loaded.”

      “Look,” Constance points at the shore.

      “What?”

      “They stopped shooting,” she says. “Once they heard you shoot back. They are cowards.”

      “Who would believe we have guns falling from the sky?”

      “So all we need is to escape now.”

      “That’s it,” I say. “Gather the Mushroomers in one boat, if possible, as I check out the guns source.”

      She does. I stand next to the Mushroomer and shares his gaze of the dark of the night sky.

      “What are you seeing?” I ask.

      “The man in the sky.”

      “There is a man in the sky?” I can’t see anything but mushy dark patches of clouds.

      “He sends the guns,” the Mushroomer says.

      “You mean… God?”

      “No,” his sounds upset with my questions, my stupidity, and naivety. “God is busy.”

      “But this man isn’t?”

      “Of course he isn’t. He is dead. Nothing to do when you are dead.”

      “Oh. I understand.”

      “He will be sending more,” the Mushroomer says.

      And he is right. A short moment later two more machine guns fall, splashing on the boat’s wet floor. Tom wants to reach for one, but Constance hits him on the hand like a mother hitting her child’s when he reaches for cookies.

      “So you can talk to the man in the sky?” I ask the Mushroomer.

      He shrugs his shoulder with distaste. “I told you he is dead. What are you, mad?”

      “Sorry,” I say. “I am Alice by the way, but I am sure you know.”

      “I know,” he says. “You’re doing well, kiddo. Just wait for more guns.”

      “If you say so,” I shrug my shoulders. There is nothing more to say.

      I don’t really care who is sending us guns from the sky, and have no time to think about it. I look back at Constance, as she has gathered most of the Mushroomers in one boat.

      “What now?” She says.

      “The darker side of the shore,” I say. “You and I will row before the boat sinks.”

      But then horror droops her face. She doesn’t need to tell me why. The answer comes in the form of a bomb that hits the empty boats we just left behind.

      I look around. The tanks are shooting at us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Past: The Poison Garden, Alnwick, Northumberland,

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lewis Carroll himself,” the Pillar said.

      Carroll looked behind him and saw the caterpillar sitting atop of a huge white mushroom, smoking his favorite hookah.

      “Haw mayh ah halp yoooh?” the Pillar said slowly, comfortably, and numbly. With his beady eyes and relaxed posture, leaning back, he seemed like he had all the time in the world — to smoke all the drugs in the world.

      “I wouldn’t say I need your help,” Lewis said with pride. “You’re nothing but a merchant and I am nothing but a customer.”

      The Pillar put the hookah aside and rubbed his eyes. “You’re Lewis Carroll, aren’t you?”

      “In the flesh.”

      “Did you just call yourself a customer?” the Pillar grinned.

      “Yes,” Lewis said with dishonor.

      “Do you have problems at home?” the Pillar didn’t lose his grin, but tilted his head.

      “What?”

      “Problems with women?”

      “I am not following.”

      “Did you do something wrong?”

      “Wait. Why do you ask?”

      “It’s the one reason you would want to buy drugs from me.”

      “No,” Lewis waved his hand in the air. “You misunderstood. I don’t want drugs.”

      “Then you lose, my friend,” the Pillar leaned back to his hookah, disappointed. “The way out of the garden is here,” he pointed west then squinted. “Wait, it’s here,” he pointed east. “Nah, I think it’s here. Whatever. Suit yourself and find your way out like you found your way in.”

      “But I want you to help me,” Lewis said. “Well, I said it. I admit it. I need your help.”

      “If it doesn’t have anything to do with drugs, then you should go get help from your mother. I’m not into emotional assistance.”

      “I need a mushroom.”

      The Pillar leaned forward again. “I see,” he rubbed his chin. “So you’re a reluctant user. You want to try but aren’t sure, right?”

      “That’s not it. I need a mushroom to forget.”

      “Ohhh,” the words came out slow and thoughtful. “So you’ve done something bad. Very bad.”

      “It’s not like that. I know a secret and need to forget so Carolus doesn’t know about it.”

      “Then don’t tell Carolus,” the Pillar said nonchalantly.

      “Carolus is inside me. In fact, he is me.”

      “Hmm… so you want a mushroom to keep a secret away from yourself?”

      “Close enough.”

      The Pillar laughed wholeheartedly. He shook on the spongy mushroom underneath him. “I always knew you were a loon.”

      “So how much does it cost?”

      “That kind of mushroom costs a lot.”

      “I have money.”

      The Pillar laughed, “I never understand why people think money is valuable.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean all the money in the world doesn’t get you that kind of mushroom. In fact, I rarely get paid in money.”

      “Then how do you get paid?”

      “A currency more valuable and precise and swift than money.”

      “Which is?”

      “I get paid in favors,” the Pillar winked. “I scratch your back, you scratch mine.”

      Lewis seemed reluctant. He couldn’t imagine what kind of favor the Pillar would ask of him. They weren’t even two different sides of a coin. The two men were two completely different coins. What would they have in common that the Pillar would consider a favor?

      “What do you want?” Lewis asked.

      The Pillar rubbed his hand and leaned ever closer. His eyes gleamed with excitement. “I want to get married.”
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      The shooting tanks kill our hopes of escaping. The guns in our hands mean so little now. Sure they would help us with protecting ourselves against anyone from the shore coming closer, but not the tanks.

      “I love you, man in the sky!” the Mushroomer insists on talking with open arms. I can’t save him anymore. He is enamored with whatever was up there.

      As for me, I am all over the place, helping the others who got wounded while Constance begins rowing.

      In a glance, I see the Mushroomer is gone. His man in the sky didn’t save him from the tanks.

      In a moment of anger I pull out my two guns and fire aimlessly at the tanks by the shore. Nothing happened, of course. I am just blowing off steam.

      Behind me, the Mushroomers and Constance look weirdly at me. They don’t expect me to lose my temper. I am supposed to be calm so that they stay as calm as possible. The worst thing in the world is when you have to pretend you know what you are doing when you don’t.

      “I’d say I dive in the water toward the shore is a good idea,” Constance shouts against the blaring sounds of the tanks.

      “If I go, you will die,” I tell her.

      I turn around and shoot blindly at the tanks. Another bomb misses me by a few meters. I flip back and fall into the water.

      Swimming up, I wonder if I have a superpower or know some magic. Shouldn’t Alice have this sort of stuff?

      I pull myself up and see the Mushroomers and Constance are staring upward.

      “The man in the sky,” Constance says.

      “What the hell?” I blurt, pulling myself up.

      “He is real,” Constance is freaking smiling and pointing upward.

      I crane my head and see a helicopter. A black one that strangely doesn’t produce a sound. It lowers slowly in our direction, swirling the wind and shaking the water all around us. We shield our faces with our hands as it closes in.

      Then a tremendous amount of guns drop on the boat.

      “Who is that?” I ask.

      “Who cares?” Constance starts helping the Mushroomers into the helicopter.

      I help them as well. I bend over to become a stepping stone so they reach for the helicopter’s door. It takes a lot of time and some of Mushroomers die in the process.

      “What about him?” Constance points at Tom Truckle.

      “What about him?” I ask. “We have to save him as well.”

      “I don’t trust him,” Constance says.

      “I don’t care,” I pull his hand toward the helicopter. “What’s wrong with you?” I sneer at Constance as she ducks away from another bomb.

      She lets out an angry growl. “I will take care of the March Hare. He deserves to live.”

      As I help the last Mushroomer up to the helicopter, I stretch out a hand for Constance to pull me up. Instead it’s someone else who stretches out.

      I don’t know if I should laugh or not, but I can’t believe this is who came to save us. I actually missed him a lot.

      “In your service, miss,” the Mousy Chauffeur says. “Let me help.”

      I take his hand. “You drive helicopters now?”

      “Well, Mr. Pillar let me go, and I needed to make a living. Welcome aboard.”
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      “Married,” Lewis Carroll stopped himself from laughing. He couldn’t imagine who would marry this beast. Also who would want to be the Pillar wife or even child.

      “Honestly, I’m still too young for that,” the Pillar reasoned. “And I had never considered myself the marriage type.”

      “Then why do you want to get married now?”

      “Love,” the Pillar blew out smoke the shape of the heart and he stared at it with beady eyes as it waved before him.

      “Love?” Lewis put his hand in his pockets. “Seriously?”

      “It’s a beautiful thing, Lewis. You should try it some time.”

      Lewis shrugged. The Pillar was referring to Lewis loveless life. “So how does this have anything to do with me doing you a favor to get my mushroom?”

      “You know the bride.”

      “Ah, that’s it,” Lewis ran his hand through his hair. “Look, Pillar, no offense, but it’s really going to be hard to convince anyone to love you.”

      “She doesn’t have to love me,” the Pillar said. “I love her. That’s all that matters.”

      “Whoa,” Lewis rolled his eyes. “Look, I don’t have time. Really. Carolus could wake up any moment. Ask anything else of me.”

      “No marriage, no mushroom. Take it or leave it.”

      Lewis sighed, feeling his migraines returning. Soon he will be stuttering again. Soon the pain will return. Soon Carolus will come alive. “All right, who is she?”

      “So you’re going to tell her?” the Pillar clapped his hands like a child.

      “Yes,” Lewis said. “But I don’t guarantee anything else.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m charming. I will make her mine.”

      “So who is she, Pillar?”

      That’s when the Pillar descended his mushroom throne and walked toward Lewis. “The Queen’s sister.”

      Lewis took a moment to remember who the Queen’s sister was. “You mean the Queen of Hearts’ sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “I always knew she had a sister but… what was her name again?”

      “Come on, Lewis. You know.”

      Lewis took a moment to collect this thought then burst out saying, “No!”

      “What?”

      “You won’t marry her of course. She’s too young.”

      “I am young enough.”

      “I mean she is such an innocent girl, I can’t imagine you—”

      “Innocent?” the Pillar snorted. “She is the Queen’s sister, I am telling you there is nothing innocent about the Queen’s family.”

      “Pillar, listen to me. Please not her.”

      “Oh,” the Pillar took a few steps back. “You like her.”

      Lewis’ face went red. “You misunderstand me—”

      “I think I do understand,” the Pillar’s eyes reddened, just momentarily, then softened again with subtle slyness. “Tell you what, Lewis, here is your precious mushroom.”

      Lewis watched the Pillar hand it to him. It didn’t make sense that he would have changed his mind so abruptly. Lewis hadn’t enough time or peace of mind to consider the Pillar’s real motives. To him, he was racing time before Carolus awoke.

      “Thank you, Pillar,” Lewis took the mushroom but didn’t eat it. He asked, “Do I have enough time to do something before I forget?” he wanted to visit the March and tell him about the Six Keys and keep the secret with him.

      “Half a day. You have time.”

      “Thank you,” Lewis began eating the mushroom.

      “Don’t mention it, Lewis,” the Pillar embarked his mushroom again, pleased that the mushroom would mess up Lewis’ life so he would not be competing for the same woman he wished to marry.

      Lewis began to ache as the mushroom appeared to have side effects. “Does it have to hurt like that, Pillar?”

      “You wanted to forget, Lewis,” the Pillar said. “Forgetting is as painful as remembering.”
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      “Everyone get a gun,” Constance orders the Mushroomers. I am skeptic about this move, as I don’t find them responsible enough to do so. But I pass. At least Constance moves faster than I do.

      The look on their faces is both appalling and laughable. Some have the look of a child with their new toy gun. Happy to shoot like in any superhero movie. Kill the bad guys and win the girl back.

      But some are puzzled as to why they should hold guns. Aren’t they the good guys? If movies taught us for years that the good guys win, why do they have to end up killing for freedom?

      “Do you know how to drive this?” Tom taunts the chauffeur.

      “Just got my license yesterday,” the Pillar’s chauffeur winks back at Tom.

      “So we’re your first flight?” Tom shrieks.

      “Let’s pray it’s not your last, Mr. Truckle,” the chauffeur takes a substantial dip to avoid some kind of missile.

      “Wow!” the Mushroomers love a rollercoaster ride.

      “OK. OK,” Tom screams. “Please don’t kill us.”

      “It’s not my intention, trust me,” the chauffeur says. “But my late master, Sir Carter Pillar, used to tell me ‘shit happens’ whether you like it or not.’”

      Constance is all giggles and wide-eyed at how the chauffeur messes with Truckle.

      “Sir Carter Pillar?” I ask.

      “He was friends with Sir Elton John, wasn’t he? I am sure he was going to be a Sir if he lived long enough.”

      “So you’re sure he died?” Constance asks.

      “Well, Sir Carter Pillar is dead. But then again he does die often, so it’s not a new thing.”

      I am not sure what the chauffeur implies, or whether he knows more about the Pillar than we do.

      Before I ask, Tom interrupts. “I need a phone!”

      “Shut up!” Constance says. “Who do you want to call, your mum?”

      “My children. They are worried about me.”

      “Later, Tom,” I interfere, as I pick up a gun and sit next to the chauffeur. “We all need to call our loved ones, but later.”

      “Loved ones?” he mocks me. “You have nobody.”

      His words cut like a knife. I resist looking back and punching him in the face.

      “Now that the Pillar is gone,” he continues.

      I look at the chauffeur, neglecting Tom. “So, we have a plan to get out of here?”

      “I am waiting for your orders, Boss,” he says.

      I hate how everyone calls me boss now. “Just get us away from the river.”

      “I am trying, Boss.”

      “We need to get the Mushroomers to somewhere safe. There is a warehouse in the East. I’ll show you the way once you take off. It’s safe.”

      “How do you know it’s safe, Boss?” the chauffeur asks.

      “It’s a warehouse for roses and such. I doubt anyone is interested in it now.”

      “Good plan, Boss. And then?”

      “Normally I’d say we should take the March to a doctor, but it’s not safe. Do any of you Mushroomers have medical expertise?” I tilt my head back.

      “I have, Boss!” A Mushroomer with a gun says. “I have had my head mushed in that room forever. That’s medical expertise.”

      The other Mushroomers laugh. Constance doesn’t but has swallowed it inside. Tom laughs even louder. He laughs, looking at me.

      “It’s a wild bunch, Boss,” the chauffeur looks my way empathetically. “I remember the Pillar saying that sometimes he wanted to save the Mushroomers, and sometimes he wanted to kill them because they were stupid.”

      “Stop telling her about the Pillar,” Tom says. “She is alone now. Useless. Weak.”

      I grip my gun tighter, staring ahead. If I am going to kill anyone today, it could be Tom.

      And though I try to avoid him, he pushes harder and says, “She has nobody, not even her imaginary lover, Jack.”

      This is when I can’t take it. I swivel, ready to point my gun at his skull. But then something strange happens. Someone says something in the helicopter. A voice I hadn’t heard for a while. Someone who I have really, really missed.

      “I wouldn’t say that, Tom,” the voice says.

      The voice has its hands rested on Tom’s shoulder, squeezing painfully.

      The voice has a chest I once knew.

      I raise my head.

      The voice has a face.

      It smiles at me.

      The face is splotched with blood and is wounded under the lips and near the eyes. Two diagonal cuts.

      “I may be imaginary,” the voice says. “But I haven’t left.”

      The voice has eyes. Beautiful eyes. They dawn upon me. Gentle and caring and full of hope.

      It’s Jack.
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      Angelo Cardone, also known as the Cheshire, sat with his whiskey bottle, watching the news on TV. The priests and nuns were sprawled around him. Most of them unconscious.

      It hadn’t been a challenge to convince them that drinking can purge the soul. He was in a position like no one in the world. With his cattish devilishness, he could have convinced them he was a prophet.

      The BBC news, not broadcasting frequently anymore, as their headquarters was under attack, announced the escape of the Inklings. An unprofessional reporter — a trainee maybe — standing with a mic in one hand, the world in chaos behind him, reported the sighting of a soundless helicopter saving Alice and some of the Inklings.

      “However, it’s confirmed that the Queen of England is dead,” the reporter said. “And it’s presumed that her killer Pillar da Killa has been killed in the asylum when it burned down to the ground. Margaret Kent, the famous parliament woman, is also presumed dead.”

      “Huh,” Angelo gulped. “Looks like I missed a Game of Throne’s finale. That would have been fun.”

      “Two girls by the name of Lorina and Edith were also found dead,” the reporter said. “It’s rumored they were Alice’s sisters. Most probably partners in crime. Interpol has found evidence of Alice’s secret headquarters in the basement of their house.”

      “I love the news. They pretend they know everything,” the Cheshire talked to his silent, drunk, and unconscious friends. “Sometimes I think the BBC, CNN, and especially Al Jazeera know more than God.”

      He gulped again, toasting with the reporter on the screen.

      “As you see can see behind me, the world is in chaos. It’s hard to tell who is fighting who. But electricity isn’t available in many places in Britain at the moment. Robbery is just the norm right now. So many people got killed, and no one has any idea who did it. It’s madness. If the world is fighting the Inklings, it also seems it might be at war with itself.”

      “Touche,” the Cheshire said, as his phone rang. It was a Red from the Black Chess office.

      “Mr. Jay wants you to do a speech, encouraging people to kill Alice so he will have greater power over her when he catches her.”

      “I assume he hasn’t found the Six Keys yet then,” the Cheshire said.

      “No. The Pillar is dead. The Asylum is gone. Only Alice knows.”

      “Didn’t Mr. Jay implant an imposter among her group?”

      “Yeah,” the Red confirms.

      “Did the imposter contact you to tell you what’s going on with the Inklings?”

      “Not yet.”

      “All right, I will do the speech,” the Cheshire hung up, “I need another drink.
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      I have felt so much hesitation and had so many uncertainties the last hour, but now seeing Jack, is one thing I need to be sure of. I jump off of my seat and across Tom Truckle and kiss him.

      Jack is slightly off balance, but I don’t pull away. I need this so much. Slowly he understands and kisses me back.

      “Absolutely wow!” the Mushroomers giggle.

      “Absolutely absurd,” Tom mumbles behind me. I kick him with my feet.

      “Dude,” Constance says to Jack. “You’re alive.”

      Jack gently pushed me away, “Yes, little girl.”

      “Watch it,” I tell him. “She is no little girl. She is badass.”

      “I know,” he says to Constance. “I saw her in the tunnel. She did a great job.”

      “You did a better job, surviving,” Constance says. “Or our boss would have collapsed, missing you.”

      I realize that I can taste the blood on Jack’s face. “What happened?” I ask him. “How did you survive?”

      “The Pillar told me how to get out,” Jack says. His eyes are straight, looking at me. He wants to know how I feel about the Pillar.

      “So he is dead?” I say, my voice low and weak. Why do I like this man so much?

      Jack nods. “It’s impossible to have survived the fire.”

      “Still, I am glad you’re alive,” I hug him again.

      “I think the first thing we have to do when we land isn’t getting the March to a doctor,” Constance says with a smile.

      “Then what?” Jack asks.

      “We have to get you two a room,” she sticks out her tongue then slaps Tom Truckle hard on the cheeks. “Imaginary boyfriend, you said? He doesn’t look imaginary to me.”

      “I need a phone!” Tom insists, humiliated.

      “We’re close to the warehouse,” the chauffeur says.

      “No warehouse,” Jack interrupts. He gazes back at me, hold my head in his hands. “The Pillar told me what to do next.”

      “He told you?” Constance is curious.

      “He said Alice has to find his Wonder,” Jack says. “The yellow paper he’d given her.”

      “His Wonder?” something tells me I never want to know.

      “He said it’s in a locker in King’s Cross train station,” Jack says. “It explains everything, he said.”

      “It’s one word,” I say. “How can it explain everything?”

      “Besides,” Constance says, “it would be suicidal going to the train station now with all the chaos outside.”

      “She is right,” I tell Jack. “My priority is not to know but to save the Mushroomers and the March.”

      “Exactly,” Constance says. “I don’t know what the Pillar had on his mind, but we’re all sure the March knows the whereabouts of the Six Keys.”

      “We do?” Tom Truckle asks, but no one listens to him.

      “The March is Patient 14,” I tell Jack.

      “I know. The Pillar told me. He knows where the Keys are and what they are for. So you don’t care about the note?”

      “Not now. Save the people first,” I turn to the chauffeur. “Is the warehouse safe from up here?”

      “It’s looks abandoned,” he says.

      “Perfect,” I reply. “Land us there,” I turn back to Jack. “You have a lot to explain.”

      “I will,” he says. “As much as I know,” he lowers his head. “I don’t even know how I am alive, but I will tell you what I know.”

      “And I will tell you what I know!” a voice squeaked behind Jack.

      All our heads turn to watch the March sitting up. He looks dizzy, not sure where he is. He isn’t even talking to us, but to the wall. His hands are flat on his laps as he says, “Mushrooms.”

      “March,” Constance approaches him slowly. “Are you okay? How did you wake up?”

      The March doesn’t talk to her. He doesn’t even know she exists at the moment. It's as if he is in a daydream, “Mushrooms.”

      Constance slowly sits in front of him to get his attention. He turns abruptly and grabs her by the arms. “I will remember what the Six Keys are when I see the Mushrooms.”

      “What?” She asks.

      “I am telling you,” the March says, sweating. “I will  remember where and what the Keys are if you take me to the Mushrooms.”

      I sit next to him and pat him. “Where, March? Where are the Mushrooms?”

      He turns and looks at me slowly. “In London. One of my gardens. One of my designs.”

      Then he falls back into unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Past : The Poison Garden, Alnwick, Northumberland, England

          

        

      

    

    
      A month after Lewis Carroll had taken the Mushroom and passed his secret on to the March Hare, the Pillar sat smoking the best tobacco he’d ever had. A poisonous mushroom, one that needed an expert to smoke. Smoke too little and nothing happens. Smoke too much and A LOT happens: you lose your life.

      It was a special occasion. Not only had he gotten rid of Lewis — the Mushroom he’d given him had side effects, that Lewis wouldn’t feel now, but years and years from now.

      In fact, the Pillar was waiting for the Queen herself.

      Irritated, the Queen entered the garden in her wheeled cart, which had been protected by a certain magic, denying him the pleasure of killing her. They hated each other’s mushrooms, real bad.

      “Pillar,” she roared in her intolerable voice. “What do you want?”

      “Oh welcome, Queen of Hearts,” he said, leaning back on a pink pillow, set on top of a pink mushroom. He rested one leg on the other. “May I offer you a few chopped-off heads to eat?”

      “Stop it, tell me what you want.”

      “I think it’s what you want,” he grinned.

      “You sent for me. You said it was a matter of life and death.”

      “I also said I could offer you something that will make you smarter.”

      “Shush,” she waved at him, staring left and right. “No need to be so loud.”

      “I am sorry. You don’t want people to know you’re dumb.”

      “Shut up,” she approached him. “Do you have something for me?”

      “A magic mushroom.”

      “Magic mushroom?”

      “It’s a drug. Humans take it to go to La La Land, which is practically Wonderland,” he waves a lunatic’s finger next to his ear. “Wacko taco. Loony goony.”

      “So?” she grimaced. “How can this help me rule Wonderland?”

      “As I said, the mushroom has the power to make you smarter, devious, and calculating. I guarantee you no one will be a more evil bitch than you, my Queen.”

      “But I am not that dumb, Pillar.”

      “Let’s face it, my Queen, you’re an ugly woman,” the Pillar smiled, not an inch of anger in his voice. “You’re second best ugly next to the Duchess, of course.”

      “Well thank you,” she rolled her eyes.

      “Ugly people have no choice, my dear. You either become a tyrant and rule the world, or you become sort of a nerdy scientist. It’s the harsh truth.”

      “So what will this mushroom help me do exactly?”

      The Pillar set his hookah aside. He wiped his eyes awake and approached. Sitting on top of the mushrooms, he looked as is if he were upon his throne talking to a simple peasant instead of a Queen. “You will simply become the devil—” he itched his head. “I want to say the devil in disguise, but hey, there is nothing subtle about your ugliness.”

      “I swear I’ll chop your head off, Pillar, if you don’t stop insulting me.”

      “See? Once you take this mushroom, you will no longer need to chop people’s head off to feel good.”

      She shook her shoulders, “Then what do you expect me to do for fun?”

      “Have them chop their heads off willingly,” he grinned.

      She grinned back.

      It was an evil-fest of grins. Only the Cheshire was missing.

      “Okay,” she said. “I will take it, but I want this mushroom to help me get Alice.”

      “Alice belongs to Mr. Jay,” the Pillar said. “Don’t go after her. Go after power. After ruling the world. Soon we’ll have to cross over to the real world. This mushroom will make you outsmart humans.”

      She took a moment, contemplating.

      The Pillar, being a master seller, had to hit the iron while it was hot, “Listen,” he said, “whether your loyalty goes to Black Chess or the Inklings — which is unlikely — we all know what this whole Wonderland thing is about.”

      “What is it about, professor Pillar,” she shook her head left and right, mocking him.

      “The Six Keys,” he said. “We all know that once any of us control them, he or she will be the most powerful in the world.”

      “Through the most precious thing in the world,” she sighed, looking nowhere for a moment. “I wonder why they call it the most precious in the world.”

      “It is,” he said. “You just don’t see it.”

      “Okay, Pillar,” she let out an impatient wheeze. “I will take the mushroom, but I don’t imagine you care about me, or want to give it to me for free.”

      “Of course, not. It could be poisoned.”

      “I don’t worry about that. I always let my dogs eat before me in case one of them dies from the food,” she said. “So cut the bloody crap, what do you want in return?”

      The Pillar shrugged, then said, “Your sister.”

      “What?” she bounced back. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “That’s a compliment in Wonderland ‘out of your mind,’” he replied. “But seriously, I love her.”

      “You love no one,” she protested. “How dare you ask to marry a royal girl like her.”

      “Believe me; you want me to take her away from you.”

      “What do you mean?” She said.

      “I know you hate her,” he began whispering, talking smoothly, addressing her emotional state, not the logical front she showed to people.

      The Queen didn’t deny it. Silence said everything.

      “She’s prettier, younger, and your father and mother love her more than you,” he said.

      She resided in a long silence, upset by him, but unable to deny his words.

      “The mushrooms will make you smart but will not help you get rid of her. Sooner or later they will make her rule, not you.”

      “Are you going to hurt her?” she finally asked.

      “I swear I will love her forever,” he said, knowing that she knew he was lying. But the Queen loved the throne more than she loved anyone.

      She nodded. A silent yes. “How can I give her to you? I mean she will not love you in a million years. She is young, true. Naive as well, but she won’t fall for you.”

      “I have a pink hookah,” he winked. “Girls love pink hookahs.”

      “Be serious.”

      “Here is serious,” he handed her another mushroom. “Feed it to her.”

      “Is it going to make her shorter, like the one you gave Alice, so my sister shrinks to your size?” she mocked him.

      “Nah,” he leaned back, all confident. “This mushroom will make her love me. I just need someone to convince her to eat it.”
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      The warehouse is empty and looks safe — for now. We stuff the Mushroomers inside and Tom with them. Constance organizes everything and takes care of locking the outlets.

      Jack carries the March to the bed I made for him from roses. He is breathing, but still unconscious. His body seems weakened, but we don’t have food to feed him. I can’t imagine what he has been through.

      I sit next to him and pat him, “You’re going to be all right, March.”

      “A child in an old man’s body,” Jack commented. “I wonder how they had the heart to torture him in the asylum when he was patient 14.”

      “Black Chess doesn’t give a damn,” I say. “Or whoever wants those Six Keys.”

      “The Pillar told me that Lewis gave you one of the Keys,” Jack says.

      “Yes,” I let out a colorless laugh. “That was my first mission. The Pillar showed me the Tom Tower where I could cross over somehow and see Lewis.”

      “We’re too far to go there now.”

      “Lewis gave me a Key. Later, the Pillar took another Key from the Queen, the one I found in the basement from where I was raised,” I gaze into Jack’s eyes. “Which reminds me of Lorina and Edith.”

      “What about them?”

      “You like Lorina?”

      Jack rolled his eyes, “I was acting. I had to be believable to the Queen.”

      “Yeah, right,” I roll my eyes back. “I bet you still like Lorina. Boys always like her.”

      “Liked you mean.”

      “What?”

      “Lorina and Edith are dead, so is Margaret. The Pillar killed them.”

      I am in loss for words. With all the terrible things they have done to me, I am shocked. “He killed Lorina and Edith? I can understand Margaret, but my sisters?”

      “They aren’t your sisters,” Jack sits next to me and hugs me tight. “And they don’t deserve your sympathy,” his hand runs through my hair, his eyes not giving up on mine. Slowly, he leans forward and —

      “When I said get a room I didn’t mean next to the March,” Constance interrupts.

      I bury my head in Jack’s chest and laugh.

      “How is the March?” She asks.

      “No signs of waking up,” Jack says.

      “Could this thing on top of his head be the cause of all his misery?” she kneels next to him.

      “You think?” I leave Jack and look.

      “Could be, right?” Constance says. “Maybe all we need is to remove it.”

      “It’s stuck,” I say. “When we were in the asylum, he asked me to mush his head so he can remember. I can’t believe I did that. What was I thinking?”

      “But it has been there before, right?” she says.

      “Yeah,” I tell. “I think it’s always been there. The way the screws are bored into his head, I mean they’ve been there for years.”

      “Poor March,” Jack says.

      Constance kneels to inspect the cap on the March’s head, “I have a feeling this is what keeps him from remembering. Those screws are so tight into his flesh. Are those what gets attached to the electric pods?”

      “Yes,” I nod.

      “They are practically suffocating his head,” Constance says. “This is it. No two ways about it. Let me see if I can find any tools in this warehouse. We have to unlock it.”

      “Wait,” Jack says. “Before you go, shouldn’t we try to think about what he said in the helicopter?”

      “The mushroom hallucinations?” she asks.

      “He wasn’t hallucinating,” I tell her. “He said he would remember when sees the mushrooms.”

      “Which is total bonkers, and means nothing at all.”

      “He said someone told him that,” I tell her. “I think it might be the Hatter. In the asylum, he had this episode when he remembered how he loved the Hatter.”

      “I am not following,” she says. “How can someone remember something when he sees the mushrooms?”

      “Maybe we should get him mushrooms,” Tom suggests mockingly.

      Constance has her hands on her waist, but she isn’t going to hit Tom this time. She looks back at me, “Do you think it could be that easy?”

      I tilt my head. “Mushrooms to remember? It doesn’t make sense. If it were true, then anyone could have given him mushrooms for the last two hundred years. With all this torture he must have told Black Chess about the mushrooms at some point.”

      “Girls,” Jack interrupts. “I have been listening to you, waiting for this to go somewhere, but we’re forgetting something.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “He said the mushrooms are somewhere in London.”

      Constance mops her head with hands. “Stupid me. Yes, he did. So he is talking about certain mushrooms. This makes more sense.”

      “Whoever helped him forget, made sure a certain mushroom brings back the memory,” Jack explains. “The March didn’t remember where the Six Keys are but how to remember where they are. Brilliant.”

      “I agree,” I say. “Who could that be? Who planned it so meticulously?”

      “I hope not the Pillar,” Constance says.

      “The Pillar wanted the Six Keys like all of us,” Jack says. “It’s probably why he stuck with Alice all of this time.”

      My heart tells me this isn’t it. Though all evidence points to the Pillar being the scum of the earth, a manipulator, and partially a devil on earth, I feel otherwise somehow. But I don’t comment.

      “So?” Constance asks. “Are we going to play survival all the time, hiding in this warehouse? We need to have a plan. Apparently waking the March up isn’t a definite option now.”

      “You’re right,” I agree. “We have to get moving, especially now that he’s given us a clue.”

      “A clue to mushrooms,” Tom snickers in the back.

      “It’s not a clue to mushrooms,” I stand up. “It’s not exactly about mushrooms.”

      “What?” Jack and Constance ask.

      “Mushrooms in London, you know what this is?” I ask them. “It’s an address.”

      Constance hits her forehead again. She has to stop that. “You’re right. We need to find a place in London that is famous for mushrooms.”

      “That’s why he said ‘his designs,’” Jack says.

      I feel so stupid. Maybe we’ve all been exhausted and couldn’t think straight. The March told us most of what we need to know in one simple sentence.

      “Stay here,” I tell Constance. “I am going out. I have to find that place.”

      “I am coming with you,” Jack says.

      “No,” I stop him. “They need you here. If I don’t make it, Constance is my second best. Take care of her.”

      On my way out, the door to the warehouse is slid open. We all go for our guns, but then stop. Our intruders are more than just a surprise.
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      The woman under the hood sneaked among the people like a cat. Left and right people were killing each other. Cults predicted the end of days — as if it hadn’t come yet. And thieves stole from every store around her.

      She paced, making sure she didn’t grab anyone’s attention. It would have made more sense if she hadn’t worn this hoodie, but she couldn’t come without it. She had to hide her face. She couldn’t show it to anyone. Trouble would occur instantly.

      She snaked her way into the train station. The trains had stopped running. None of the drivers were alive. She slithered and tiptoed and hid behind columns, knowing her destination.

      The phone in her pocket vibrated. She was thankful for that. Most phones were said to stop working in a few hours. But she wouldn’t reply. Not yet. She had nothing to say to the caller.

      Not yet. Not unless she reached her destination.

      And here it was.

      She stood, looking at the rows of lockers, wondering which one it was. The area wasn’t empty. A few worrisome people stood there. Vagabonds, she thought. Outlaws.

      She approached slowly, looking at each locker, wondering if one of them would scream at her and tell her: open me up. How was she supposed to find the specific one she came for?

      But she’d made it so far. Not only to the locker, but survived this long in the end of the world.

      Her phone vibrated again.

      She decided to pick up this time, though she had no answers, but she needed to report back.

      “Hello,” Mr. Jay’s gruff voice said.

      “Yes,” she said from under the hood.

      “Found it?”

      “I arrived, but don’t know which locker it is.”

      “Blow them all up.”

      “That’d be impossible with all the thugs here,” she said. “And what if the explosion burns the note.”

      “Damn it,” Mr. Jay said. “We need that note. What if the Pillar told Alice something crucial? Who he really is, for instance?”

      “It will be of importance, but will not tell us where the Six Keys are, because the Pillar didn’t know.”

      “At least it would tell us why he did all of this.”

      “I don’t see how this a priority,” she said. “But I followed your instructions.”

      “Good,” he said. “Now don’t waste my time and go find that note in the Tiger Lily pot.”

      “I will.”

      “How is your face by the way?”

      “I am uglier than I have ever been,” she fought the tears rolling down her cheeks. “How I wish I’ve killed the Pillar with my own hands.”

      “Don’t worry. You survived, that’s what matters,” Mr. Jay said. “And Margaret, I will fix your face when we win this war.”
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      Seeing Fabiola enter the warehouse is quite a surprise. Though we’ve had our differences, I’ve always respected her. She looks tired, a bit weakened, but tough enough to kill her enemies. Who would have thought the White Queen of the Vatican looks so badass?

      “Fabiola,” I ask her, “What are you doing here? I thought you were ill in the hospital.”

      “Thanks for sending me roses,” she makes a face, eyes on Constance. “I came to help you, misfits. We’re all Inklings, aren’t we?”

      Jack looks confused. It occurs to me that even though he knows a few secrets, he’s never seen the Inklings foe himself. I only showed him part of us when I went to Wonderland through Einstein’s Blackboard and saw the Circus. I’ll have to find a way to clarify things for him.

      “So, you are the boss?” Constance asks. I can tell she and Fabiola might not get along easily.

      “You’re Constance,” Fabiola smiles. “Look at you.”

      “And you’re Fabiola, the confused Vatican woman who has tattoos all over her body.”

      “I am the White Queen,” Fabiola answers.

      “And why did you want to kill Alice at some point, if you were such a White Queen?”

      “Stop it, Constance.” I stand between her and Fabiola. “Tell me, Fabiola. What happened? How did you find us?”

      “Actually, I found you through Constance,” Fabiola says.

      Constance and I exchange looks. We’re oblivious of what the White Queen means.

      “I have a special connection with Constance,” Fabiola says. “It’s like telepathy.”

      “I don’t feel anything coming from you,” Constance says. “Thank God for that.”

      “Well,” Fabiola says, “it’s not exactly me.”

      “I didn’t know women in the Vatican lied,” Constance retorts.

      “Who is it then?” I ask her. “Are you saying you didn’t come alone?”

      “Great,” Constance waves a hand in the air. “Just great. You brought an intruder with you?” she reaches for her gun.

      “Not an intruder,” a voice behind Fabiola says.

      I know this voice. We’ve met a few times in this life. Hundreds of times in my past life, in Wonderland.

      Lewis Carroll enters the warehouse, walking slowly. His appearance is that of an angel or something. I can’t tell if he is real or a phantom, though he looks real. There is something about him I can’t explain. It doesn’t have to do with my memories of him. It has to do with something else. I can’t put my finger on it.

      “Lewis?” Jack is stunned. He is the most confused in the warehouse now.

      Of course, Tom Truckle is even more confused. I just don’t count him. I don’t even know why we’re keeping him.

      I watch Lewis walk closer, neglecting all of us. His eyes are also fixed on Constance. Except that this time the little girl doesn’t oppose him like she did with Fabiola. Her eyes glitter with anticipation. She takes a step closer, as if a magnetic power is pulling her toward the man.

      It’s so surreal you’d think she is his daughter.

      “Lewis,” Constance whispers as he kneels down to let her touch his face. “You’re alive.”

      “Not really,” he explains. “I am like a wraith, a spirit of someone who once died but is resurrected through the love of the people who read my book.”

      “It doesn’t make sense,” she says. “But I don’t care.”

      The she hugs him.

      Then she cries.

      Then Lewis sobs.

      Jack is perplexed, unable to fathom what’s going on. I need to explain a lot to him. Fabiola is fighting the tears in her eyes. Tom’s jaw drops and he can’t pick it up.

      As for me, I am standing, watching, trying to understand how Lewis and Constance know each other. Why they have this emotionally empowered bond.

      Then it hits me. How stupid am I? How didn’t I understand?

      “I took every picture of you,” Lewis says to Constance.

      She laughs like a baby and says. “Yes, us.”

      Constance is the sum of the girls Lewis had ever photographed in the past. She and him are connected, have always been connected, by the power of creation. They have practically always known each other, and she is probably the closest to his heart.
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      The Reds had spotted Fabiola and Lewis an hour ago. They could have attacked and tried to kill them instantly, though it would have been a hard job. The two Wonderlanders were killing machines. They’d seen them kill whoever attacked them. They were even scarier as a team, fighting back to back.

      But that wasn’t why they hadn’t attacked them.

      “Mr. Jay,” the Red called his employer. “I see them.”

      “Are you sure it’s Fabiola?”

      “Not just her, Lewis too.”

      “That’s impossible,” said Mr. Jay. “Lewis is still alive?”

      “He doesn’t die, you told us that.”

      “Yes, but I had wished he’d disappear.”

      “What are your orders, Master?”

      “Kill them,” Mr. Jay said. “I have no use for them. I don’t think any of them know where the Keys are.”

      “Not even Lewis?”

      “Well, he knows. But has forgotten since he’d eaten the mushroom. He is a lunatic. He will never remember, just kill them both.”

      “Aye aye, Sir.”

      “Wait,” Mr. Jay seemed to have changed his mind. “What  are they doing, Lewis and Fabiola?”

      “Fighting, Sir.”

      “I know. I mean do they look lost, or do they seem to have plan?”

      “They do seem to have a plan,” the Red said. “They’ve been on a journey since they’ve left the hospital. Lewis seems to know where he is going.”

      “Then don’t kill him,” Mr. Jay said.

      “As you wish,” the Red said. “May I ask why you changed your mind?”

      “Because you will follow them.”

      “Where?”

      “I think Lewis and Fabiola will want to reunite with the Inklings,” Mr. Jay replies. “He will want to find Alice.”

      “Do you think he knows where she is?”

      “He does,” Mr. Jay says. “I don’t know how, but he does. Follow him and once you confirm they’ve met with the rest of the Inklings, attack. Kill everyone except Alice.”
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      Seeing all of us gathered again is a joy to the heart. Of course, Lewis could be just a figment of our imagination, but hey, Alice, me, in the books had been the figment of everyone’s imagination throughout the years.

      “You know me?” Lewis kneels down and talks to Constance.

      “With every beat of my heart,” she touches his face gently. I am not sure I understand how Constance is magically the sum of the all the girls Lewis took a photograph of. And why the hell did he do that? I hope I will eventually know. “I am happy you know me.”

      “I know everyone one of you,” he said pointing at her brain.

      Okay it’s getting a little bit weird. But what isn’t?

      “I need a phone!” Tom interrupts. A Mushroomer kicks him in the balls, on behalf of Constance.

      “Are you real?” Constance asks Lewis.

      “That’s debatable,” he says. “I am here and not here. But then again I am here.”

      “I miss you.”

      “Me too,” he says. “At least the part of me that still remembers things does.”

      “I don’t remember everything either,” she explains. “Too many memories of other girls in my head. It makes me weary and anxious sometimes.”

      Now I understand why she’s so feisty. I can’t imagine the burden on this young girl’s shoulders.

      “It should pass soon,” he smiles at her. “Soon we'll get the most precious thing.”

      Oh, again, I roll my eyes. Should I ask him what the hell it is and spoil this sentimental, wondertastic moment?

      “I know,” Constance nods. “The most precious thing.”

      “You know what it is?” I ask her.

      She shakes her head into a no again, without taking her eyes off Lewis. “I only trust Lewis that we need to find it.” She keeps touching his face, as if not sure he is real yet. She says, “I remember you, Lewis.”

      He tilts his head. Fabiola and I exchange confused looks.

      “Remember everything?” Lewis shrugs. “Wonderland?”

      “Some.”

      “Do you know where the Six Keys are?” he asks.

      She shakes her head into a no. “You never told us.”

      I still can’t get the ‘us’ part, but I am watching, like Fabiola is watching, like the Mushroomers are watching. As for Jack, he is stunned with what’s happening.

      “Yeah, I know.” Lewis raises his head and looks over Constance’s shoulder. “I only told the March.”

      “So you must know about the mushrooms?” I ask him.

      Lewis stands up and gazes serenely at me. “Alice,” he says, “we haven’t met for some time.”

      “Depends on what you mean exactly,” I reply. “We met in strange, hallucinatory circumstances, in other worlds. Or do you mean when we last met in Wonderland two centuries ago?”

      “You never cease to surprise me. You want to know everything precisely. You want to make everything right. You want to help people. You want justice,” he says.

      “Do I?” I grimace. In my mind I think I haven’t done enough to save the world that is now in chaos. I am just a girl looking for truth. If someone tells me why I killed everyone on the bus, I’d settle for that. But then again, I don’t think it’s the proper time to ask.

      “I missed you,” he smiles.

      A small, funny rabbit popped its head out and says, “Me, too.”

      I fold my arms. “Am I supposed to remember you?”

      The rabbit looks confused and gazes back at Lewis. “Is she?”

      Lewis pats it back inside and looks back to me. “Time is scant,” he says. “I think we all know what we need to do,” he nods at the March Hare. “And the answer to your question is ’no I don’t know about the mushrooms.’”

      “Not at all?” Jack steps up into the conversation.

      Lewis doesn’t pay much attention to Jack, and answers me instead. “I know that I told him he will remember when he sees the mushrooms. That’s all.”

      “Why did the March forget?” I ask. “I thought you kept the secret with him, and assume you had to rid yourself of it because of Carolus.”

      “True.” Lewis explains, “though I can’t remember I did even that. I ate a mushroom that’d help me forget. I was confused. The migraines were still new to me. I was in a haze. Carolus was killing me from the inside out. I had learned from my diaries that I came across the secret of the Keys somehow and had to protect the knowledge.”

      “The knowledge of?”

      “The most precious thing,” Fabiola says.

      I let out a sigh. “Which I assume none of you wants to tell me what it is.”

      Lewis and Fabiola exchange gazes now. “It will confuse everyone, knowing what it is now,” Fabiola says. “Let’s take it slow.”

      “Slow?” Tom bursts out. “This is the end of the world and you want us to take it slow?”

      “I prefer if you don’t speak, Tom,” Lewis shows a darker side of him now. His eyes are burning. “You did a terrible job with the asylum. I told you to help those Mushroomers, not pain them like you did.”

      “That was Waltraud, not me.”

      Lewis averts away and looks at the March. “So the March told you, Alice, that he will remember if sees the mushrooms?”

      “I am not sure if he said mushroom or mushrooms,” I tell him. “But he said it’s in London. One of his designs.”

      “Oh?” Fabiola seems happy about that piece of info. “This narrows it.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask her, but then we hear loud knocks on the warehouse doors outside.

      “Shit,” Constance says. “It’s the Reds.” She turns serious again and sneers at Fabiola. “You let them follow you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Vatican

          

        

      

    

    
      Angelo trudged over to his drunken friends, swaying like Jack Sparrow, out to the balcony. He had no issues with addressing the people while he was drunk out of his mind. They’d got used to it. Outside, he was surprised he saw no one. The piazza was empty.

      “No one believes in the lord anymore, these days,” he swayed and gulped again.

      He rubbed his eyes, wondering where everyone had gone. But then again, wasn’t it clear? Everyone went to kill the Inklings. The fact that a few bad words about a person in the news would turn them into a public enemy within seconds unsettled him a little.

      Not that the Cheshire cared, but humans were so strange. Maybe that was part of why he hated them. Strange creatures. Judgmental. Prejudicing, and with an uncanny lust for blood. You just have to convince yourself you’re the good one, and the others are the bad ones, and you’re good to go and shoot them.

      The Cheshire took another drink. The bottle was empty. He looked at it, hating it for a moment. A hallucinatory moment with a bottle.

      “I hate you,” he told it. “How come they haven't invented bottles that don’t empty yet,” he raised a finger and said, “Ah, I know why. People would drink themselves to death then.”

      He rested his hands on the balcony and addressed the emptiness, “Can anyone get me a bottle of wine at least?”

      His voice echoed to the emptiness. It sucked that there wasn’t enough to drink in the end of the world. He turned back inside and saw the TV was still on. The same reporter was announcing that the authorities have located the Inklings’ whereabouts. An anonymous person had called them. The police were on their way to get them.

      The Cheshire laughed out loud, hands on his stomach. “I love the news. They’re just sending out a message for the Inklings to escape.”

      He sat down and shut off the TV. The whole thing about the end of the world wasn’t as satisfying as he had wished. This wasn’t painful enough for the humans he hated. It sucked when the movie you’ve waited for so long ends up being a letdown.

      “Maybe I have to reside to the form of a cat again,” he told himself. “Find some kid in a wealthy family and seduce her into sheltering me. Let her feed me and live the boring life of a cat. I could get so fat, eating so much.”

      He leaned his head back on the couch. His eyes were beady, encouraging sleep. As they closed, he remembered how the world sucked without the Pillar. Humans were boring. The Pillar wasn’t. He hated him but loved him as well.

      “Oh, man,” Angelo slurred. “Blowing up the Queen’s head was so funny,” he began snoring, a few last words pooling out of his drooling mouth. “Unlike what you had done to her sister. Man, that was so evil, even by my standards.”
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      “I need a phone!” Tom wails like bratty child.

      “Guns!” Jack instructs the Mushroomers.

      “I got mine,” Constance run toward the door, then away from it.

      I am about to run after her when Fabiola stops me.

      “Let go,” I shout.

      “Wait,” she hisses. “I can help.”

      “What?” I grimace. Behind me, Jack and Lewis are readying themselves for the shooting already.

      “How are you feeling?” Fabiola whispers in my ears.

      “Do you think this is the time to ask?” I try to slide my arm away, but boy, she is so strong. What happened to her?

      She pulls me into a corner. The Red’s knocks are deafening. Soon they’ll break the door and get inside.

      “We should be good,” Jack tells Lewis. “We just shoot when they get inside. We’re safe. They’re the ones who want us.”

      I try to pull away again, but Fabiola’s piercing eyes stop me. What does she mean with ‘how are you feeling?’

      “Did you feel weak since the Pillar died?” she asks.

      I shrug. Why does she ask me this? I haven’t told anyone about how I miss him.

      She nods. “It’s understood.”

      “What’s understood?”

      “Your weakness. It’s okay,” her grip is that of an enemy, but her eyes are those of a mother.

      “You know what that is?” I give in. If she can help I’d be glad. But she has to make it fast before the door breaks.

      “It’s a bond.”

      “Bond?”

      “From the past,” she nods. “From when you and Pillar wrecked havoc on Wonderland.”

      “So it’s a dark bond,” I sigh. “I am evil again?”

      “You were never evil, Alice. You were angry at Mr. Jay that he killed your parents. You were blinded by revenge and used the Pillar to teach you the dark arts so you could get to Mr. Jay.”

      The door is about to break. Constance yells at everyone to stand by.

      “It’s too late for sentiments,” I shake myself awake from the overwhelming emotion. “Do you have a solution for me?”

      “That’s why I am talking to you now,” she pulls out a sword. “Remember it?”

      “It’s the Vorpal sword. I saw it in the Vatican the first time we fought the Reds with the Pillar.”

      “That one looked like it, and I know I told you it was the real Vorpal sword, but it’s not,” she hands it to me. “This one is.”

      The sword’s grip is heavy. It has a weight about it that I can’t explain. It’s not its real weight, but it feels like a burden to me.

      “Thank you,” I am about to turn back to the door.

      She stops me again.

      “They are getting in,” Tom shouts in panic.

      “What now?” I tell Fabiola.

      “To use it, you have to do something crazy with it.”

      “If I had a mushroom every time I heard the word crazy,” I mumble. “What is it?”

      Slowly I watch her take off the jacket she wore of her hospital’s nightgown. The tattoos on her skin show like rivers branching out everywhere. It’s the first time I see her tattoos so near.

      It’s shocking.

      I realize they are not tattoos.

      They are thousands of cuts done with a knife or something. Wait, with this sword?

      “Are you suggesting I hurt myself?”

      “It’s the only way you get your power back,” she said.

      I look at the swords slicing tip and then look at my skin.

      “Why do you think I was the fierce warrior I was in Wonderland?” She asks. “The pain you will feel will set you free and only then can you save us from the Reds outside, because, let’s face it, Jack is very wrong about them. We’re stuck in a warehouse. They will raid us with bullets and kill every one of us, including Constance, and then take you to Mr. Jay.”

      The door breaks, but the bullets don't sound yet. There is a slow motion feeling my head. I take a deep breath and… cut.
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      The Queen’s sister was beautiful, naive, and Wonderland’s most loved. She was the opposite of everything the ugly Queen of Hearts was. If she hadn’t been younger, she’d have taken her sister's place.

      But of course, the Queen of Hearts wouldn’t let that happen.

      So many times had the sister saved men and women from the Queen’s chopping blade. She had saved so many heads.

      “Take this mushroom,” the Queen told her sister.

      They were sitting at the Queen’s lush dining table. A magic one that created a slice of bread from nothing once you picked up one. Mushrooms hadn’t been a typical meal in the palace. Not in Wonderland in general — unless you found your way into the garden where the Pillar lived.

      “I hate mushrooms,” said her younger sister.

      “But you must, my dear. You look pale this morning, and this mushroom is your medicine.”

      “Do I look pale?” the sister naively believed her. She stood up, about to run back to look at her face in a mirror.

      The Queen stopped her, “Darling, trust me; you look sick. All the pepper and cooking you love to do, it sickens you further.”

      “But I love to cook. Wonderland is boring sometimes. There is nothing else to do.”

      “Wonderland is fabulous. It’s not boring.”

      “Well, if you’d let me out, I would know,” she rolled her eyes.

      “It’s not safe outside. There is a lot of conflict happening now. And it’s full of monsters.”

      “Monsters?” the sister laughed. “Like the Pillar?”

      The Queen was shocked, “Why did you say that?”

      “Look at him, sis. Such an evil man, with his beady eyes and hookah. I heard he deals in drugs.”

      The Queen hadn’t expected that. How was she going to convince her to marry the Pillar? But who was she fooling, the Pillar was the devil’s nephew or something. And she wouldn’t be able to convince Mr. Jay to force her bratty sister to marry the Pillar. Mr. Jay was too busy.

      But the Queen needed that other mushroom that would make her smarter. She wanted to rule over Wonderland. Most important was her desire to secure herself when Black Chess fell. She did not doubt that the Inklings would win eventually. She’d heard her maids and servants talk. They all secretly love the Inklings. Alice, in particular.

      She watched her sister leave, rubbing her chubby chin and working on a plan to get her to eat that mushroom and fall in love with the Pillar.
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      Outside the naive sister danced among the poppy flowers in the garden, swirling like a flower herself. She was thin. Athletic and beautiful. Whenever someone told her how evil her sister was, she had always defended her, saying she was the older sister and had too much on her plate.

      But she wasn’t out here to think about her sister. She was waiting to meet the boy she loved. That funny one in the strange outfit. He usually found a way to sneak into the castle and secretly spend some time with her. She loved him. Wanted to marry him when she gets older. And of course, drink his delicious tea.

      She was waiting for the Hatter.
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      The bullets shower the warehouse.

      The Mushroomers hide behind stacks of boxes full of roses. Not the best hideout. Jack is courageous and shoots back. He is so fearless. He might be dead, so that would explain it.

      Lewis is a sword’s man. Guns aren’t his thing. He joins Constance. They wait for whoever wants in near the door to kill him. Lewis is also a fearless warrior. Constance is just heartless with the enemy.

      Tom hides behind me, looking for protection.

      But I am busy. I am cutting myself while Fabiola protects me with her guns. If there is anyone who is truly heartless, then it’s her. Constance may be brave. Lewis is honorable. Jack is young and powerful. But boy, Fabiola is a bitch of war.

      Before I cut myself, even once, I can’t take my eyes away from her. She has so much pain inside. So much. She kills with punishment and execution. When she shoots someone, it’s never a clean cut. She doesn’t shoot a man in the heart or the brain. She shoots in the jaw — though it’s hard to see the Red’s jaw under their hoods — on the side of the waist, in their private areas. She does it on purpose. She wants her victims to suffer. Not because she has darkness in her. No. Darkness makes one confused and hard to live with, conflicted and weakened by the lack of decisiveness. Fabiola doesn’t have darkness. She has pain.

      “Are you going to cut yourself?” Tom’s eyes are wide with terror.

      “Duck somewhere and try to stay alive,” I say.

      “You’re mad,” he watches me cut the first cut across my hands.

      “If I had a mushroom every time I heard that,” I tell him. “I have a Certificate of Insanity, so be it.”

      “You’re all nuts!” he shouts, but no one hears him. No one cares about him. There is killing going on here. “I want a phone.”

      I am not sure why he always wants a phone. Probably he needs to call his children.

      The cuts hurt. They run deep. In the beginning, they are tolerable, but then they began to sting. I don’t care for the sight of the blood anymore — thanks to the Pillar for traumatizing me with blood in Russia when were after the Checkmaster.

      The stings turn into bolts of electric pain. Then when the wounds are many, the skin begins to heal. This makes it contract. The pain intensifies. The pain of the wound and the pain the healing. The intensity is so much that I can’t take it. The only way to counter it is to go mad.

      “I can’t cut myself anymore,” I tell Fabiola as she shoots Reds.

      “Toughen up,” she says over her shoulder. “It will heal once you cross over from pain to pure madness.”

      “Madness?” Tom is about to pull out his hair. “Listen, I promise if you get me out of here alive, I will turn myself into an asylum, wear a straightjacket for the rest of my life. But please, save me!”

      I keep cutting, “Am I not going to faint?” I ask Fabiola.

      “Not if you’re the Real Alice,” she says, mocking me, encouraging me to become a beast, not a beauty.

      “Why didn't you say so when I first met you? It would have solved everything,” I roll my eyes.

      “How does the sword feel in your hand?”

      “Heavy,” I reply. “It’s strange. As if it doesn’t want me to hold it. I can’t explain it.”

      “It means you’re not ready. Once you cross over with the pain, it will work. You will be so strong. Trust me.”

      I take a deeper breath, ashamed it’s taking me so long, and that I am not fighting with the rest.

      “Look at all this blood on the floor,” I say. “Do I come from Wonderland or a Halloween movie set?”

      The pain is too much. I am drowsy. I am going to fall dead, being stupid, and trusting the troubled Fabiola. I am waiting for the madness to arrive. Waiting for the sword to lighten up in my hand.

      Instead, I am awakened from my drowsiness by a scream.

      Who is it?

      Constance?

      Jack?

      Lewis?

      No, it’s Fabiola. She’s been shot. She turns and looks at me with frozen eyes as if she didn’t expect it. As if someone had told her she’d be invincible for life. She tries to touch me, but before she does, she falls on the floor.
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      The Hatter didn’t come that day, nor did he ever.

      The Queen had found the Hatter’s love letters in her sister’s bedroom. All stained with tea and full of nonsensical words that meant nothing to the Queen. Very typical of a nonsensical being like the Hatter. The Queen of Hearts had never understood why everyone loved him so much. Especially the March Hare, who was as mad and stupid and as naive as the Hatter.

      The sister found the Queen’s guard surrounding her in the middle of the garden. Panicking, she asked about the Hatter, but she was too late. The Queen had let her Bandersnatch beast hunt him down outside.

      Wriggling and crying and protesting didn’t help. The guards chained the sister and forced her to her knees. The Queen showed her that she had caught the Hatter and was about to torture him. That was when the first Mush Room instrument had been invented. The Queen had just discovered the fun side of electricity. She realized it had a greater purpose than bringing light out into the world. Electricity could, in fact, fry someone’s brains, which was better than chopping it off. Much, much fun.

      The little sister couldn’t take it. She promised to do anything so the Queen of Hearts would let the Hatter go. The Queen smirked. Her plan had worked. Now her little sister would eat the mushroom willingly.

      And she finally summoned to it and ate it.

      A week later she got engaged to the Pillar… willingly… or mushroomy, or nonsensically. Whichever way you want to put it.
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      Fabiola isn’t waking up. It is as if her heart has stopped beating. Nothing.

      Lewis loses his grip on the fight and gets wounded when he turns to check on Fabiola. Jack gets aggressive and runs into the Reds, killing a few like he had done so many times before. But then he realizes they’ve trapped him in the middle and are about to kill him. Constance is still fighting but is now giving me that blaming look. I should have saved everyone. Tom is hiding somewhere; we can’t find him. The Chauffeur disappeared some time ago.

      As for me, I am drowsy from cutting myself. Soon, I’ll fall dead next to Fabiola.

      In this rollercoaster of all the wrong emotions, something happens. It’s not like I am getting better as Fabiola said earlier, but the sword lightens in my hand. The Vorpal sword seems to send shivers down my spine. Good shivers.

      A bolt of energy surges through my soul. With a pint of anger, I’m all good.

      I raise my sword and run as fast as I can to save Jack. It’s not long before I find myself running on air, above the Reds’ heads. I don’t resist the transition. The power. Evil meets good meets efficiency. I slice the first head with the lightest and smoothest sword I’ve ever seen.

      Jack’s eyes widen. He starts shooting as well, but can’t stop glancing at me now and then.

      The elevation isn’t permanent. It’s like I need to feed it. If I stay up in the air too long, I tend to fall again. I realize it’s fed every time I kill a Red.

      Chop. Chop. Chop.

      Easy like a thin knife into butter.

      “It’s about time!” Constance cheers.

      I use the Reds’ shoulders as standing poles between my jumps, in case the elevation doesn’t last long. This damn power needs feeding, which means killing.

      The Reds scatter all around me, trying to confuse me so they won’t be an easy target. They’ve forgotten about the others. They’re all on me now.

      “Don’t kill her,” one of them shouts. “Mr. Jay wants her alive—”

      His last words. I chop off his head.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Constance use the Reds leftover cloaks to make a bed for Fabiola. Who knows where those Reds disappear to when you kill them?

      Funny, I notice now my wounds are suddenly healing.

      The Reds scattering maneuvers don’t help me, and they keep coming through the door. I need to find a way to gather them closer to each other.

      “I can tease them, if you want,” Constance yells from afar, jokingly.

      What did she just say? Distracted, I turn and look in her direction.

      “Yes,” she nods while mending Fabiola. “I heard your thoughts.”

      “How is that possible—” I start to ask.

      Red slices a wound at my thigh.

      The pain is so abrupt that I lose my grip on my sword. It skids before me on the floor as I tumble sideways.

      “No!” I shout.

      Jack gets to his feet and does the right thing. Instead of helping me up, he shoots the Reds trying to get their hands on the sword. Lewis returns and starts fighting the Reds who are trying to kill me while I am on the floor.

      The pain is too much, but then I hear a voice in my head. “Reach out for the sword. It will come to you.”

      I turn my head and gaze at Constance. “Reach out,” she says it out loud now. “I don’t know how I know, but I do.”

      My hand stretches as much as I can. I glimpse Tom picking up a cellular from the floor. One of the Reds lost their phone? That’s absurd.

      Suddenly, lightning surges through my body again, and my brain feels as if it’s frying. The Vorpal sword flips in the air, high, somersaulting back to me.

      “Wow!” Constance exclaims.

      One of the Reds near me has a more precise thought, “Shit,” he says as I grip the sword and I slice him open.

      This time, I am much stronger. Lewis, Jack, and Constance appear much stronger now too.

      “We can do it,” Constance says. “Fabiola is well, by the way. She only hit her head into something. No bullet.”

      “Like the old days, all over again,” Lewis says to her.

      Jack stands perplexed, not remembering anything about the past. Lewis’s rabbit peeks out of his pocket and tells him, “Just don’t say anything like ‘awesome’ or ‘fantabulous.’ Don’t spoil the moment, Jack.”

      And then we bring hell on the Reds. The Inklings are back.
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      The Pillar and the Queen’s sister kissed. She had to bow down a little to kiss him. She was wearing the fanciest wedding dress, made from the feathers of swans, and the Pillar was wearing a blue tuxedo, buttoned with pieces of gold. He was wearing a hat which he hadn’t done before. Actually, the hat belonged to the Hatter. The Queen had confiscated it the day she gave her sister the mushroom.

      The Queen’s sister is so happy. The crowd is puzzled. The Hatter is older, shorter, uglier, and meaner. How come this beautiful girl loved him so much?

      Her face was red from too much happiness. It’s like she had been in love with him for years. Rumors had it that she had been the one who proposed. Rumors also had it that she had been doing drugs, and he was her dealer.

      None of that made sense, but none of the Wonderlanders spoke against it. None of them knew how to stop a girl so madly in love.

      The Pillar had made sure everything went smoothly, so he’d brought his hookah along. A few puffs here and there and the crowd got dizzy, giggled, and were happier than the bride. The wedding wasn’t just the happiest day in the Pillar’s life, but it was also good business. He’d made a few high-class clients as well. He used to say the difference between ‘wed,’ and ‘weed’ was just the added letter E. Nothing much.

      Flowers showered the bride and the groom, and the Queen’s guards played the music. Wonderland had been so colorful that day. A dark day full of rainbows.

      The Pillar winked at the Queen while ushering his bride to his mushroom carriage. Instead of a pumpkin-shaped one, he had it mushroomed and smoked. It was long, like the limousine he would ride in the real world later. The Pillar liked long cars. Was he compensating for the shortness of other things on his behalf?

      He rode in the carriage with his bride, and they drove away. The Queen’s sister couldn’t stop kissing him.

      “I love you, so much, Pilly,” she said.

      “Me too,” he arched an eyebrow in the backseat. “Just forget the Pilly thing. I like people calling me Pilla da Killa.”

      She laughed, hand on her heart. “Why? Who are you planning to kill?”

      He winked at her and leaned in to kiss her again.

      “So, where are we spending the honeymoon?” she wondered.

      “In my mushroom hut.”

      “That’s it? I thought you’d take me to—”

      “Trust me, the mushroom hut is the best,” he explained. “As longed as we smoke the hookah, in our minds we’ll be visiting anywhere in the world.”

      She laughed again. Even his chauffeur was annoyed. How did the Pillar get the girl to love him so much?

      She rested her head on his chest and patted him. “I love you so much, Pilla da Killa. I wonder if you love me as much.”

      The Pillar grinned. “You have no idea how much you mean to me, White Queen. No idea.”
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      Fabiola wakes up screaming as we’re fighting the Reds. I tell Constance to check on her. Since most of the Reds are escaping now, I have only a few to finish.

      “She needs you, not me,” Constance says telepathically. “Go, we can finish the few Reds left.”

      I dart back to Fabiola.

      She is sweating like a pig. Her beautiful face seems like she’s aged years now.

      “Are you okay?” I hug her. “What can I do for you?”

      “Hug me closer,” she says surprisingly. “You have no idea what I have been through.”

      “I know, the hospital and the wounds you got from Russia.”

      “Not that,” she says in my ear. “You have no idea what happened to me in Wonderland, Alice.”

      “I thought you were all badass in Wonderland?”

      “That came later.”

      I slide away to look in her eyes. “Later?”

      “I’m like you. My life is a prolonged revenge story, trying to hurt those who had hurt me,” she admits.

      “Then why did you go to the Vatican?”

      “It was the only place I could cool down, slow down, and persuade myself that forgiveness was a virtue.”

      “Is it?”

      “It is, but it doesn’t take away the pain.”

      “What are you talking about?” I am curious.

      “All in time, Alice,” she says, standing up. “That’s if I live long enough to tell.”

      “Are you sure you can walk—”

      She smiles. Then winks. “Look at you.”

      I realize the wound on my thigh has healed. I raise my head and ask, “So we’re invincible?”

      “As long you keep on fighting after getting the wound, you should be okay,” she says. “That’s the power of the Vorpal sword.”

      “Then why did you end up in the hospital after Russia?”

      She leans closer and whispers in my ear, “Because I stopped believing.”

      “So that’s the weakness,” I say.

      “You have no idea how easy it is to stop believing, to take the easy way out, to sit and whine. We think it’s not going to happen, that we’re quote un-quote invincible. It’s not like that. Want to believe in something? Then do the hard work and keep believing day after day, even if it gets you nowhere.”

      From the corner of my eye, I realize the Reds have escaped.

      “I believe!” a voice shrieks.

      Oh, it’s the March, waking up again.

      In a second, we all gather around him. He is the most important of us all.

      “Are you okay, March?” I ask him.

      “Tell us where the Keys are,” Constance demands.

      Hazy and disoriented, he looks like someone who's slept too much but doesn’t feel like he has slept at all. “I know where the Six Keys are. I know what they do.”

      “Spit it out,” Constance says.

      The March spits.

      “Not like that,” I calm him, and Constance, down. “She means tell us.”

      “I will remember when I see the mushrooms,” he says.

      “But you said you know,” I tell him.

      “I know that I know,” he explains. “And to know what I know that I know, I have to see the mushrooms.”

      “You mean in London?” Lewis interferes.

      “Lewis,” the March smiles. “It’s been long, dude. Where have you been?”

      “Dude?” Jack is both offended and confused. Why would the March use the word dude?

      “That cap on his head is messing with his brain,” Constance tells me telepathically.

      “All right,” I tell the March. “Where in London, then?”

      “A garden, one of my designs,” he says. “I can’t remember which.”

      “A garden of mushrooms?” Tom Truckle arrives, so interested, now that we are safe. I hope he is not after the Keys as well. “In London?”

      The March nods. “But I am not sure about the London thing. I am just speculating.”

      “If it’s a garden then it could be the Poison Garden in Alnwick, Northumberland,” Lewis suggests. “It’s where the Pillar used to live. His portal between real life and Wonderland.”

      “So it’s been there for centuries?” I wonder. “It means the March didn’t design it.”

      “We don’t know when the March started designing gardens,” Fabiola says. “It could be an old thing in Wonderland.”

      “I don’t know either,” the March says. “Poor March,” he pats himself.

      “He is hallucinating,” Constance tells me telepathically. We can’t trust him.

      I nod at her, letting her know it’s okay. The March is always trustable.

      “Also the Poison Garden isn’t in London, Lewis,” Fabiola says.

      “He said he isn’t sure about London,” Constance remarks.

      “Why does everything have to be so complicated?” Tom growls.

      “What if it were out of London,” Fabiola says. “We can’t leave London in this mess outside. We should take the easier solution.”

      “Which is?” I ask him.

      “The Mushroom Garden in London,” she says, “It’s well known and is closer. A lot of people have their wedding there. They call it the Kew Garden. It’s our fastest solution and our best bet.”

      “Let’s go,” Jack says. “I’ve found an ice-cream truck outside. We can take it."
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      Margaret stood in the bathroom, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She still wore her hoodie over the top of her face, counting on its shadow to conceal the rest. She just couldn’t stare at it anymore. She hated the Pillar so much.

      Back in the limousine when she accompanied the Queen, she’d thought that this was the end. That she’d just met her maker in a glorious explosion. But she didn’t. She made it out alive.

      On her back, amidst the smoke and the screaming all around her, she saw the Pillar’s shadow looming over her. With a machine gun in her hand, she was sure he was going to finish her.

      “Why are you doing this?” She coughed at him. If she could have run or defended herself, she would have, but she was weak.

      “Look at you, ugly Duchess,” the Pillar said. “The explosion took your fake beauty back.”

      “That’s none of you concern Pillar,” she said. “You know the price I paid for this beauty.”

      “You mean the price you made someone else pay,” he spat on the floor next to her.

      “You’re not a saint yourself,” she said. “In fact, you might be the worst. You are the worst.”

      “I guess I am,” he said absently, looking behind him. He had to move fast, or the police would catch him.

      “So you’re going to finish me now?” She asked.

      “No,” he said. “I will give you one last chance. Not to live, but to know — and of course, let Mr. Jay know.”

      “About you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me, please. I don’t think mid dying, but I just can’t understand. Why are you doing this?”

      “I wrote the reason behind all of this in a yellow Wonder note, which I gave Alice, earlier,” he said. “She refused to read it, and buried in the bottom of her Tiger Lily pot.”

      “So?”

      “The pot is in a locker in King’s Cross train station,” he explained. “I’ll let you live if you go get it.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      He sighed again. “I want the world to know why I am doing this, in case I die doing it.”

      She shrugged, not sure if he was playing her, but said, “Deal,” she stretched out a hand, inviting him to shake it.

      “I will never shake your hand, Duchess,” he said. “Just go get the note.”

      Then he disappeared into the smoke.

      Back in the bathroom, Margaret took a deep breath and one last look in the mirror. Outside, she could hear a bigger explosion now. She left the bathroom and darted toward the lockers to see.

      Hallelujah! The outlaws blew up the lockers. Now everything was scattered all over. But was the pot going to be intact? Was she going to find the yellow Wonder note?
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      “Can anyone explain to me how the March is supposed to remember when he finds the mushrooms?” Constance asks in the backseat.

      Jack had worked on the abandoned truck outside and ignited it back into life. I guess he was also a mechanic in Wonderland or something — Fabiola commented that he liked to fix cars.

      Now we’re all stuffed into this ice-cream truck, with Jack driving. The best thing about the truck is that the locks on the doors are still intact, so we are safe inside. I would have preferred a big, badass police van, the one that transports prisoners and has barred windows. But hey, where is such a vehicle when you need one?

      “I am assuming that he needs to eat the mushroom,” Lewis explains. He and Tom Truckle are sitting opposite of Fabiola and me. We couldn’t get the Mushroomers on board in our travels, so we locked them safely in the warehouse — after we found a new food and drink source — and promised to come back later.

      “Eat?” Tom asks.

      “Don’t hang on every word,” I tell him. “We’re experimenting here. So why mushrooms, Lewis?”

      “What do you mean?” he grips his weapon tighter.

      “I mean you took a mushroom to forget. The March needs one to remember,” I say. “In the books, I have been depicted as the girl who grows taller or shorter when she eats mushrooms. What’s this all about?”

      “It’s magic mushrooms,” Tom grins, being an expert in pills and hallucinatory drugs. “I heard the first documented hallucinogenic mushroom experience took place in 1799. Guess where? In Green Park, London. That’s why you’re all bonkers.”

      “Are you saying madness is induced?” I ask him.

      “Well,” Lewis says hesitantly. “There are theories that madness didn’t exist before that date, or even in Green Park, 1799.”

      “But that doesn’t add up,” Constance says. “Madness had been reported all through history, way back.”

      “Those were possessions,” Fabiola suggests. “Or mere diseases that had been mistaken for insanity.”

      “Like vampires,” Tom says. “There are no vampires, but certain diseases centuries ago made people need to drink blood — or made them think they needed to drink blood, to be precise.”

      “Don’t say there are no vampires.” Constance grins at him with scary teeth. Tom leans away from her.

      “Fabiola is right,” Lewis says, as we’re rocking to Jack’s driving now. The sounds of war outside are worrisome, but Jack only takes smaller, abandoned routes. “Take me for example. I have a split personality. Inside me, there is a monster called Carolus. He was born out of my suffering from migraines—”

      “Or out of the figment of your imagination,” Tom snickers.

      “The point is,” Lewis continues, neglecting Tom. “Did Carolus appear because of the migraines, or the medicine I took for the migraines?”

      “It’s like shock therapy,” Constance still eyes Tom. “Did it help or did it make people who’d been just ill and mistaken for insane, actually insane.”

      “So tell me more about this event in 1799,” I ask Lewis.

      “A British man who had been in the habit of gathering mushrooms from the garden and cooking them ended up experiencing hallucinations,” Lewis says. “Black spots, odd flashing colors, disorientation and such. Then, when he went to the doctor he forgot why he was there.”

      “Wicked,” I chew on the words. “Like most of us with half memories, not knowing why we’re here.”

      “And so it’s been reported in the British Medical and Physical Journal as the first incident of its kind,” Lewis says.

      “So why is this significant?” Constance asks.

      “Because not one incident like it had been reported before,” Fabiola replies. “It is proof that insanity didn’t exist before.”

      “And it’s because of mushrooms?” I tilt my head.

      “That could be…” Lewis says.

      “Nonsense,” Tom adds. “That could be nonsense.”

      Lewis says, “Later people reported seeing others with weird dilated pupils, infrequent pulses and breathing everywhere when they cooked the mushrooms.”

      “Then,” Fabiola says, “people started to fear for themselves. They were afraid to die. Mushrooms became the equivalent of apples: a poisonous food that could kill.”

      “I don’t see how this induces insanity?” Constance says.

      “A year later, another British man had different symptoms from eating the mushrooms,” Lewis says. “As the reports describe it, he had an attack with fits of uncontrollable laughter.”

      “That was the first time doctors noted that symptoms of eating mushrooms are out of this world.” Fabiola says. “And,” she exchanges a look with Lewis, a slight smile on her lips, “it’s been the first documented time a doctor writes a very peculiar word in their reports about a mushroom-eating patient.”

      “What word?” I ask.

      Lewis smiles too. “Nonsense. The word was nonsense.”
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      The White Queen lived happily ever after. Well, for a few months.

      The mushroom’s effect was perfect. Never had she doubted her love for the Pillar. Not one day. The world moved on. Wonderland came to accept the fact that the beauty had just married the beast.

      She spent her days living in the forest, lazy, smoking and joking. The Pillar was a funny man. Unchained of all society’s boundaries. His days were a mixture of sleep, and leaning back and reflecting upon the stars atop of a purple mushroom. He never worried, and was never angry. It was like he had figured out the secret of life, and it kept him smiling.

      Of course, it wasn’t the secret of life. It was the mushrooms and the hookah smoke. He’d managed to sedate her anxieties and worries about tomorrow into purple haze and midnight dances. Life was beautiful with the Pillar. She’d married a catch.

      Sometimes, when she asked him about the way he made a living, he said he’d inherited the garden from his parents. The garden was lush with fruits, vegetables, and animals that he sold and didn’t need to work another day.

      “But why is it full of mushrooms?” she asked.

      “They’re like fungus,” he said. “They just grow here. But you know what? They’re delicious.”

      She ate one and giggled happily.

      “And you know what else?” he said. “They can make you taller.”

      “Really?”

      “And shorter.”

      “You don’t say.”

      Fabiola spent a few days with that game of growing taller and smaller. Sometimes she veered a bit far to the edges of the forest, and locals would call to her from behind the trees, asking her why she liked the Pillar, saying that he would eventually hurt her. She opposed their predictions and ordered them to leave.

      “Why do people not like you, Pillar?” she asked him later.

      “Because I am coo-hooo-hooo-lll,” he coughed the smoked out of his mouth. His beady eyes excited her. He did not care for this world, whatsoever.

      She grabbed the hookah and smiled back.

      Until the day another person called her from behind the bushes and vines. A taller, younger man with a hat. A tall hat. He wore funny rings, and teacups dangled from his sleeves. They clinked.

      “Who are you?” she asked, not out of sheer curiosity, but an unusual tickling in her tummy. Butterflies? But she never knew this man.

      “Remember me?” he asked her.

      “Should I?” her eyes widened.

      “I’m the Hatter.”

      “Ah,” she said. “Of course, that explains why I recognized you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “You’ve heard?” he was offended.

      “Yeah. You’re hosting those crazy tea parties where you break teacups and drink yourself to sleep.”

      “You don’t remember, do you?” the hatter stepped up. She took a step back behind the bush. “What did the Pillar give you?”

      “He gave me happiness and a great life no girl can dream of.”

      “I mean, what does he…” he thought for a while, trying to utter the right words. “I mean what do you eat every day, or drink?”

      “Such a rude question, why do you ask?”

      “I don’t mean to be rude,” he played along. “I see you are so beautiful and wonder if the food you eat makes you look stronger and more attractive.”

      Fabiola blushed and fiddled with her hair.

      “Mushrooms, mostly,” she said. “They’re delicious. Want some?”

      That day, the Hatter left and didn’t return for a while. From there on, she began dreaming about him. Blurred dreams with no particular clearance or conclusion. All she knew was that she had to have met him before.

      A month later, Lewis Carroll himself came to visit. He was one of few people who were allowed into the garden without permission — the Cheshire too, but he creeped her out.

      “Looking lovely, White Queen,” he said, looking tired. He’d been looking tired for some time now. People said he was dying. That he’d been possessed by a demon called Carolus and it sucked his life away.

      But she had always loved him dearly. “Thank you, Lewis.”

      “I brought you a few photographs,” he reached out and gave her his latest work.

      “How lovely,” she said, flipping through. “You’re a great artist, Lewis. Why all girls? Why all young?”

      “There is a secret behind it, but I will tell you later. For now, could I ask you to look into their eyes? I mean the eyes are considered a true photographer's best work. I wonder if you can see something special in their eyes.”

      “Of course,” she stared at each picture, looking into the girl's eyes. Slowly she began feeling something. Those butterflies in her stomach. “There is something about these pictures,” she said. “I can’t explain it.”

      Lewis nodded, “Don’t worry. Keep them. Look at them. I think you will love them.”

      “What’s going on?” interrupted the Pillar, appearing from nowhere. “Ah,  Lewis” he smirked. “What brings you here?”

      “Was just passing by,” he said.

      “Oh, really?” the Pillar eyed his wife as well, a devious look twinkling in his eyes. “Did you know Lewis once tasted one of my lovely mushrooms, White Queen?”

      “Oh, you did,” she naively turned to face Lewis, clapping her hands together. “Delicious aren’t they?”

      Lewis said nothing. He was starting to fall down the rabbit hole then. Carolus had been surfacing more and more, and his madness was prevailing.

      Pillar patted him, pretending empathy, “You know what, darling. We should let Lewis go now. His mushroom was a special one. It helped forget something he didn’t want to remember.”

      “Is that true?” she asked Lewis who resided to silence again. It wasn’t much silence as it was weakness and confusion.

      “But wait,” she said. “If you took a mushroom to help you forget, how do you remember that you took a mushroom to forget?” She rolled her eyes and giggled.

      The Pillar gazed back at Lewis and patted his shoulders. He leaned forward and whispered in his ear, “What do you make of that, Lewis?”

      “I-I-,” Lewis began. Years before he’d began stuttering after the events of Mr. Jay killing Alice’s family, but since taking the mushroom it had intensified. “Don’t know.”

      “Don’t bother,” Pillar continued whispering. “The mushroom has side effects. It messes with your mind. Makes you remember and not remember. Be there and not be there. You are you, and then you are someone else.”

      Lewis fisted a hand, but the horror in Pillar’s wife’s eyes stopped him. He didn’t want to traumatize the poor girl. “I will come back later,” he said. “Please, look at the photos White Queen.”

      “Your pathetic photos, Loui,” Pillar waved him goodbye. “You know noh wha ah think yah should dooo?” he mocked him. “You shh-haul m-maybe w-w-write ah book.”

      Lewis left defeated, and the Pillar embarked his mushroom throne to smoke again.

      As for the White Queen, this moment began to wake her up. The Pillar’s cruelty to Lewis shook her from the inside out. She flipped through the photos and suddenly dropped them all on the floor.

      Could that be?

      Did she see what she thought she’d seen or was it the effect of the mushrooms the Pillar fed her? Lewis’ incident ignited her curiosity and shook her out of her naivety.

      She knelt down. Picked up the photos and saw the girl in the photo was talking to her. In a picture?

      “He is not who you think he is,” the girl in the picture told her. “He gave you a mushroom, just like he gave Lewis one.”

      The White Queen’s heart trembled with betrayal. She wasn’t sure, but this was an eye-opening experience. She read the girl in the picture’s name at the bottom:

      Constance Westmacott.
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      “So drugs are the source of madness?” Constance is skeptic. “It’s not a psychological issue?”

      “We can’t confirm any of this,” Lewis says. “The first diagnosis of insanity because of mushrooms was ‘detritus effects of a very common species of non-poisonous agaric.’”

      “What’s agaric?” Constance asks.

      “Mushrooms,” Lewis replies. “Today it’s called ‘intoxication by Liberty Caps’ which are magic mushrooms.”

      “I can’t imagine the word ‘magic’ in this conversation,” I comment, looking at the weak March.

      “Well, it was magic, dark magic,” Fabiola says. “In the 1950s the dark magic became LSD.”

      “I once read that mushrooms whisked humans off to another planet,” Constance snorted. “‘Whisked’ is the wrong word to use, but they used it.”

      “Is that why your book was bonkers, Lewis?” Tom mocks him. “To whisk us all away from our existing miseries?”

      “Wait,” I pick up my sword and go to check on Jack. “Are you alright, dude?”

      “Stop calling me dude,” he is bored at the wheel.

      “You called yourself Dude, dude,” I tease him. “What’s going on?”

      “I am bored to death, watching people kill each other everywhere,” he says. “Although, I am quite surprised by the fact that they don’t attack us.”

      “Maybe an ice-cream truck isn’t what they are looking for.”

      “Are you kidding me,” he says. “So many people need vehicles now, not that there aren’t many, but so many need help. Why didn’t anyone stop us?”

      “Maybe they don’t want help,” I say, watching the chaos through the front window.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Think of it. What is this war about? They are supposedly looking for the Inklings, us, because we are the bad guys.”

      “And here we are, passing through without them noticing.”

      “See? That’s my point. The people just want to express their anger. They want to yell at someone. Point fingers. This isn’t exactly about us. We’re only an excuse for World World III to happen.”

      “You talk like the Pillar.”

      I nod, not sure if it’s a good thing.

      “So you mean the end of the world was going to happen anyway?”

      “With or without us,” I point at a drunk man with pot belly sticking out of his short, and wearing heavy metal t-shirt. He winks and smirks while dizzily passing by. He sees the truck, gives us the finger and says, “Drink up, it’s the end of the world, bitches.”

      “Wise words,” Constance sticks her head between Jack and me, laughing at the man.

      “Are you supposed to hear such bad words?” Jack asks her.

      “Bad words?” she mocks him and sticks out her tongue. “It’s the end of the world, bit—”

      “Stop it,” I tell her. “What’s going on back there?”

      “Did you leave because of the overly philosophical conversation back there?” she winks.

      “Well, I don’t mind,” I say. “It’s good to know where all of this started. Also, there are always answers hidden between the words, so I love to listen.”

      “Well, it ended up with Lewis telling us where we are going.”

      “I know where we are going,” I tell her. “Jack too, or he wouldn’t be driving.”

      “Did you know the Kew Garden is a botanical garden in southwest London that houses the largest and most diverse botanical and mycological collections in the world,” she explains. “I didn’t get that word ‘botanical’ at first, but in short it means exotic plants, which include mushrooms.”

      “We’re on the right track,” Jack says. “I can feel it.”

      “Is it at the London Borough of Richmond?” she asks Jack.

      “Yes."

      “So we are going near the river where  we escaped earlier.”

      “Yep,” he nods and rounds the wheel. “The worst place in London right now. It’s not going to be easy, but I know a way around. The Garden itself should be safe.”

      “Why hadn’t the March remembered then when we were in the boat, while we were nearby?” Constance wonders.

      “We weren’t in the garden itself,” Jack looks back Constance. “Why do you ask?”

      She sighs, “I don’t what, but there is something wrong with both Tom and the March. I just can’t put a finger on it.”
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      When the Inklings were fighting the Reds in the warehouse, Tom Truckle had to bet on his best shelter. Not being a man of war, he needed protection. Constance had been his better choice, but the little girl hated his guts. Jack didn’t care much for Tom so he didn’t know whether he’d protect him or not. Tom had let Lewis down in the past, so he didn’t think crouching and ducking behind him was a safe bet. The best bet had been, like always, Alice.

      He hid behind her as Fabiola was giving her the sword. Tolerating all the madness about her cutting herself to gain powers had been much easier than taking Constance’s curveballs in his face all the time.

      Then when Fabiola fainted, and Alice gained her power and left to fight, he was alone again. He sneaked around like a cat, trying his best to dodge a bullet or a sword’s cut here and there.

      And then, in the middle of all of this, he found what he had been looking for. A cellphone.

      It didn’t matter whether a Red had dropped the phone or if it had belonged to someone in the warehouse earlier that day. After all, everyone had been in a panic since last night. Leaving a cellphone behind wasn’t a surprise.

      The real question was: did it work?

      Tom picked it up and wiped the blood off of its screen and pushed the button. Hurray and hallelujah! It worked.

      Now the question was: did it have credit?

      Two hurrays, three hallelujah, and fries on the side! It did.

      Tom ambled out of the warehouse, leaving the fight behind. He had been dying for this phone call all day. But the line wouldn’t connect.

      A few minutes later he returned. The Inklings were gathered around the March. He told them about the mushrooms and the garden and Six Keys. Tom now had to make that call now.

      He stepped back a little, out of the warehouse. In the shade next to the main door, he found a signal.

      Typing the number, he breathed heavily. The man on the line scared him, but the phone call had to be done.

      “Hello?” the gruff voice said.

      “It’s Tom.”

      “Tom who?”

      “Tom Truckle.”

      Silence. A drag from a cigarette. Then, “Ah, the Mock Turtle. You have something for me?”

      “Of course,” Tom whispered. “I heard the March tell them where the Six Keys are,” Tom told the man what happened.

      “Great job.”

      “Will you send someone to pick me up now? I spend so much time with those monkeys, and I need my pills — and my financial reward.”

      “You get your pills and your money when you finish your mission,” the voice said.

      “As you wish, Master,” Tom said disappointedly. “As you wish, Mr. Jay.”
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      “Check this out,” Constance points the phone she had confiscated from Tom Truckle. “The Kew Garden where the mushrooms are has its own guards.”

      “Really?” I snatch the phone from her.

      “Do you have internet?” Jack wonders. “I thought phone coverage would be dead by now.”

      “It’s a Wonderland War, not a Walking Dead Episode, Jack,” Constance says. “Though it soon will be, unless we save the world and find that most precious thing.”

      “Why would they have their own guards?” I ask, reading the Wikipedia article. “It says they’ve had their police since 1897.”

      Constance looked back over her shoulder to check on Fabiola and Lewis in the back to ask them, but they seemed engaged in a conversation of their own. She gave it up and talked back to Alice, “I think this is evidence that the March is right.”

      “Why?” Jack asks.

      I answer on Constance’s behalf, “A private police guarding the garden suggests there is some secret there. Maybe they’ve been waiting for the March’s arrival for two centuries.”

      “I agree on that,” Constance says. “The plot thickens, though I’m still confused why the March forgot after being told the secret.”

      I nod. It’s been puzzling me as well.

      “Maybe the secret was too hard to hold on to,” Jack says. “So he went to the Pillar as well,” Jack squints at his conclusion. “But it doesn’t add up since the Pillar doesn’t know where the Six Keys are.”

      Constance sighs, hands on her waist. “Why six keys?”

      “Six impossible things. It’s one of Lewis’ most memorable saying in the book,” I told her, pointing at Lewis and Fabiola. “What do you think they are talking about?”
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      Fabiola and Lewis sat guarding the March Hare. Tom sat a bit on the end of the seat, looking out a small window. The March was breathing. He looked like he was dreaming, in deep sleep, solemn and serene, without troubles now that he’d passed on that part of the secret.

      “Shouldn’t we try to wake him up?” Fabiola wondered.

      “I’ve tried,” Lewis said. “He has to wake up on his own. Sleeping long enough should help him remember.”

      “And you don’t remember Lewis?” she leaned forward to the seat opposite to him. “Are you hiding something from me?”

      Lewis looked back into her eyes, “I never lie to you.”

      “I know, but I had to ask,” she said. “I mean, without you, I would have still been married to the Pillar.”

      “We all wanted to help you out,” Lewis said, then his face drooped. “Though what happened to you after your awakening was worse.”

      She leaned back again, not wanting to remember. It was worse.

      “Sometimes I think maybe I should have let you be married to the Pillar, brainwashed by his mushrooms,” he said. “But then again, someone had to tell you the truth so you could make up your mind.”

      “It was my destiny,” she pointed at her scars, which everyone mistakes for tattoos.

      “Is that why didn’t kill him? Because you still loved him?”

      “Why do you keep asking me this?”

      “Because you keep saying you didn’t kill him, or attempt it, because of Alice. I don’t buy it.”

      Fabiola looked away, then nodded in Tom’s direction. She didn’t want him to hear. Then she turned to look at the March sleeping again. “Do you at least know what the Six Keys are? I mean, you and I have an idea of what they do, but what are they?”

      “What do you mean ‘are’?” Lewis questioned. “They are keys.”

      Fabiola sighed, eyes fixed on the March. “I am starting to doubt that they even exist.”
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      Margaret worried that the Tiger Lily was lost. Thieves had blown off the lockers to steal what was inside. With cemented feet, she felt like she was going to have a heart attack, staring at them stealing what’s inside.

      “What the hell,” she said.

      She gathered her courage and began looking as fast as she could, jumping from pile to pile, and avoiding strange-looking men that stole everything. She saw two guys fight over a safe box that had been kept in one of the lockers. She peeked to see if the Lily was nearby, then left to another pile.

      She saw a child hanging onto a pot of roses.

      That’s it!

      She ran to her and snatched the pot away, howling at her. The girl cried right away and ran off. Margaret held on to the pot like kids hold on to their books from school on their way home.

      Finally.

      She lowered her head, and to her surprise, this wasn’t a tiger lily. Just some flowers. She read the card on it:

      To my lovely wife, till death do us apart.

      “Death already did you apart,” she said and dropped the pot.

      Panic surged through her every pore as she jumped again and again. A civilian buried under the pile reached out to her so she could help him. She took off her hoodie and snarled at him. The man changed his mind and buried himself back inside.

      She was in such hurry that she stumbled and fell over and over again.

      “Goddamit!” she cried out, kicking whatever she’d stumbled upon.

      Then her feet froze.

      Here it was. The Tiger Lily.

      Crawling on all fours, she went back and picked it up. What kind of plant survived so intact? The pot had no scratches on it.

      With one grip she pulled the poor lilies out with their muddy roots and threw them behind her. With her other hand, she had already dug into the mud to find an envelope.

      An easy task.

      A yellow note.

      She pulled out it, wiped off the mud and flattened it.

      Her heart pounded faster, so much that her eyes could not comprehend what she was reading. It was as if she had dyslexia all of a sudden. Why was it hard to read one word?

      The Pillar’s Wonder.

      But when she read the note, her facial features crumbled. On her knees, she flipped her head back and screamed upward. “Damn you, Pillar!”
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      “It’s like the Writing Desk puzzle,” Constance says. “No one ever knew what it was. Lewis is crazy sometimes, but I adore him.”

      “So we’re never going to know why they are six keys, not seven or five?” Jack asks.

      “Trust me, Jack,” I tell him. “It doesn’t matter. We just want to find them.”

      “Yeah,” Constance says, turning pages on the phone in her hand. “Sometimes I don’t know what we are doing at all. Wouldn’t it be easier if Fabiola and Lewis tell us what the precious thing is?”

      “I am a dead man,” Jack chuckled. “Don’t ask me.”

      “Wait,” Constance stopped, staring at the phone.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “The logs on this phone are a bit strange.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All calls received or dialed were last done this morning, but the last call was made twenty minutes ago.” she raises her eyes toward me.

      “What does that imply?” Jack asks.

      I know what it implies. “Tom,” Constance and I say in one breath.

      “But he said he would call his children,” Jack says. “What’s wrong with that?”

      “His children are in Scotland, remember?” I say after having snatched the phone from Constance again. “This is a number in London.”

      Jack shrugged, hands gripping the wheel.

      “I never trusted him,” Constance says, glancing back at him, sitting next to Fabiola and Lewis, staring out the window.

      “You think he works for…” I begin to say, but then stop. Jack is cussing out loud.

      “Oh, no!” Constance says, staring ahead.

      I look and see the police have blocked the road ahead. “Can we go back?” I ask Jack. “Scoot over; I’ll drive.”

      “No point,” Jack says, looking in the rear mirror. “They’re behind us as well.”

      “And we’re in a narrow alley,” Constance says. It’s the first time I can sense fear on her tongue.

      “We’ve been ambushed,” I let the words spill out of my mouth.

      In the back, Tom sticks his head out of the window and waves, “Hey, it’s me, Tom. Just kill them.”
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      Fabiola’s journey from darkness to light was a messy one. Day after day, she came to wake up and understand. Every day she woke up and looked at the pictures Lewis had given her. The face of the girl called Constance still talked back to her, though it faded away slowly. It’s seemed like the magic Lewis used didn’t last so long. Why would it? Fabiola had seen the light and needed to act.

      Each day, she would stare at the Pillar and see the real him. Behind the facade of happiness and fun existed an evil soul. How did she miss that?

      Of course, she hadn’t been that alert all of the time. The mushrooms effect on her made her love him occasionally. The whole situation felt like trying to stop taking a certain drug. One that had run deep into her vein and hurt every organ. She was an addict, wanting to stop, but couldn’t.

      There was also the matter of not showing the Pillar what she had learned, or who knew what he’d do to her. She began talking to people behind the bushes of the forest. She began communicating. Hearing stories. Horrible stories about the Pillar. The real Pillar. One day she met a young boy who’d been addicted to the Pillar’s mushrooms, and now that he’d spent all his family’s money, he had no way to pay him. The Pillar was cruel enough never to give him his fix. Instead, he would ask him to do terrible things for him as payment.

      Then the White Queen figured out a way to leave the forest. She made up stories about wanting to buy dresses she liked from merchants in the heart of Wonderland. She’d earlier made up a story about visiting her sister, but she’d dearly suspected her sister had a hand in this conspiracy. She knew how the poor Queen of Hearts hated her.

      Reluctantly, the Pillar allowed her to leave, for a few hours max. Not much time to ask for help. Not enough time to reach out to Lewis.

      Another idea had crossed her mind: to reach out to the Hatter, but she was worried the Pillar and the Queen would hurt him if they knew about their meeting. She had no accurate recollections of her love for the Hatter in the past, but there was this tinge she could feel in her heart whenever she thought about him now.

      Fabiola’s only solution was the words. In the scant time she had to herself away from the Pillar, she reached out to the Duchess. That ugly looking woman, living alone in the woods that were nearest to the forest. She had only met her once or twice before. In Fabiola’s mind, she thought the Duchess would sympathize with her, especially since she’d been a neglected individual in Wonderland.

      “How can I help?” asked the Duchess, pouring some tea for her. Fabiola had entered a few minutes ago, and the lonely woman had welcomed her.

      “I am embarrassed to ask,” Fabiola said. “It’s about the Pillar.”

      The Duchess twitched. Apparently, she didn’t want to have anything to do with the Pillar. Fabiola could see how people feared him now.

      “And the mushrooms,” Fabiola said.

      For an hour, she told her what happened. The story from beginning to end. Fabiola was surprised by the Duchess’ lack of surprise.

      “We’ve all known,” the Duchess said. “Though we weren’t sure about the mushroom that made you fall in love with him.”

      “It’s hard to imagine that love can be induced by a drug,” Fabiola said.

      “Love is a drug, darling,” the Duchess replied in her gruff voice. Fabiola noticed that she smoked all the time. The woman smoked her lonely life away. “But I can help you.”

      “How so?”

      “Magic.”

      “What?”

      “Dark magic, to be precise,” the Duchess said. “Let's face it. The Pillar owns you as a slave now. Even if you confront him, he will find a certain mushroom that will serve his purpose and stuff it in your guts.”

      Fabiola shrugged with despair. “So what about the dark magic?”

      “Fight fire with fire,” the Duchess said. “To counter the Pillar’s mushrooms, you will need to use a terrible magic.”

      “How terrible?”

      “It’s a spell. One that will hurt a lot.”

      Fabiola leaned forward. “But will it help me?”

      “It will.”

      “Will I be free of the Pillar’s mushrooms?” Fabiola asked. “Will I be myself again?”

      “Yes. And then you could maybe help out all the other poor Wonderlanders under his spell.”

      “You mean the kids he sells drugs to?”

      “I mean people like Lewis,” the Duchess said. “Can’t you see he hasn’t been himself lately?”

      “I can,” Fabiola considered. “I saw him. The Pillar messed with him and gave him an evil mushroom.”

      “You make me laugh, child,” the Duchess said. “There is no such thing as an evil mushroom. Only we are the evil ones.”

      The Duchess struck Fabiola as a wise woman. She felt for her. Then she heard baby cries in the back of the house.

      “You have a child?” Fabiola asked.

      “A baby,” the Duchess said. “Just don’t tell anyone.”

      “Why?”

      “He is a bastard son,” she said. “I had him with stranger traveling through Wonderland. A man I only saw once. I fear people would know I have a baby and ask about his father. Let’s face it, and no man would love me with my looks.”

      Fabiola patted her. “Don’t worry; I will not tell anyone.”

      “Now, are you ready for the dark magic?”

      Fabiola hesitated. “How painful is it?”

      The Duchess stood up and pulled out a glinting knife. A small one with a sharp, thin blade. “This painful,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Here is the situation,” the Duchess said. “The Pillar has you under his spell. To unchain yourself you will have to cut yourself.”

      “Cut myself?” Fabiola began sweating.

      “There is no way around it,” the Duchess said. “Small cuts every day, all over your body. Make them look like tattoos and paint over the cuts, so the Pillar won't suspect you’re using dark magic.”

      Fabiola hugged herself gently. She could taste the pain of the blade on her arms already. “But--”

      “There is no other way,” the Duchess said. “Fight fire with fire.”

      Fabiola took the blade and slowly cut herself in front of the Duchess. The first cut wasn’t the deepest though. It would take her months of pain, cutting through herself to rid herself of the Pillar’s spell. And the cuts would live with her like another layer of skin forever.
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      The Cheshire loved flying first class. He’d booked his ticket and booked two seats left and right so he could take all the space he wanted. In the public’s eye he was Angelo Cardone, so he could do whatever he wanted. What he wanted more was to know why Mr. Jay had asked him to fly over to England.

      He was reluctant at first. Who wants to fly an airplane with all that was going in the world? The last he’d heard was that most airports were closed, and very few airlines still functioned. But Mr. Jay advised him not to believe all that’s been said in the news. Mr. Jay had bought Virgin airlines a few days back. Virgin had known about the prophecy of the Wonderland Wars twenty years ago. Special hangers, planes, and even crews had been on standby for many years. And you know what? The time has come.

      “Of course,” the Cheshire unfolded a newspaper to read as the plane took off. “The rich are always prepared.”

      “Did you say something, Sir?” the stewardess asked, a beautiful Swedish girl with too much makes up. Some apocalypse that was. “Can I help you with anything?”

      “Actually, you can,” the Cheshire said, lowering the newspaper.

      “Please tell me,” she leaned forward, her scent driving him crazy.

      “Playboy,” he said.

      “Play-what?” she tilted her head, a little shocked. Did the man from the Vatican just say Playboy?

      “I don’t care to read the news about the world,” he said. “The world is going to hell anyway. Do you have the latest edition of Playboy?”

      The girl leaned back, not sure if she’d heard right. She was little in shock.

      “Latest edition, please,” he said. “I’m not keen on outdated boobs.”

      The girl stiffened like a broom, shrugged, and turned around. As she walked to get him what he wanted, he summoned her back, “And a bottle of Scotch. Two glasses. No ice. Shaken and stirred.”

      Every other rich businessman and woman looked away. Some pretended to be busy with their phones. Some pretended this wasn’t happening.

      The Cheshire leaned back in his seat. “God Damn World War Wonderland,” he said. “If there is going to be a war, why does it have to take this long? Why wouldn’t an asteroid come and just end this world? Boom. Boom. Shaka-Laka.”

      Then his phone rang.

      He untied his collar and leaned back in his seat. “Chesh speaking. I mean Angelo.”

      “Are you on your way to London?” Mr. Jay inquired.

      “I am, Sir. Can I ask what this about?”

      “Your mission in the Vatican is done.”

      “I saw that. I left it with drunk popes and nuns, and none of my crowd was there, probably killing terrorists somewhere.”

      “You did well.” Mr. Jay chuckled. He rarely did. The Cheshire must have amused him. “And now I have to fulfill my promise.”

      “Did you promise me something?”

      “Not literally. I am a subtle man.”

      “Hmm…”

      “I will give you what you have always wanted.”

      “All I want is for the human race to die miserably.”

      “No, that’s not it,” Mr. Jay said.

      “Oh?” the Cheshire didn’t like this.

      “You want revenge, but not just from humans. You want revenge on someone else. Someone who did something bad to you in Wonderland.”

      The Cheshire shrugged. He now knew what he was talking about. Why would Mr. Jay bring this up now?
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      I am standing on top of the ice-cream truck, facing one of the sides. It occurs to me that it’s a stupid move a bit too late though. Any of the Reds could just shoot me to my grave right now.

      But it doesn’t happen, and it makes me think if something deep in my lost memory granted me the naive audacity to stand up like that. A faint vision strikes me, and I don’t know what it is.  A vision from the past, but I am in too deep in my reality to care about an old forsaken memory.

      The Reds in front of me lower their guns. Then the shooting turns to silence. I turn slowly to watch the Reds behind me. They are inanimate and silent, too.

      The moment is too heavy; I think I am not breathing at all.

      What is this? An ambush? A mockery?

      Should I let myself drop down again into the ice-cream truck? Or should I just roar with anger, like in a superhero movie, and start killing them?

      The silence is long an unwinding. All I hear is the distant sounds of killing and madness in the neighborhoods all around.

      Something is very wrong.

      “I think they are afraid of you,” Constance’s voice comes into my ears. I haven’t figured out the telepathy thing yet, but it’s not the time to do that.

      “Why?” I say back with my mind.

      “Because of the Vorpal sword, I guess.”

      Looking down I see that I am gripping it so tight that my knuckles are whitening. Should I raise it up to scare them away?

      “But wait,” I tell Constance. “This can’t be. I had the sword back in the warehouse. They still fought back.”

      “You’re right,” she says. “Something is wrong.”

      I take a reluctant step forward to test the Reds. None of them moves yet.

      “Hey!” I shout at them. “What’s going on?”

      No one answers me. I raise my sword, ever so slowly, in case they change their minds and decide to shoot.

      Nothing.

      One of the Reds takes a step forward and lowers his gun. He gestures with his head in a way that implies respect. “Please come with us.”

      “What?”

      “Mr. Jay wants to see you.”

      “Ah,” I say. “That’s what it’s about. You don’t want to kill me.”

      “We want to kill them,” he points at the truck. “But we’re instructed to bring you alive.”

      Though I will never do it, I am curious. “Why does he want to see me?”

      “We are only Reds. We obey orders.”

      “Oh,” I lower my sword and loosen up. “So I guess I am in charge here. You can’t kill me.”

      “We would love to,” the Reds mocks me. “But we can’t for now.”

      “And I will not let you kill anyone in the truck,” I say. “So my advice is that you leave us be.”

      “We can’t.”

      I raise my sword again. “I will kill you if you don’t leave.”

      “Actually, I think you will go with them, Alice.” Tom Truckle’s voice sounds somewhere.

      At first, I am not sure from where, then I know. I realize what they have done. Why they’d stopped in the first place.

      The truck’s rear door opens, and Tom stands with a gun pointed at the March. The son of a mushroom hadn’t left the truck. It was a trick.

      Slowly he drags the poor, comatose March behind him like a sack of carrots, pointing the gun at him.

      Behind him, Lewis, Fabiola, Constance and Jack stumble out with their hands bound behind their backs.

      “Sorry,” Constance says telepathically. “He threatened to kill the March, so we gave in.”

      Shocked at the whole situation, I send her a message, “Why didn't you tell me with your mind?”

      “I don’t know,” she says. “I did, but it didn’t seem to come across. I think once I am afraid and in a fearful state, I can’t do it. I was worried about the March.”

      I was going to burst out and scream at her, as she has been suspecting the March a few minutes ago. But then I realize she that is a seven-year-old child, no matter what she pretends to be.

      “Time to get off your throne, mad girl,” Tom says.

      “Why? None of you will kill me.”

      “I will kill the March.”

      “You won’t,” I say. “You know he has the Keys and you have probably told Mr. Jay already. Which means you don’t need me.”

      “Oh, we need you,” he smirks. “Mr. Jay’s issues with you are way beyond all this Wonderland War stuff. You know he killed your family.”

      Tom is provoking me. Still, what would Mr. Jay want from me? He killed my family but doesn’t want to kill me. Strange. And I think he is beyond the idea of persuading me to rejoin Black Chess.

      “Come on, Alice,” Tom says. “I will shoot the March if you don’t surrender yourself to the Reds.”

      “You won’t. You need him. Mr. Jay needs him. We all need him.”

      “But you will not risk it,” Tom says. “Even if there is tiny possibility that I will shoot him, you will never risk it. Bear in mind that I don’t care for the whole Six Keys bonanza. I just want my pills, and money for my kids.”

      I dare him, “No you won't, Tom. You’re a coward.”

      “Really?” He smirks again and points the gun at Constance and shoots.
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      The Duchess opened the door for the Queen of Hearts. She hadn’t been used to that. Her Majesty visiting a poor, neglected woman like her was more of a threat than an honor. Margaret let her inside, watching the army of Reds waiting outside. She wondered if today would be the last day of her life.

      “Please come in,” she ushered the Queen.

      “Ugly house,” the Queen took off her red gloves. “But then again, ugly woman.”

      Margaret said nothing, and ate a bite from her food instead of eating shit.

      “I need a chair,” the Queen demanded.

      Margaret nodded obediently. She put the food away and went and fetched a chair. She had to choose between ramshackle and crippled, though she’d have loved to see the short Queen fall.

      The Queen embarked the chair. She was still shorter than Margaret, but not that much. “Now we can speak,” the Queen plastered a wicked smile on her face.

      “Please do,” Margaret laced her hands before her. “I am listening, My Queen.”

      “How is my sister doing?”

      “As planned,” Margaret said.

      “How long has it been?”

      “Three months.”

      “Is she still cutting herself?” the Queen asked.

      “All of the time.”

      “So she believes in the dark magic.”

      Margaret nodded, “She thinks it’s real.”

      “How many cuts?”

      “Last time she was here she was a beast of scars,” Margaret said. “She paints over them to make them look like tattoos. She looks terrible.”

      “And how is her mind?”

      “She is going insane.”

      The Queen smiled. It was a slow smile, forming with pleasure and satisfaction. She leaned forward. “Is she suffering?”

      “A terrible suffering, my Queen.”

      “Fabulous,” she did a little dance on top of the chair. “You have done well, Margaret. I have managed to drive my sister insane. I can’t wait to see when she discovers that I have played her twice. Once with the Pillar, once with you.”

      “I hate myself for what I am doing to her,” Margaret says. “She was such young, fine girl.”

      “Was.” The Queen nodded agreeably. “Was.”

      “I expect you’ll pay now,” Margaret collected herself.

      “But of course,” the Queen said. “Here, take this.”

      Margaret reached and grabbed a bottle of pink substance. She stared weirdly at it.

      “It won’t make you taller,” the Queen mocked her. “But you know what? It will make you beautiful.”

      “Does it work?” Margaret was skeptical.

      The Queen threw glances left and right, then signaled for Margaret to come closer. She said in a whispering voice, “It does work. How do you think I stay beautiful all the time?”

      Margaret cringed. The Queen was far from beautiful, but not as ugly as the Duchess. She nodded and accepted the reward.

      “Wait a week or so, and you will see results,” the Queen stated. “I advise you to leave this house, live somewhere else, and change your name too.”

      “Why?”

      “You will look different,” she said. “If I were you, I’d ditch the Duchess name. Call yourself Margaret maybe.”

      “I will consider it,” Margaret couldn’t believe she’d finally be beautiful, though she had done something terrible to get her beauty back. The pink spell had demanded she make someone ugly to be beautiful herself. In this case, the victim had been Fabiola. Not fire with fire, but fire for fairies.

      “One last thing before I go,” the Queen said. “I think there is no need for you to hide that baby of yours in the back of the house anymore.”

      “You know about it?”

      “Almost everyone knows you’re a whore,” the Queen chuckled. “Ugly and a whore.” She chuckled again. “I say give me the child.”

      “What? That’s my child.”

      “A bastard child.”

      “But mine.”

      “So was your ugly face,” the Queen rolled her eyes. “You don’t it need anymore. I will raise it and make it mine.”

      “I will not give you my only child.”

      She rolled her eyes again. “It’s not like you’ve given birth to a Prince Charming. I saw him, he is dumb and fat, like you.”

      “No! I will not give him to you.”

      “This, or my men will take the pink potion back,” the Queen threatened. “I will take your child for insurance.”

      Margaret’s life had been so miserable that she had to compromise between her child and her beauty. But in truth, she didn’t care about the child. He was such a terrible responsibility. Now she could only think about the men who would like her because of her beauty. Eventually, she handed the Queen what she desired.

      On her way out, the Queen said, “Thank you, Margaret, for ruining my sister’s life. I am forever in debt.”
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      Margaret could not believe what she had just read. On her knees, amidst the chaos of war, on top of a pile of lockers, she feels like she is going to die from anger.

      In fact, she was dying. She just didn’t realize it right away though.

      The note in her hands wasn’t a Wonder note. Someone had replaced it. Yes, it looked yellow and the same size as the Wonder note, but it has a lot of words written on it, not just one.

      The font was small but readable. Many words, but not article-long.

      It read:

      

      Dear Ugly Duchess,

      Of course, this isn’t what you have expected. I have made sure to remove the real note. You will never know what my Wonder is, though if you, especially you, would have given it some thought, you would have figured it out.

      

      Lifting her eyes off the letter, Margaret didn’t know what he meant. Why would she have guessed what the Pillar’s Wonder was? She had no time or strength to think it over. She was keen to know why he sent her here, playing with her and convincing her that she’d be able to know why he was doing all of this.

      She read along:

      

      I don’t know where the Keys are, but I do know something else about them. I know the Keys are not the usual Keys we would expect. They don’t open a safe, they don’t open a door, but they open something more precious, and precious things you don’t have, my dear.

      

      She was puzzled and perplexed. What did he mean? And how did he know these things about the Keys when he didn’t know where they were. Or was he just messing with her?

      She gave it a thought but couldn’t figure it out.

      In spite of the trick of sending her to chase phantoms, she decided she had to call Mr. Jay and tell him about the Pillar’s message. She called, but the master didn’t pick up, so she left a message.

      “Hey, it’s Margaret. The Pillar played us again. There is no wonder message here. But he did leave me a few words, after mocking me of course. I think it’s a puzzle. One of his tricks. It says ‘the keys don’t open a safe or a door but open something  more precious, something that I don’t have,’ meaning me, Margaret.”

      She hung up, disappointed and lost. She was about to crumble the paper and throw it away when the question presented itself again: why did he send her here? Why plan this silly game? Of course, the Pillar enjoyed humiliating her, but that didn’t answer anything.

      She stopped herself from throwing the note, and flattened it back out, only to realize he’d scribbled a few words on the back.

      Ah, I forgot. The paper you just read has a poisonous flavor, from a mushroom I have created just for you. It will kill you so slowly that you will end up begging to die to avoid the pain. By slowly, I mean around three days. Three. Long. Days. No one will be able to help because it’s a Wonderland mushroom. A special gem.

      Margaret found herself coughing. Blood. It was as if reading this ignited the sickness. She felt dizzy and disoriented. Tiny pinches like pins and needles pained her all over her body. The bastard fooled her, but why didn’t he finish her at the limousine? Because he wanted her to suffer deeply on a personal level?

      In her darkest hour, the ugly Duchess read the Pillar’s last words.

      

      Suffer and die, ugly bitch.

      For Fabiola.
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      The two kids were brothers. Twelve and thirteen years old. They’d been pickpocketing since they were seven. Better than being homeless. In the beginning, they’d worked for an old, bald, and evil man who hired homeless children to profit from them. Then later when they’d learned the secrets of the trade, they decided to go solo.

      Entrepreneurial millennial’s frame of mind, you could say.

      Now that the world was going down the rabbit hole, they didn’t need to pickpocket anyone. Loot was everywhere. All they had to do was rummage in the pockets of the dead and find all the money they wanted.

      London was full of dead people, in every alley, every street, you name it. Happy World War III, they thought.

      This street, in particular, was full of dead people. It was the street where this madman, Pilla da Killa had killed the Queen of England, blowing her head off with a gun.

      The police had cared for no one but the Queen’s body since then. Of course, they couldn’t find her head because there was no head. Imagine a watermelon blown up with dynamite. All red and juicy.

      The kids laughed when they’d seen it on the news. When everyone avoided the street, they knew they had to come. Most of the richest people in England had been here when the shooting and explosion happened. Which means a lot of wallets. A lot of money.

      Of course, the task wasn’t easy since most of the money would have burned. But some wallets were strong. Those thick wallets, you know. Not filled with ten pounds or so, but the ones with five hundred or a thousand. Older people still carried money sometimes, the kids giggled.

      “Hey, found anything?” the older brother asked.

      “Not money,” the younger said, soot all over his face. He wore sneakers of different sizes and colors. One belonged to a woman the other to a man. Both dead of course. “But I found this arm.”

      “Stop that you disgusting pig,” the older brother said.

      “What? It’s funny,” the younger waves the dead arm in the air, blood dripping from it. “It’s still warm,” he teased.

      “So?”

      “Warm means it belonged to a man who had money,” the younger brother joked. “Let’s find him and his wallet.”

      “You’re sick.”

      “You’re sick too. You’re just pretending you’re not because you’re playing the role of being an older brother.”

      “Enough, smarts,” the old brother said. “Come here. I found a hand.”

      “A dead hand?”

      The younger laughed. “Yes, but intact,” he pointed at a hand sticking out of a pile of bodies.

      “The hand is holding a wallet,” the younger brother said. “Did he want to bribe someone to save him before he died?”

      “Looks like it,” the older brother ginned. “It could be a woman too. She’s wearing gloves.”

      “So what’s stopping you. Get the wallet.”

      The older brother tipped over the pile of bodies to reach for it.

      “You’re slow, old brother,” the younger said, embarking the pile of flesh. “Let me help you.”

      “I can do it,” the older insisted.

      The two of them met near the hand, competing to reach it.

      Then something happened.

      The hand moved.

      “Wow,” the younger said. “Back from the dead.”

      Both of them watched a man rising from under the bodies and standing up on his feet. He seems so nonchalant about coming back from the dead.

      “Congratulations,” the younger brother said to the man. “You made it out alive.”

      “You should give us ten percent of the wallet,” the older said. “We found it.”

      The man seemed puzzled as if he was asking, ‘found it, really?’

      “We found it in your hand,” the younger joked.

      “Don’t you kids have school?” the man asked.

      The two brothers looked at each other and laughed.

      “School?” the younger said. “This is the end of the world, dude. Where are you from? The future?”

      “No,” the man said, rubbing the dust off his clothes. “I’m from Wonderland.”

      The two brothers resided in a sudden silence.

      “Are you one of the … what was their name?” The older tried to remember.

      “Inklings?” The man asked.

      “Yes, that’s the name,” the older said.

      The younger followed, “You don’t look like a terrorist.”

      “Oh trust me,” the man replies. “I am worse. Now give me all of your money

      ” He pulled out a gun.

      The brothers were shocked. They’d never been robbed before.

      “Dude,” the younger said to the man. “You’re the coolest dude I’ve ever met. Are you robbing us?”

      “My limousine is out of order, and my chauffeur went home.”

      The brothers were stunned. With open mouths, they emptied their pockets and gave him all they had looted that day.

      “Good,” he stuffed the money in his pocket. “Keep the arm, though. You can slap yourself with it all day long.”

      The man trudges over the bodies and walks off.

      “Hey,” the younger said. “Do you have a name?”

      The man stopped and seemed to think about it.

      “You don’t remember your name?”

      “I do. The point is that I have two names,” the man said. “One I am. One I am not.”

      “A puzzle?” The older asked with a dropped jaw.

      “A madness.” The man said, then rubbed his chin thinking. “You boys didn’t happen to have seen my hookah, did you?”
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      I watch Constance throttle back so hard she hits the truck’s edge. A shriek escapes Fabiola, but her attempt to kill Tom with her own hands fails when Tom points his guns at the March. Apparently, the lunatic director of the asylum has lost his mind.

      “Okay,” I say. “Let’s calm down.” I am talking to the Reds and Tom. This could easily turn into a massacre. “Tom?” I say.

      “You made me shoot her,” he says, sweating now. He is looking at his gun as if he had never shot anyone before, as if he was only bluffing and a bullet came out accidentally. “I didn’t want to shoot her, but I did. Will you come down now?”

      “I will Tom, just calm down.” I, the former patient of the asylum, am trying to tame the supposedly sane director or this situation will turn into a bloodbath. Of course, I haven’t had the time to digest that Constance may be dead.

      “Then come over here and surrender your Verbal Sword,” he growls, sweating even more.

      It’s a Vorpal Sword, but I don’t care to correct him.

      “Listen, Tom,” I say, handing the sword to the Reds — I can recall it anytime I want to later, just like I had done in the warehouse. “I will only come with you, if you allow me to save Constance.”

      “Can she be saved?” he wonders.

      “I don’t know—”  my words are cut off by Lewis.

      “I can save her,” he says.

      “How so?” I ask, the same question Tom asked a breath later.

      “We’re bonded,” he says. “Through the picture of the past.”

      For a moment I wonder if he knows about my telepathy with Constance. I thought me and her were bonded.

      “Then go save her,” Tom waves his gun in her direction. “And you, Alice, go the other way, surrender yourself to the Reds.”

      I comply slowly, hands up in the air. At a certain angle, I am sure I can kick Tom in the legs and take his gun, but I can’t risk another bullet in the March Hare’s chest or something. Is it not weird that the March hasn’t awoken in all this noise? Is he drugged or something?

      The thought brings a sudden noise to my ear. I lower one hand to cup my ear. The Reds point their guns at me.

      “Up with the hands,” Tom says, fidgeting in his place now, like an angry child with a toy gun.

      “My ears hurt so much,” I say.

      “Seriously?” Tom says. “Try another trick. Lewis, what’s going on?”

      “I can save her,” he says. “But I need space.”

      “What?” Tom grimaces.

      My eyes catch Jack’s eyes. He is too silent. I wonder why.

      “The magic I will use needs open space, or she will die, Tom,” Lewis eyes him with intent. “You said you didn’t want to shoot her and were bluffing. Be a man and let me save her. You have Alice and the March. It’s a good deal. We all walk away happy.”

      “You don’t walk away Lewis,” Tom snorted. “Why do you always think you’re so slick and important?”

      “I don’t think that.”

      “Yes, you do.” Tom waves the gun in the air, as if this proves his point. Then he waves it at the rest of us. “And you Fabiola, always so cool, helping people in the Vatican.”

      “What’s this about?” She asks.

      “And Jack,” Tom points the gun at him now. I have a brief chance to kick him, but Lewis looks my way, his eyes saying no. “You’re dead, Jack. What the hell are you doing here?”

      Most of us don’t understand what’s going on, but then Fabiola seems to understand. She stares at Tom in a strange way, like a dog tilting its head and inspecting someone. It feels like she recognizes something in him. She’s seen this madness before. She has felt this confusion and utter hate for everyone in the world before, and in some wicked way, she seems to sympathize.

      “Tom?” she says. Her voice is motherly and soft. True and unmasked. “I feel your pain.”

      In a moment of pure weirdness, Tom’s eyes moist as he looks back at her. His hand unconsciously lowers the gun, but for only a knuckle of a small finger or so.

      Tom seems in a haze. It’s a perfect move for me, but Lewis still grits his teeth, denying me the pleasure. I wonder if he's sure he can save Constance.

      “Imagine your kids seeing you now, Tom,” Fabiola conjures her persuasion capabilities from her work in the Vatican. “They love you and don’t want to see you like this.”

      Tom lowers the gun another knuckle. I hate myself for not taking this chance. Maybe Lewis is counting on Fabiola solving this without blood being spilled. So he must be sure he can save Constance? I can’t see her as his body is shadowing hers now.

      Damn my ears hurt again when I think about her.

      Fabiola continues her magic, “I have been in your situation before.”

      This phases him off. He pulls the gun up again. “What situation? You know nothing about me.”

      “I know about the pills,” she says. “I have been an addict before.”

      Has she?

      The moist look in Tom’s eyes returns. “I know,” he says. Never have I seen him so empathetic. “I am sorry for what happened to you.”

      I have no idea what they are talking about. The pain in my ears is unsettling.
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      There were times when people thought Fabiola was possessed or had gone mad. She’d leave the forest at night, walking in a haze, itching like a drug addict, and talking to herself. The mushrooms had gotten to her.

      Normally, she wouldn’t have experienced so much pain, but her need to rid herself from the Pillar’s pill proposed a great conflict. Margaret’s little trick had intensified the need. The pain.

      Fabiola never knew Margaret played her. The last time she went to visit her, the house was empty. She’d been told Margaret left forever.

      She’d had wanted to ask the Hatter to help but was embarrassed by the situation. The pain and confusion lead her to take all wrong decisions. She was chained to the smoke of the mushrooms and needed a release.

      One day, walking outside the forest, she heard someone screaming. A lanky man, who looked weak and helpless, had been captured by the Queen’s guards. They messed with him and bullied him. She’d heard them call him the Mock Turtle, and interpreted as a turtle that begged to be mocked and bullied.

      “Leave him be,” she asked politely, the same way she’d been raised to be polite to everyone, even the people who hurt her.

      “Look at that fine piece of a girl,” one of the guards said. “What made you leave the forest.”

      “You now me?”

      “Who wouldn’t. The young girl who married the Pillar,” he said. “How did he convince you to do it? Money?”

      “Maybe he has a big mushroom,” the other guards giggled. “Or it’s drugs. Look at her shivering.”

      “You’re an addict?” the first Red said. “That explains it. I should get into the drug-trading business and find me a fine girl like you. What’s with the tattoos?”

      “Just leave him be,” Fabiola wasn’t in the mood of discussing anything. “He hasn’t done anything to you.”

      “Well, he did,” the guard roared with a hiccupy laughter. “He offended us.”

      “How so?” Fabiola said. “He is a peaceful man, or it looks like it.”

      “He offended us by being stupid.” The other laughed, banging Tom on the head. Tom fell sideways and began crying.

      “I said stop it.” Fabiola hadn’t realized yet, but the way she’d pronounced the word unsettled the bullies. A long-hidden anger inside her was about to surface.

      “Listen, doll,” the guard's voice changed into a demanding warning. He pointed his sword at her. “Go your way, or we will hurt you.”

      “Yeah?” She said, approaching them. It seemed spontaneous, unplanned, and irrational. But she did it. Her pain needed a release, or maybe she thought if she provokes them they’d kill her and end her misery. For three days she’d fought the urge to eat the mushroom. Three days! Planning on to make it seven, or as long as it takes to stop her addiction.

      It hurt like hell. Her mind wasn’t thinking straight anymore. It didn’t take much time to kill the two guards. In fact, in years to come, she’d never remembered how she did it. A fast, angry move. A skill she didn’t know she possessed. She swerved like ballerina warrior, snatched the sword, stabbed one guard, pulled out, stabbed the other in the same moment he was about to attack.

      Two men were dead on the ground, blood seeping everywhere, a White Queen was no longer white.

      “Thank you,” Tom said. “I will be forever grateful.”

      She watched him leave and run away. He was thankful but also afraid of her. Hell, Fabiola was afraid of herself.
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      The Pillar sat drinking tea in a bar. It wasn’t exactly a bar, but what was left of it. People had robbed it yesterday. The bartender, a woman in her fifties, had no other means for income, so she still served drinks in a semi-destroyed place. All she had to offer now was tea.

      “Do you have sugar?” the Pillar asked.

      The woman chuckled. “No. It’s the end of the world, remember? It’s supposed to be bitter.”

      The Pillar smirked. He liked this woman, trying to make ends meet. “Normally I drink whiskey or smoke a hookah. They’re bitter too.”

      “Does it help?”

      “Help with what?” He burped and stretched his stiffened arms. Those 14 lives he had weren’t exactly fun. Every time he resurfaced, he felt weaker.

      “Does the hookah help you forget, darling?” She said in her exquisite cockney ascent.

      “It helps me remember.” He pushed the tea away.

      “That’s odd.”

      “It reminds of a man who used to smoke hookah on top of a mushroom.”

      She began cleaning one of the glasses on the bar. “Good memories?”

      “Terrible.”

      “Why remember terrible things?”

      “Terrible things help to keep you on your path.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Philosopher much?”

      “I lost my muchness long ago.”

      ”I don’t think you need a drink, mate. You’re already drunk.”

      He said nothing, but he liked her even more. He’d always been infatuated with people who still take it easy as the world around them goes to hell.

      “Do you have children?” The Pillar asked out of nowhere.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Then you have,” he said. “How old?”

      “Nine and twelve,” she dared his eyes, ever so protective. “Boy and girl.”

      “Is that why you still work in the bar? To provide for them.”

      She nodded. Said nothing. She was resisting moist eyes or an uncontrollable tear.

      “It’s to raise kids in normal circumstances,” he commented, sound sincere. “Let alone the end of the world.”

      “Do you have kids?” She asked.

      “Never will.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “I am terrible, terrible man,” he said with a smile that she could not quite fathom. “I’ll give the world, terrible, terrible, kids.”

      She put the glass aside, rested both hands on the table, and leaned forward. “So where is this conversation going, mister?”

      The Pillar leaned closer. “Do you want to have enough money for your kids after you die?”

      She shrugged. The corner of her eyes darted toward the opening of the bar, a hole in the war.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he said. “I will give you money, an exchange for a favor.”

      “What kind of favor?”

      “A phone call.”

      “Just that?” She was skeptical. She looked at him from head to chest. He looked awful. She didn’t trust him. “How much money are we talking about?”

      “How much do you want?”

      “A lot.”

      “A million and one pounds,” he said. “Good?”

      She chuckled again. “Why a million and one?”

      “Why not?” he smiled. “A million pounds is so cliche.”

      “You don’t look like a man who has this much money.”

      Abruptly, the Pillar pulled out a cheque from his pocket and lay it on the table. She picked it up slowly, eyes on him most of the time, then gave herself a chance to glance at the amount. She shrieked.

      “Enough to raise two kids?” the Pillar said.

      “If it doesn’t bounce.” She shook her shoulders.

      “I wouldn’t worry about bouncing. I’d worry if you’d find a working bank in all this mess. You could have robbed a bank yourself, but I know you’re not that kind of the woman.”

      As if awoken from a daydream, she put her hands on her chubby waist and said, “What kind of joke is this, mister? What phone call do you want me to do?”

      “Here is the number,” he slid a piece of paper toward her. A note. A yellow one.
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      I am watching Tom Truckle phase out, lost in a memory or something. The reason why Lewis doesn’t want me to kick his ass still escapes me, but I am respecting it.

      “I can understand your motives, helping Black Chess,” Fabiola continues telling Tom. “They must-have offered you money or something. Safety for your children in a world that’s falling apart. To be frank, none of us had ever been good to you. I understand.”

      “All right,” Tom said softly, still pointing his gun. “What do you want?”

      “As Lewis said, he needs clearance, space to perform magic on the little girl you just shot,” she said. “You should be grateful Lewis can save her to you’d have to put up with the guilt of killing her for the rest of your life.”

      “I will let you save her,” Tom speaks to Lewis. “That doesn’t mean I am giving Alice back.”

      “No need,” Fabiola says. “She’s annoying anyway.”

      My eyes widen behind Tom. Isn’t it fun when you're the chosen one and have no say in such a situation? But I don’t care. All I want is Constance coming back —

      What the hell? That vision and pain in my ears strike again.

      It’s so strong I can’t stand still. I see something before my eyes, but I can’t make it out. I also hear a faint voice. What is this? Memory? Disease?

      “How much clearance do you need?” Tom asks.

      “Just tell the Reds to clear this side of the alley, around the corner, Lewis says. “I will need a fifty-meter diameter to perform my magic.”

      “Will do,” Tom orders the Reds. They obey, pulling me away as well. “But make sure it works. I didn’t mean to shoot her. I was just bluffing. It was a mistake.”

      Lewis nods as the Reds move. It’s refreshing to see the world outside the alley still exists. Earlier, the situation was suffocating.

      Everyone is moving cautiously. Tom’s eyes are glazed on Constance and Lewis. He even stays with them in the alley, counting on the Reds taking care of everything else. As long as he still can shoot the March, we’re all out of options.

      I am retreating. Jack and Fabiola come along.

      “I guess I should leave the alley as well,” Tom says to Lewis.

      “Actually, no,” Lewis says. “Part of the magic that you, the killer, be near.”

      “Really? Isn’t this place going to turn into a glowing wave or something?” Toms squints suspiciously. “Are you sure this magic will not affect me negatively?”

      “Not at all,” Lewis says. “Look.” He points at Constance lying still on the floor.

      This is the first time I see her dead as Lewis was shadowing her with his body earlier. Something strikes me as wrong right away.

      “Look at what?” Tom says.

      “Just look,” Lewis says. “Look at Constance.”

      “What do you mean?” Tom bends over.

      Curiosity killed the cat, I tell myself. In this case: the turtle. I suddenly realize what’s going on.

      Tom’s face gets punched so hard, he aches in pain and then loses his gun as he flips back. It’s hard to see who did from this angle, but I know.

      It’s Constance.

      Devious plan, Lewis. What I have just noticed was the fact that there was no blood around Constance at all.

      Devious plan, Constance.

      Tom missed when he shot her accidentally. She acted as if he killed her. Lewis played the part with Fabiola. Now Tom is on the floor, helpless without a gun, and even better, we’re out of the alley with enough space to fight the Reds.

      I reach for my Vorpal sword by stretching out a hand. It flies back to me. Jack and Fabiola begin fighting as well.

      From the corner of my eye, Lewis and Constance jump in the air like basketball players, and high-five.

      It’s a madly beautiful life.
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      “A number on a yellow note,” the bar woman considered. “Neat.”

      “It’s called a Wonder note,” the Pillar explains. “A person is supposed to write the things that he was most proud of throughout their life. The thing that drives him and gives a reason to live.”

      “And your thing is a number?” she said. “Are you mad, weird man?”

      “I had given the note to a girl,” the Pillar said absently. “She didn’t want to read it. I guess she wasn’t ready.”

      “Ready for what? It’s a bloody number.”

      “It could be God’s number,” the Pillar winked.

      “I’d certainly want it if it’s his,” she chuckled. “Tell you what, I still have one last bottle,” she pulled out an old scotch from under the bar. She put it with a thud, like a Scottish football fan, and poured them both drinks.

      “A bottle for a rainy day,” the Pillar cheered.”So I guess you will take the money and call the number.”

      “I am not sure the cheque is real yet, fella, but you’re the most interning drunk mate walking into my bar in a while.”

      The Pillar raised his glass. “To madness and beyond.”

      “Such a weird toast,” she said.

      “Not weird at all. Look around you. It’s an insane world.”

      They clinked glasses and gulped.

      The Pillar burped. The woman burped. Friends at first sight… well, burp.

      “So whose going to pick up if I call this number?” She said.

      “Doesn’t matter,” the Pillar said.

      “This is getting strange,” she poured another drink. Him as well. “What matters then?”

      The Pillar’s face dimmed. He put the glass aside and leaned forward. “You say this,” and then he whispered the words in her ears.

      Just when he finished telling her, someone stormed into the bar.

      The Pillar looked and saw the two robber kids from before. They were pointing guns at him. Real guns.

      “Oh,” the Pillar said. “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. How can I help you?”

      “You are worth a lot of money, sir,” the younger brother said. “Come with us.”

      The Pillar knew what’s going to happen. He gazed back at the woman with a nod and tapped the note. He mouthed: don’t worry about me. Just call the number and enjoy the money.

      “Of course I am worth a lot of money,” he told the kids. “I’m Carter Pillar.”

      “You killed the Queen of England, and we’re here to turn you in and get rich.”

      “Who told you that?” the Pillar asked, but then he didn’t need to.

      Looking over the boys’ shoulders, he saw them. The Reds.

      “Mr. Jay wants to see you.” One of the Reds said.

      “I think want is too polite of a word. You mean he demands.”

      “Don’t stall, Pillar,” the Red said.

      “Of course,” he gulped that last drink and stood up, adjusted his dusty suit and took a deep breath. “It’s showtime,” he told himself.

      It was time. He was ready. The beginning of the end.
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      The fight is beautiful. I know it’s a strange thing to say, but we are all fighting hand in hand. I may have the top powers but the rest are as badass and as any Inkling would be proud.

      Jack who has been silent most of the time, is skilled in a way I didn’t see before. He seems lost in the haze of not knowing if he is dead or alive but when it comes to killing Reds — or saving me — he is on top of his game.

      Fabiola has so much effective rage. Let’s just not talk about her now. Lewis and Constance are happy children playing a game of virtual reality. They have enjoyed the theatrical play on Tom so much.

      When we finish every last one of the Reds, Constance ties Tom to the truck.

      “I don’t know what to do with him,” she tells Lewis.

      “Leave him be,” Lewis says. “We have to get back on our purpose.”

      “The Kew Garden,” Jack says. “Let me go find another vehicle.”

      “Make it a Lamborghini, please?” Constance shouts after him.

      “That won’t fit,” Jack winks as he leaves.

      “Is everyone okay?” I ask.

      “I am,” Constance says telepathically.

      “Why haven’t you just told me,” I ask back with my mind. “You could have sent me a message of the plan you cooked with Lewis to get Tom.”

      “I was sending it to you, but it seemed blocked,” she sends back. “I told you I can’t get my message through when I am tensed or worried sometimes.”

      “So this must have been the pain in my ears.” I send back.

      “Could be. We both don’t know how this mind-talk happens. I don’t want to bother Lewis by asking now.”

      I nod and go back to check on the March. “It’s strange he didn’t wake up in all of this mess,” I tell Lewis, standing next to him.

      “Well, I did!” the March stands up all of a sudden and rubs his clothes clean.

      We let out many laughs.

      “Were you awake all of the time?” I ask him.

      “I awoke to the gun shot,” he says. “I was going to burst into tears when I saw Constance on the floor, but then I saw there was no blood, so I got it.”

      Constance and the March high-five. I roll my eyes, and Lewis laughs.

      “What are you laughing about?” I ask him.

      “You’re too tense. Loosen up, Alice,” Lewis says. “I write children’s books, not horrors.”

      “You call this life we’re in children’s books? This is a mad nightmare.”

      “True, life is tough,” he says. “But look at Constance. Someone just shot at her, and she is all fun and giggles.”

      “So I am the one who spoils the party now?”

      “Far from it,” Fabiola remarks. “We need you. You just need to take it easy.”

      I don’t think Fabiola is taking anything easy herself, but I don’t comment.

      “So now you’re awake,” I turn to the March. “Do you remember anything else? Is the Kew Garden the right answer.”

      “I’m not sure about the Kew Garden, though we still have to go there, as it’s our only chance for now,” the March says. “But I remembered something as important.”

      “Please tell us, March,” I say.

      “The Six Keys aren’t keys.”

      “Interesting,” Lewis says. I can’t imagine how strange it is not to remember what he’d told the March two centuries ago. “Did I tell you that?”

      “Yes,” the March says. “The memory is still blurry, though.”

      “So if they’re not keys, what are they?” I say. Were we chasing an illusion all this time?

      “They don’t open a safe, or a door, but something else.”

      “Can you elaborate?” I am as patient as I can be.

      “They open…” the March divides his gaze among us. “Are you ready?”

      “Don’t do this,” Constance says. “Just spit it out.”

      “They open the mind.”
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      Landing, the Cheshire looked as drunk as a priest shouldn’t be. Though he had flown first class, drank the best whiskey, and even had the Swedish stewardess give him his number, he didn’t feel good.

      He got into the limousine and gave the driver Mr. Jay’s address. He was anxious to know if Mr. Jay would fulfill his promise. Was he going to provide the Cheshire with what he wanted, as he said earlier?

      Most people would think the Cheshire was a man with no worries. Just an angry cat with lust for revenge. It was true in a sense, but the Cheshire had a few old secrets from Wonderland. One of them was a secret he had trained himself to forget.

      He lay his head back and remembered the Pillar back in Wonderland…

      The forest had been the Cheshire’s best place to hide. That was long before he’d visited the real world. As a cat, no one paid attention to him. No one even cared to feed him. Stray in the streets of Wonderland, the only one who’d given him a chance was the ugliest woman in Wonderland. The Duchess.

      That’s why he’d later become her assassin in real life. It was rather a payback for helping him out in Wonderland.

      Lonely and lost, she’d accommodated him and made him a friend. In truth, all he cared about was the food. A hefty supply of food every day, without having to fight for it or kill. And the food wasn’t rats.

      Tolerating the ugly face of the Duchess was one thing. But God, she had a foul smell. She snored so loud and crunchy he’d mistaken the snorts for farts sometimes. But she also cried. Alone in the dark.

      All until she became pregnant and had a child. That was when she kicked him out.

      True, he would have choked that chubby child of hers, but how was she to know? She’d just found compensation for love other than a stray cat.

      Alone again in the wilderness, the Cheshire had the worst day of his life. He had no evil intentions or a scary grin at the time, so he was as weak as the day he was born.

      All until he found the Pillar’s forest, or Garden as he liked to call it.

      Pillar was a fascinating man. He’d seen something in the Cheshire. A talent the cat hadn’t discovered in itself. And now the Cheshire had a new owner.

      The Pillar permitted the Cheshire to play all over the garden. He could eat as much as he wanted — it was how he’d met Alice later for the first time in his life.

      But the Pillar demanded one thing. That the Cheshire eats a certain mushroom all the time.

      It was a delicious mushroom. He ate it with a bowl of fresh milk every day. Yummy.

      But it also made him dizzy. Made him sees strange things Hallucinations. The most prominent was how he saw the world upside down, a realization that let him hang upside down on trees to see it in its normal form.

      He liked it. Being absent-minded was great fun. Mad was fun. In fact, never had the Cheshire felt so free. Madness was a blessing. You did what you wanted. You didn’t care. And no one could blame you. The perfect crime.

      Not when you ended up addicted to the mushroom, though.

      Slowly the Pillar didn’t serve the mushroom on a daily basis. And the Cheshire began to feel pain. Withdrawals. Itches. Urges. Madness, but not the good kind.

      “Why can’t you give me the mushrooms I want?” the cat asked the Pillar.

      “You had enough.”

      “But I need them. I can’t imagine my life without them?”

      “Then you have to work for it.”

      “Anything you want me to do.”

      The Pillar smirked with beady eyes. “Anything?”

      “Whatever you wish.”

      And that’s how the Pillar enslaved him, like so many other’s he’d manipulated before.

      The Cheshire did evil things to get his mushroom. For years and years, so much that everyone in the wilderness feared him. They thought it was cool to be feared like that. But the Cheshire knew the pain behind it. The pain of needing the Pillar’s mushrooms.

      A few months into his evil addiction he’d began noticing this strange curve in his mouth. Whenever he tried to smile at someone, another girly cat he liked, for instance, they’d tremble with fear. He didn’t understand. All he’d meant was to show good intentions.

      That was when his grin surfaced.

      The terribly dark and morbid grin that should have been a sweet and innocent smile of a cat. The Cheshire realized the grin had been a permanent effect of the mushrooms the Pillar had given him. It was like a scar on the lips or a tattoo you had when you were drunk and could never remove again.

      The grin made the Cheshire. He didn’t make the grin.
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      We’re still waiting for Jack to return with a vehicle, so we continue our journey. My blurry visions still attack me a little, though I can hear Constance telepathically now. Of course, we’re all hooked on the March Hare.

      “Keys that open the mind,” Constance considers. “This is just another puzzle. I am fed up with puzzles.”

      “But you say they aren’t keys?” I ask the March.

      “No, they are,” he nods eagerly.

      “Now you’re confusing me,” I tell him.

      “They are keys, Alice, but they aren’t keys.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “That quite explains it.”

      Lewis nears the March. There is a look of guilt on his face. He should have remembered. This is mainly his fault. To be honest, the whole forget/remember thing makes me think I am mad sometimes. Like seriously, bonkers, turtle down the hole mad. No hope for a cure.

      “You mean they are actual keys that open the mind?” Lewis says. “I mean they are not a metaphor for keys.”

      “What I remember is that they are keys that open the mind, you told me that Lewis,” the March says in his ultimate nonchalant innocence. It occurs to me that he does not understand the seriousness and gravity of the situation. “Keys!” He fists hands and raises it up as if he is holding a screw and working it.

      “I can’t think of something like that,” Fabiola remarks. “So now we don’t even know what we will do those mysterious keys when we find them?”

      “I am sure the keys themselves will show us a clue,” I say. “If the keys themselves are a puzzle then seeing them will clear things up.”

      “They could be keys to the chest where there is a special book inside,” Constance says. “Books open the mind.”

      Fabiola agrees. “Some books have locks. It’s an ancient tradition. The locks were a number of keys given to separate people so the secret is safe and the book can’t be read unless the six — or whatever number — of people are present.”

      I look at Lewis. “Sounds like something you would love to design, Lewis.”

      “It does,” he says. “Except that, I don’t recall doing this.”

      “Can it have something to do with the photos?” I offer. “Keys you used to lock the Camera?”

      Lewis scratches his head. He is considering it. “This rather has plausibility to it.”

      “What do you mean?” Fabiola is eager.

      “Considering what the most precious thing is, the camera sounds related,” he says.

      “Are you, Masters of the Universe, ever going to tell us what the precious thing is?” I say.

      “The most precious thing, if I may correct you.” Constance sends me a telepathic message. I look back at her. She is making a funny face.

      “Not now,” Lewis tells me. “Trust me with that.”

      I nod, unconvinced. “So why does the camera seem plausible?”

      “I had keys that locked the cameras I took the pictures with,” he says. “In my time, this had been the first camera invented in Britain. We used to rest the heavy boxed instrument on a tripod which used keys to lock the camera in.”

      This sounds interesting. Could it be?

      “Six keys?” I ask.

      “A tripod needed three keys,” he says. “Wait.”

      “What?” I say.

      “I did have one model that needed six keys.”

      “That’s a long leap of faith,” Fabiola says. “Are you sure, Lewis?”

      “About a camera with six keys, yes. The Question is how am I supposed to find it now?” he says.

      “It ’s probably been at Oxford University,” I say. “In the Tom Tower, in your studio?”

      Lewis runs his hand through his hair. “That’s a stretch, and we’re not sure.”

      “I don’t see it like that,” Fabiola says. “Six Keys. A Camera. Belonging to you. Makes total sense. What do you think, March?”

      “Is the Tom Tower fun?” he says. “Do you have candy?”

      Constance sighs and pats the March. “Listen, Alice,” she says. “I like the conclusion, but the university is far away. It’s a common spot. Being out there is suicide.”

      “Well, if it means finding the precious keys,” I say.

      “None of this is sure,” she says and turns to look at Lewis and the March. “If those are the Six Keys we’re looking for, how do they open the mind.”

      “A camera is a window to capturing moments,” Fabiola says. “It has a lens, Constance. It does seem like a good candidate to opening minds.”

      “I am the sum of the girls who Lewis ever photographed. You don’t think I know that?” Constance says.

      Her words silence everything around us. We all exchange aha glances right away.

      Constance doesn’t get it. She stares back at us. “What?”

      “You just said you’re the sum of the girls Lewis photographed,” I explain. “If we are right about the Six Keys in the Camera, then whose mind do you think we’re supposed to open?”

      Constance shrugs. “No, this can’t be.”

      “It’s the only conclusion,” I say.

      “Based on an assumption?” She counters back.

      “Think about it,” I walk to her and talk gently. “You have been able to talk to me telepathically all day.”

      “What?” Fabiola asks.

      “I’ll explain later,” I say then continue facing Constance. “The keys open minds, or a mind, or someone’s mind, whatever. Point is Lewis’ camera was screwed with a six-key tripod, and guess who was behind that lens all the time? You.”

      “So?” the poor girl is perplexed, realizing she is essential in this world when all she wants is play around and be silly for her age.

      The March speaks all of a sudden. “I think the keys are a metaphor to your mind’s abilities.”
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      The Pillar sat naked on a single chair set up in the middle of a large empty room. His hands were tied behind by his back, with chains, large and heavy and bolted to the floor. He didn’t look upset. He gazed back with a smirk at the glass walls. He couldn’t see through but knew Mr. Jay could see him from the other side, like an interrogation room.

      “I need to piss,” the Pillar said, chewing gum.

      “Piss on the floor,” a voice said from an overhead mic.

      “I hate the smell of my urine,” the Pillar grinned at the glass wall.

      “Then drink it.”

      “I prefer tea,” the Pillar said. “Though piss does look like green tea, especially when you’re sick.”

      “You don’t like tea. You like hookahs,” the voice countered back. “And we know you don’t need to pee.”

      “How do you know?” the Pillar said. “Can you see my bladder from behind the glass? Do you have ultrasound?”

      “Stop talking,” the voice says. “We’re dimming the room.”

      “I am good with pissing in the light,” the Pillar says. “Also I like a bucket. I like the sound of pissing. Makes me feel like a man.”

      This time, a laugh came through the mic. A low, gruff, laugh that the Pillar recognized. “You always make me laugh, Pillar,” Mr. Jay said. “We’re dimming the room because I am entering.”

      “Are you naked it too?”

      “No. I just don’t want you to see me.”

      “Why? I know how you look like. I remember your Mr. J—“

      “Don’t dare say my real name,” Mr. Jay cut off. “I am coming in.”

      The Pillar listened to the sound of lock and keys. All electronic, heavy with droning noises. It reminded him of the March’s prison in the underground asylum, the Hole.

      Heavy foots step inside. The Pillar’s face was apparent in the light, but Mr. Jay’s wasn’t, hidden in the shadows. The Pillar recognized the pipe he was smoking. Tobacco from the Garden from Wonderland.

      “Is this how you played with Alice, making her think you were her psychiatrist in the asylum?” the Pillar said.

      “You mean the smoke?” Mr. Jay says. “We all messed with her head, didn’t we?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Oh, you did it,” Mr. Jay laughs. “All the things you put her through? We all know what it’s about.”

      “We do?” the Pillar plastered an inanimate smile.

      “We’re all after the Keys. It’s starting to be repetitive by now. We’re all after the precious thing.”

      “Imagine that,” the Pillar said. “Imagine a low life scum like you controlling the most precious thing in the world.”

      “Don’t provoke me. I am so close. I will get what I want.”

      “OK,” the Pillar shook his shoulders. “Then I guess there is no use for me being here. I don’t know where the Keys are. I’ve been trying, I admit. Alice doesn’t know either, so we should sing kumbaya and go back to Wonderland.”

      “True,” Mr. Jay said. “You don’t know where the Keys are, but you’re not stupid.”

      “I’m mad. Even better.”

      “You have a plan, and I can’t figure it out.”

      “Then kill me.”

      “You have 14 lives. I’ve lost count. How much do you have left?”

      “Lost count too,” the Pillar spat on the floor. “Trust me; immortality is a bitch.”

      Mr. Jay leaned forward. The Pillar could see his shade moving but no face. “And you killed the Queen.”

      “Nah,” the Pillar said. “I blew off her head. You still have the torso. Talk to the torso.”

      “I liked her. She was my best employee.”

      “Then I did you a favor.” the Pillar smiled. “Tell me why I am here.”

      “I doubt you don’t know, because you were expecting my men, and came with willingly.”

      “I figured there is nothing do in the end of the world but live by your side. You have food, shelter, and you’re rich so you must know of the secret Ark that will take me to the planet Mars when it all goes down.”

      “I don’t have an Ark,” Mr. Jay said. “You got it all wrong. I want this planet. I want this earth. I want the most precious thing, and then I will rule the earth.”

      The Pillar shrugged. The thought of Mr. Jay getting what he wanted, unsettled him. He tried his best not to show it. “Okay, then what do you want from me?”

      “I want to know who you are,” Mr. Jay said.

      “Carter Chrysalis Coccoon Pillar.”

      “Drop the act. We know it’s not you,” Mr. Jay said. “I didn’t get it first, though I’ve always estranged your actions. You were the Pillar but sometimes not the Pillar.”

      “I have to tell you the truth,” the Pillar said. “I am schizophrenic.”

      “I can make you talk,” Mr. Jay says. “I WILL make you talk.”

      “What? Are you going to break my balls? I never understood how you could break someone’s balls. Squash is a better term.”

      “Don’t be a smart-ass,” Mr. Jay stood up.

      “Oh, you’re going to beat me to death? Fourteen times? What then? You will never know.”

      “I will not torture you,” Mr. Jay said. “I don’t hate you that much. In fact, though we’re enemies, I have tremendous respect for you.”

      “Thank you, but I’d prefer a hamburger. Respect isn’t that delicious.”

      This time, Mr. Jay said nothing and left the room saying, “I have the perfect man to torture you. He hates you so much and knows this is his chance to beat you until you talk.”

      The door closed behind him.

      The Pillar didn’t know what Mr. Jay meant. A minute later the door opened again. The light went on. In front of the Pillar, stood Angelo Cardone.

      “Pillar,” the Cheshire nodded with a grin. “Missed me?”

      “Nah, but it’s nice to see your grin,” the Pillar teased him. “I gave it to you after all.”

      A painful punch landed on his face. This was going to be a long night.
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      The final decision is we go to the Kew Garden anyways. The Oxford debate doesn’t have enough plausibility after all. Though I am so convinced, Constance pointed out that the March was told he would remember when he sees the mushrooms. Something that most probably didn’t exist at Oxford University.

      So we left the alley…

      I am shaking to Jack’s driving, sitting in the back of the bus he’d found to get us all on board. I am so not comfortable in here, but I don’t want to talk to Jack about it now.

      “So what do mushrooms have to do with all this crazy journey?” I ask Constance.

      “Here is what I think,” she says. “The March will know where the Keys are and what they are for when he sees the mushrooms in the Kew Garden, which he designed himself. Most probably a mushroom he will identify when he sees it.”

      “What if the Keys turn out to be in Oxford like I said?”

      “We’ll have to go back,” Constance says. “But trust me there is no other way. What if we go to Oxford and they aren’t there? We won’t even know where they are?”

      “You think there is any chance the March can remember more?”

      “I hope so, but he’d been told he will remember when he sees the mushrooms then I doubt it.”

      “Do you think the Pillar has anything to do with this?” I ask her.

      “Why? Because of all the mushroom thing?” she says. “Because he dealt drugs and mushroom land?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Why would the Pillar have told the March this? He never knew about the Keys, or why would he have come to you and pulled you out of the asylum?”

      My mind is frying. I want to have a vacation from thinking. I glance at Jack and hate him now. All because of this bus he’d chosen to get us on.

      “How far is it to the Kew Garden?” I ask Jack.

      “We’re close,” he says.

      I still want to ask him, but I don’t. Why Jack? Why did you choose a school bus to get us there? A yellow school bus. I feel so unsettled, imaging the students I killed in the past.
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      The punches were hard, swift, and full of anger. Never had the Pillar taken the Cheshire for such a violent man. Sure he did brutal things, but he’d never seen him torture anyone so much before.

      “So?” The Cheshire took a breath, knuckling his fingers and stretching arms. “Have you had enough?”

      “More please,” the Pillar challenged him.

      The Cheshire took a glance at his outfit. A pope in blood was an image that unsettled him. Torturing the Pillar made him realized how angry he was.

      “I’m puzzled why you’re doing this,” the Pillar said. “Your grin is never going away. People make mistakes, you know. You took a drug. It sticks with you.”

      “I just feel so much better punching you,” the Cheshire said. “Also, I’m supposed to extract information from you.”

      “Then you have to turn this chair around because I keep my secrets in my ass.”

      The Cheshire suppressed a laugh. If anything, the Pillar never ceased to surprise him. Deep inside he admired him for being who he was. The Pillar just was. That was the perfect description. A man detached from all social norms, doing what he pleased without ever telling his secrets.

      “Why are you doing this?” the Cheshire knelt down to meet the Pillar’s blood-stained eyes. “It doesn’t make sense at all.”

      “Does it have to?” the Pillar said.

      “Why help Alice? Why play everyone? I can understand you’re after the Keys, though I seem to be the only one who is not. But I can’t figure out on whose side you are? The Inklings? Black Chess? The people? The government?”

      “You forgot the fifth option,” the Pillar said.

      “Which is?”

      “My side. I’m no one’s side but mine.”

      “Ha,” the Cheshire said. In many ways, he was on his selfish side as well, not as stubbornly as the Pillar though. “Tell you what? Forget about who you are or why you’re doing all of this. I’ve always had another question I wanted to ask you.”

      “No, is the answer,” the Pillar said. “I’m not your father, Luke.”

      The Cheshire punched the Pillar again. This time up close up and personal, he could smell the splattering blood. “Answer me.”

      “Okay, I will,” the Pillar said. “I AM your father, Luke.”

      The Cheshire figured he’d just go and ask the lunatic without introductions. “Why did you get me addicted to the mushrooms?”

      “You were a perfect candidate, desperate, poor, and young,” the Pillar said. “I was investing in you.”

      “How can you be so evil?”

      “And you’re not? You just started a false World War III, convincing the world you’re the new pope,” the Pillar said. “But then again most evil men think they’re doing good for the world.”

      The Cheshire stood up again. He wanted out of the room. The Pillar scared him, but he wouldn’t admit it aloud. The man was crazy whoever he was.

      “You’re the devil himself,” the Cheshire mumbled. “Look at what you’ve done to Lewis Carroll, Fabiola, Alice, me, and, oh, my God, what you’ve done to the Hatter.”

      The Pillar looked proud. He grinned.

      “You killed the Hatter too, right?”

      The Pillar’s eyes met the Cheshire’s. The Pillar’s grin was ten miles wide.
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      Fabiola ended up living by the sword in her hand. Without mushrooms to feed her addiction, she roamed Wonderland, a lost soul. Not quite lost because she could get everything she wanted — all but the mushrooms.

      She ate by the name of her sword. She had shelter by the name of the sword. She got everything she wanted by the name of her sword. When she needed real money, sh let the mercenaries hire her for small wars outside Wonderland. Enemies shivered to her name.

      Feared and looked up to by warriors, she still returned each night and cried on her bed — or someone else’s bed.

      One night she heard a knock on her window. Reaching for her sword, she intended to kill whoever dared to knock. Then upon seeing her night-visitor, she lowered her eyes and let her sword drop.

      It was the Hatter.

      “Go away,” she said.

      “Why?” he said.

      “I don’t want you to see me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “I’m not the girl you knew a few years ago.”

      He reached for her hands. They were ice-cold. His were warm with spilled tea. “I’ve been looking for you for so long. Why didn’t you come to me?”

      “You loved a naive girl that I am not anymore. I didn’t want to shock you.”

      “Silly,” he smiled. “I’ve never stopped loving you.”

      She gazed into her eyes and could swear upon a million souls that he meant it, but, “I don’t even remember loving you. Not as clear as you think.”

      “Because of the mushrooms, I know,” he pulled her closer and kissed her forehead.

      Fabiola felt puzzled. All the mean men, she’d never been kissed on her forehead. She didn’t even know what it meant. “The Pillar is looking for me,” she said. “You should go. You can’t fight him.”

      “You can,” he squeezed her into him. “Why didn’t you kill him.”

      “I can’t,” she pulled away, a regretful stare in her eyes.

      “What do you mean?” The Hatter said.

      “I mean I wanted to, especially after I discovered my warrior powers.”

      “But?”

      She shied away from his eyes.

      “What is it, White Queen?”

      “The mushrooms he’d fed me.”

      “What about them?”

      “I’m bound to him.”

      “Bound?”

      “If I kill him I will die.”

      “Oh, darling,” he said.

      “I would have still killed him if that was just it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean not only I will die if I kill him.”

      “Who else?”

      “Everyone else.”

      “Everyone else? That’s absurd. He isn’t God.”

      “Everyone else who’s tasted the mushrooms.”

      “Oh, my.”

      “Lewis, Alice, the Cheshire and the so many youngsters whom he got addicted.”

      “The bastard,” he pulled her closer again. “Don’t worry. I am right here.”

      “What are you doing to do, Hatter?” she said. “You’re a nice man. People love you. You live life as if there is no tomorrow and care only about having fun.”

      This time he pushed her away, gently. “I have a question.”

      “What is it?”

      “What if someone who hadn’t tasted the mushroom killed him?”

      Her eyes lit as if the thought had never crossed her mind. “It should work, but who is brave enough to do it?”

      “I will,” the Hatter said.

      “You can’t,” she realized how much she cares about him. “I beg you. Don’t do it.”

      “What do I have left to lose,” the Hatter says. “If I don’t have my cheery and loving love of my life, then it wouldn’t make sense living anymore.”
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      It’s not long enough before we reach the garden. From a distance, it looks like some houses in white. Closer, I see how big it is. A lush green and vast space with open-ceiling structures with plants inside.

      “That’s strange,” Fabiola says.

      “What is?” Lewis asks as Jack parks the school bus.

      “It seems intact. No one vandalized it or stole from it.”

      “Though I don’t think people would be that interested in botanical plants in the end of days, I agree, it’s strange,” he says.

      “Should I drive in or stop here?” Jack says.

      “I’d say stop here,” I tell him. “If this is the place the March should be then it could be dangerous?”

      “Dangerous?” Constance asks.

      “According to you, it’s where the most precious thing could be obtained,” I say. “Do you think no one else wants it?”

      “Black Chess, of course,” Lewis says. “But we know they don’t know where it is, or they wouldn’t have sent the Reds after us.”

      “Where is Tom by the way?” I ask,

      “I locked him at the foot of the floor in the back,” Constance says. “He can’t speak. I duct-taped his mouth.”

      Fabiola smiled. “Good girl.”

      “So let’s do this,” I say, picking up my sword.

      The rest pick up their guns and disembark the bus.

      On our way down, I pull Jack closer. “Why a school bus?”

      “What?”

      “Couldn’t you find other vehicles?”

      “It’s just coincidence,” Jack looks back at the bus. “Geez, Alice, I am sorry. It’s really… just a coincidence.”

      “A very unusual coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “Yes,” he seems sincere. I wonder if he is faking it.

      “Or are you trying to get me to remember something?”

      “Alice,” he holds my hand as we follow the rest. “I don’t remember what happened with the bus. Why would I do that? Besides, what are the chances that I go fetch a school bus to remind you of something?”

      “You’re right,” I say. “It’s just a hell of a coincidence.”

      “It is,” Jack says. “Who knows? Maybe it’s fate, and you will remember something?”

      I don’t reply, but I don’t believe him. It occurs to me that we’re all keeping secrets from each other.

      We arrive at the garden’s gate and find it locked.

      “What are we waiting for?” Constance says. “Let’s shoot the lock.”

      “I don't know about that,” I say. “Something here is wrong.”

      “I agree,” Lewis says.

      “Everything is so perfect,” Fabiola says. “An intact garden, untouched, and locked properly?”

      “So?” Constance says. “Let’s shoot the lock. Can’t you see we’re all alone here?”

      “I have to oppose that statement,” Lewis says, not looking at her. He is looking upward at an angle. “See?”

      We follow his gaze toward the hills surrounding the garden. He is right. We’re not alone. Tens of men and women are up there. Guns are pointing at us.
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      “So I can’t kill you as well?” the Cheshire asks the Pillar.

      “It’s not that you care about others, Cheshire,” the Pillar says. “But I know you don’t want to die.”

      “But wait,” the Cheshire said. “I still have lives left. Seven or either I think.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “And you have like 11 or 12 lives left?”

      “Cheshire?” the Pillar looks worried.

      “Come on,” the Cheshire said. “Be a good sport.”

      “A good sport doing what?”

      “You know,” the Cheshire showed him his scariest grin. “It’ll be fun.”

      “Ah, you want to play.”

      “Yes!”

      The Pillar sighed. “Crazy Cat.”

      “Here,” the Cheshire knelt and unchained the Pillar.

      “I suppose I have to thank you,” the Pillar rolls his eyes. “For wanting to play a dangerous game.”

      “It’s the end of the world.”

      “Aren’t you afraid to die?”

      “Tell that to Fabiola or others,” the Cheshire says. “You and I are legends. We have lives. Here, take a gun.”

      “Mr. Jay is going to be upset,” the Pillar remarks, gazing at the glass.

      “I think he will be entertained.”

      “If you say so,” the Pillar said. “So how do we play? Russian roulette style?”

      “Nah,” the Cheshire says. “I shoot you, and you shoot me.”

      “On a count of three, I suppose,” the Pillar said.

      “Why count?”

      “If we don’t, one of us can kill the other earlier without enough time to shoot back.”

      “That would spoil the game,” the Cheshire says, loading his rife. “Is your guns loaded.”

      “Six bullets ready,” the Pillars says.

      “This is going to be epic,” the Cheshire loads his gun. “Imagine we kill each other and wake up again.”

      “Gotta love having extra lives,” the Pillar says.

      “I bet even Mr. Jay is jealous,” the Cheshire snickers.

      “I didn’t know you can upset Mr. Jay in the first place.”

      “Ready?” the Cheshire said with twinkling eyes, like a child who’d been grounded for the weekend and is now back to meet with his friends. “On a count of three, right?”

      “Of course,” the Pillar sounded uninterested, just playing along with the crazy cat. “I will count.”

      “Deal,” the Cheshire pointed his gun at the Pillar’s skull.

      The Pillar pointed his gun at the Cheshire’s.

      “In the name of multiple lives,” the Cheshire said. “Or better, in the name of the cat and a caterpillar.”

      “Poetic,” the Pillar. “I will begin counting.”

      “Awesome. Do it.”

      “One,” the Pillar said.

      “This should be in Guinness World Records.”

      “Two.”

      “I’m not a cat; I’m the king of the world—”

      The Pillar didn’t say three, because he’d already shot the Cheshire dead, a count too soon. He smirked and blew off the smoke from his gun. “Stupid cat. No wonder you belonged to a Circus.”
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      “I’m sick of getting ambushed today,” Constance announces, squinting at our enemies on the hills.

      “Who do you think they are, Alice?” Fabiola tells me, not taking her eyes off the hill.

      “Someone who wants the Keys as much as we want.”

      “At least this means we’re on the right track,” Jacks says, gripping his gun. “I am glad we didn’t try the Alnwick Gardens you mentioned earlier.”

      “Glad we’re going to die,” Constance scoffs.

      From the corner of my eyes, I see Lewis looking a bit unsettled. He’s scratching his arms uncomfortably and does not comment on the situation. The March on the other hands, hides behind me for protection.

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I will not let anyone hurt you.”

      “So what?” Constance waves at the men on the hill. “Say something!”

      None of those on the hill respond, but the gate to the garden behind us creaks. We turn our heads.

      “Welcome,” a short chubby boy says. He looks bored, unexcited, a not quite welcoming. “Please get inside.”

      “And who are you?” Constance demands.

      “His name is Humpty,” Fabiola says.

      “You know him?” I ask her.

      “Wonderland,” she says, now not taking her off him. “He is Margaret’s son. Bastard son, to be precise,” a certain bitterness accompanies Fabiola’s words.

      “We’ve been waiting for you,” the boy says.

      “Waiting for us?” I ask.

      “He’s bluffing,” Constance says. “Look at him. He is so bored. So unmotivated.”

      “That’s because he needs a candy,” Fabiola says. “He’s always been like that. The Queen of Hearts had taken him from Margaret and fed him candies every day. He can’t function without them.”

      “Oh, I am sorry, Humpty,” I kneel down and talk to him. The March still clinging to my hand. I wonder why I don’t remember Humpty. “How about you meet my friend, March?”

      “He is your friend?” Humpty says, shy not to look in my eyes. “He looks old.”

      The March’s ears fall to his sides.

      “He just looks old, Humpty,” I tell him. “But he is really funny.”

      “Alice Adventures in Kindergarten,” Constance mumbles. “Can we just stop this fluff fest? Who are you, Humpty and who sent you?”

      Humpty doesn’t look back to Constance. Instead, he turns back and looks at a big building at the end of the green fields on both sides.

      “I sent him,” a woman says. She stands on the porch in the distance. I think she is wearing red? “Please come in.”

      We don’t exchange looks to agree on the next move. We have no choice. The men on the hill and woman in the garden. Let’s just do it.

      Entering, I see the woman clearer now. She wears big black glasses and wears a red fur and red hat.

      “We’ve been waiting for you, Alice,” she has a blunt, matter-of-fact demeanor about her. I can’t tell whether she is good or bad. Inkling or Black Chess. She diverts her gaze toward the March Hare. “I mean we were waiting for you, March.”

      “What do you mean?” I tell her.

      Humpty runs to her, and she pats him and hands candy with kaleidoscopic colors. “I mean we always thought it was you, Alice.”

      I shrug. “Can you explain further? And who are you? How did you know we will be here?”

      “Who I am and how I know are matters I will explain in few minutes. For now, you should know that everyone around has their agendas.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Everyone wants one thing. The most precious thing. E.V.E.R.Y.O.N.E. Well, except the Queen of Hearts who only wanted to be loved, so much that she wanted to rule the world to obtain such love. And the Cheshire who is just in pain and wants unquenchable revenge.”

      “And the rest? The Pillar?”

      “The Pillar, Mr. Jay, Fabiola, Lewis, and even Jack, they’re all playing you,” she says.

      “Don’t believe her,” Fabiola says, but I don’t listen.

      “Tell me more.”

      “Up to twenty-four hours ago the common belief was that you Alice had the power to find the Keys,” the woman in red fur says. “Which turns out to be true.”

      “And?”

      “You found that precious Hare,” she stretches out her hands and to my utter shock, the March pulls away and goes for her loving arms. “Poor March. Everyone used you too because they knew you’re just a child. Pure and loving.”

      “Are you saying I don’t matter now?” I feel feeble and stupid asking the question.

      “We’ll see about that,” she says. “To my knowledge, Mr. Jay wants to meet you so badly. But for now, let’s all get inside. Our difference and secret agendas can wait. I’ll explain further while hopefully, the March remembers.”

      “You didn’t answer us,” Constance insists. “How did you know we’re coming?”

      She woman still doesn’t smile, but she nods toward the yellow bus behind us. “You really should have killed Tom. He sells information to whoever is willing to secure his children’s future.”
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      “Shit,” the Cheshire moaned, waking up. He found himself sprawled on the floor with a big hole in his tummy.

      “Don’t worry,” the Pillar said, standing over him with the gun in his hands. “It will heal.”

      “You shot me,” the Cheshire untied his priest’s outfit. “Shit.”

      “I thought cats say meow, not shit,” the Pillar said. “Say meow, please.”

      “Yeah, right,” the Cheshire tried to pick himself up, but he was still in pain. “In your mushroom infested dreams.”

      “Say meow or I will kill you again,” the Pillar said. “How many lives do you have left?”

      “Meow for God’s sake!” the Cheshire panicked, slowly holding onto the chair.

      “Just meow,” the Pillar says. “Don’t use the Lord's name in vain, pope.”

      “You’re sick,” the Cheshire gritted his teeth. The Pillar was pushing it. “Meow,” he said flatly, finally sitting his ass on the chair. “Why did you shoot on the count of two? I thought we said on a count of three.”

      “I’m a dishonest man. I take my dishonesty seriously.”

      “I should have known,” the Cheshire coughed, watching his wound heal.

      “Pillar 1 Cheshire 0,” the Pillar sat back, satisfied.

      “You should put some clothes on,” the Cheshire said.

      “I am starting to like it like that,” he said.

      “What’s wrong with your skin?” the Cheshire pointed at his aging flesh.

      “It’s a sickness. I am dying.”

      “Serious shit?”

      “I think I have a week left or so. Incurable. Autoimmune disease of some sorts.”

      “And the mushrooms?” the Cheshire wonders. “Couldn’t they magically fix you?”

      “The mushrooms, and the hookah, had one purpose, Chesh,” the Pillar rest a leg over the other. “They killed the pain.”

      “So all this smoking and Mushroomland you were killing pain?”

      “Shocking, right? To realize we’re all in pain. That we’re human after all.”

      The Cheshire said nothing. “It still doesn’t justify the horrid thing you did.”

      “Stop acting like a pope cause you’re wearing his clothes. I can get a pope’s outfit from Walmart and wear it for Halloween,” The Pillar smirked at the wall glass where Mr. Jay was watching. “Don’t you wonder why Mr. Jay isn’t interfering?”

      “He must be enjoying the show.”

      “Like the Circus?” the Pillar winked.

      The Cheshire shuddered. Though he hated humans and Wonderlanders, he could not live with shocking memories. “The Circus was your doing, Pillar. You wanted someone in the real world to help you cross over through that portal in your garden, so you gave them a freak show.”

      The Pillar laughed, which isn’t something he usually did. Laughing aloud was out of character for him. “You think the Circus was my doing? I admit I organized it, but I was following orders. A business deal to be honest.”

      “Then whose idea was it?”

      The Pillar smiled at the glass wall. The Cheshire turned his head, but not toward the glass. The door behind him had been opened.

      Mr. Jay entered. “I organized the Circus.”
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      The woman in red fur walks us into the humongous structure of the Kew Garden, an impressive garden of botanical plants. She brags about how exquisite they are. How old they are. How rare. None of what I see are mushrooms, though. If the March is supposed to remember now, I have so many questions to ask.

      “So we’re not in danger here?” I ask her. “I mean you’re not the enemy? You don’t want to hurt us?”

      “I will never hurt you, Alice,” she says. Her face starts to seem familiar to me. I can’t remember where I’ve seen her before, if I ever did. Must be an old Wonderland thing. The glasses cover most of her face and fur and a red hat with one single feather in it. It makes her look like a combination of Victorian and Steampunk characters.

      “Only me?” I say.

      “Neither you or the March,” she says. “The rest of your friends, I am not sure.”

      I don’t respond or counter the argument. What puzzles me is that none of them comments. Fabiola only made one effort to deny the woman’s claims. Lewis is collapsing in his sudden unknown pain. Is he fading out for some reason? Jack is usually silent in his haze, so I am not sure.

      “And Constance?” I ask the woman in red fur.

      “I have never seen her in Wonderland.”

      “That’s because I am the sum of the girls Lewis photographed. You wouldn’t recognize—” Constance stops midway when I interfere.

      “Wonderland?” I say to the woman in red.

      She sighs. The first time she does show a snippet of emotion. She gazes at Humpty. “Go play outside in the garden, please. I promise if you do, I will give you more candy.”

      The boy strolled out happily.

      “Yes,” she tells me. “I am a Wonderlander, just like you.”

      “I have never seen you,” Fabiola finally speaks.

      The woman in red doesn’t feel the need to explain herself. “I wasn’t involved in all the events.”

      “That doesn’t explain why I haven’t seen you,” Fabiola says.

      “I lived on the other side of Wonderland.”

      “What’s that?” I wonder, looking at Fabiola.

      “Don’t look at me. I have no idea what that is.”

      “But Lewis knows,” the woman says.

      Lewis sits on a chair, moaning in pain. It’s like he has a stomach ache, but he can’t speak. Fabiola seems to know what’s troubling him. She is not making much effort to help. But Lewis nods agreeably about the woman’s claims.

      “Lewis?” Fabiola truly doesn’t know. “Who is this woman?”

      “G-lass,” Lewis stutters again.

      “Glass?” I say.

      It’s Constance who gets it. “Through the Looking Glass?”

      The woman in red shows as a hint of a smile on her lips. “You’re not as dumb as I thought you’d be,” she tells Constance. “Yes, a mirror in Wonderland that sent you to another Wonderland.”

      “That’s getting too confusing,” Jack announces.

      “It is, but you don’t have to know much about it,” the woman says. “Wonderland and the real world are made of so many dimensions. I like to call them Ages.”

      A silence sweeps all over us. From wanting to expose the March to the mushrooms, we’ve gone to knowing much more than I’ve bargained for.

      “I am sorry to make it so hard on you, Alice,” she says. “Do you remember when you went back to the past through the Einstein Blackboard?”

      “Of course.”

      “I suppose you noticed how many things don’t make sense since you’ve returned,” she says. “I mean the Pillar being a nerd a few years ago, then turning evil so fast?”

      “I questioned that, but I have so many questions about the Pillar. This is the least I am worried about.”

      “How about your husband from the future?” she says.

      “Husband?” Jack squints.

      “It’s a long story, Jack,” I calm him down then turn back to the woman in red. “I do. It didn’t make sense.”

      “That’s because you didn’t go back in time,” she says. “You just went to another dimension.”

      “Dimension?”

      “You see every second we live exists and never vanishes,” she continues. “It sticks to the universe in a certain time and space. But we’re just incapable of bringing it back. Another version of us still lives it day after day. Sometimes the versions, the Ages, collapse, and one of the characters or events don’t go through.”

      “Listen,” I exhale. “I don’t care about this complicated stuff. I only care about who you are. Did you say you lived in a world beyond the glass in Wonderland?”

      “I did.”

      “Why did you cross over?”

      “It’s a long story. What you need to know is that I’ve seen the end of all of this on the other side.”

      “You did?”

      She nods with confidence. “It could be another version of course, but I know a few things.”

      “Enough things to make you wait for us here?”

      “Enough to let me watch your moves, the Queen’s moves, and all that happened the last few months, and yes, to know you’ll be coming here.”

      “Then what’s going to happen next?” Constance has her hands on her waist.

      “I can’t tell you, or I will die,” she addresses me, not Constance. “But I can still help with guiding you.”

      “Who. Are. You.?” I say.

      “The Red Queen.”

      “The Red Queen is dead,” Constance says.

      “That’s a common misunderstanding,” she argues. “People think the Red Queen is the Queen of Hearts as well. Lewis knows this, but I know he can’t talk now.”

      “Then explain,” I demand.

      “Lewis wrote about the Queen of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland. Then he wrote about me, the Red Queen in Through the Looking Glass. The Queen of Hearts is evil. I am good. You know nothing about my story yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Phone Booth in London

          

        

      

    

    
      The barwoman the Pillar had talked to earlier stood in the phone booth, tapping her feet. She could not believe the Pillar gave her a million pounds. The cheque didn’t bounce. The bank she collected the money from seemed ready for the end of the world. The Pillar’s had left her their phone number, and they welcomed her.

      A limousine came and picked her up. The chauffeur was mousy-looking but polite and friendly. He drove her to an underground fortress. Those people were ready for the end of the world. She wondered if the Pillar opened the bank, but she dared not ask.

      She met with the welcoming staff, congratulating her on the million pounds. They treated her not just like a lottery winner, but like a woman who was going to save the world.

      “You’ll be doing something special,” the sleepy clerk behind the desk told her. “You deserve more than this.”

      “Why?” she said.

      “If Mr. Pillar chose you then he must know why. It’s a noble job.”

      She let out a distressed chuckle. “Didn’t know that taking the money I didn’t work for was noble.”

      The sleepy man smiled and signed the cheque, “Please take it, Mrs…” he read her name on the paper. “Mother Bird?”

      “Don’t laugh at my name,” she said, taking the cheque. “My mother named me Mother.”

      He nodded. “I hope the Bird family is proud now.”

      “With all this money, I can open a bar on Mars.”

      The sleepy man shook his head, “I’d have bigger plans if I were you.”

      “The world is ending anyway,” she tucked the cheek in.

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” he said. “The phone call you’ll make will save the world.”

      “About that,” she leaned forward on the desk. “What do you people do? Drugs?”

      The man on the desk laughed, “Smart woman.”

      “So drugs still make money after the world ends?”

      “I didn’t say we deal in drugs. I just found it funny.”

      “Then what? What kind of phone call is worth a million pounds?”

      The man smiled and stood up, about to fall again from the need to sleep. He shook her hand, handing her another piece of paper. “Here you will find the phone number you have to call.”

      She read the number. A local one in London. Why wouldn’t they make the call themselves? “What’s that?” She pointed at the paper.

      “Ah, that’s the time you have to make the number.”

      “That’s not exactly a time,” she looked suspiciously at him.

      “Right,” the man said. “Whenever this ‘event’ in the paper happens, you have to call the number.”

      “This event?” she laughed. “This is nonsense. What’s written on the paper will never happen. Stuff like that will never happen in this life.”

      “If Mr. Pillar says it will, then it will.”

      She let out a sigh and tucked the paper in. “Can’t complain about a million pounds in my suitcase, I guess.”

      “It won’t be long,” the sleepy man explained. “This event should happen in a few hours.”

      “I suppose I have to stick by the phone booth then.”

      “Just for a few hours, Mrs. Bird. It’s an easy job.”

      “And what should I say when I follow the instructions and call this number?”

      “Say what’s written on the note I gave you. It’s crucial that you say this exactly.”

      She stopped herself from rolling her eyes and offending anyone in the bank. The words on the note were nonsensical as hell. She could not imagine this nonsense was ever going to save the world. “Tell me, Mister.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is this shit for real? I mean this isn’t some show with a candid camera. You will not end up taking this money from me and making me look like a fool on some cable TV?”

      “It’s not a show. It’s real life. As nonsensical as real life gets.”

      “All right,” she nodded and shook his hand. “Nice doing nonsensical business with you, Mr—?”

      “Dormouse,” he gave her half a smile before dosing off a little. “I used to be an Inspector. You may have read about my murder by Mr. Pillar in the news.”

      “I don’t read the news. So you’re supposed to be dead, but you’re not?”

      “I was chasing Mr. Pillar, and he shot me. It was a marshmallow bullet. He then told me about his mission in life, and I was infatuated. Since then I work for him, secretly of course.”

      “Did he give you a million pounds too?”

      “No, a perfect bed with a seven-inch mattress and extra fluffy pillows,” Dormouse said. “Just what I need.”

      Now, Mr. Bird stood in the phone booth, waiting for that absurd event to happen so she could make that phone call. Tapping her feet again, she resisted calling that number sooner. What was the hell this all about?
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      “So let’s get done with all of the chitchats,” Constance offers, and she is right. My head is spinning, and I don’t exactly know what we are doing here.

      “Exactly,” I back her up. “The March has to see the mushrooms so he can remember.”

      “Do you want to see the mushrooms, March?” the Red Queen asks him.

      Still clinging to her like his new perfect mother, he sniffs and nods.

      “Frabjous,” she says, pulling out large keys and pointing at a golden door behind her.

      Closer, it turns out the door isn’t gold, but the sunshine behind is, or whatever that brilliant light shining through.

      “The mushrooms inside imitate such colors sometimes,” the Red Queen explains then gently pats the March Hare. “Ready?”

      “I want to remember where the Six Keys are.”

      “It’s time, March,” I pat him gently.

      The Red Queen is about to insert the key as she stops and gazes at Lewis. “I think it’d be a better idea if Jack takes Lewis away from here.”

      “Lewis?” I say. “Why?

      Lewis looks troubled. I don’t know what’s happening to him since we’ve arrived. He looks away and says nothing.

      “Can you handle it, Lewis?” the Red Queen asks him.

      Lewis is about to stutter something, but I cut in, “Handle what?”

      “I suppose you don’t understand his pain, do you?” she tells me.

      I blink, saying nothing. The answer does occur to me all of a sudden but better hear it from her.

      “It’s his addiction to mushrooms,” she addresses me. “You see, this garden has the most authentic plants in the world. Unfortunately, some of them are rare drugs. That’s why we have our police guarding us. The men on the hill,” she says.“Lewis is still an addict, Alice. He’s never recovered, at least not in the presence of the rare mushrooms.”

      Poor Lewis. Spontaneously my eyes dart toward Fabiola. Didn’t she take the mushrooms as well?

      “Don’t look at Fabiola,” the Red Queen. “She isn’t an addict anymore. She is only messed up from inside out.”

      Fabiola purses her lips. No need to comment now, as we have more significant issues to work on.

      “Why not addicted?” I feel sorry asking the Red Queen about Fabiola in her presence.

      My words upset Fabiola a little. She is not upset with me. But with a memory. I feel like is resisting a tear to leave her eyes.

      The Red Queen answers on the White Queen’s behalf. “Fabiola is still an addict, but she is strong. She has substituted her addiction with the addiction for blood. Why do you think she hid in the Vatican? In hopes of toning down the urgencies through a spiritual calling.”

      “I’m sorry,” I pay my respect to Fabiola. I’ve always liked her. “It must have been horrible.”

      “What’s more horrible,” the Red Queen says. “Is those she lost in the process,” her eyes and Fabiola’s meet. “Especially that one person who offered to help her the most.”
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      The rain poured heavily as the Pillar dug the grave. He had a cigarette puckered between his lips as he did. It’s been a long process. He hated it. But digging graves was a dirty job, and someone had to do it.

      He kicked the corpse and let it roll down the hole, which mockingly called the Rabbit Hole, a perfect name for a grave in Wonderland.

      The corpse slumped down with a thud onto the mud. Lightning struck in the sky.

      “No need for your special effects,” the Pillar smirked at the sky above. “He is just dead, and he will never be back, finally.”

      He stretched his back and lit his cigarette against the stubborn rain. A little fiery flicker against the pissing sky above. He inhaled deeply. Staring at the corpse, he realized things had gone too far.

      Fabiola’s name on his tongue was both bitter and sweet. Tonight’s event was going to change the future forever.

      “Time to bury this grave shut,” he mumbled and let the rain kill his cigarette.

      He picked up a shovel, and instead of dirt or mud, he used something else to shut bury the corpse.

      “Let’s make this fun,” the Pillar said.

      He started burying the corpse with teacups after teacups. A perfect grave for a perfect crime, for a stupid man who thought that killing the Pillar was an easy task.
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      WORLD WAR III is now official.

      Countries from all over the world announced their willingness for participating in a world war. Though most events occur in Britain, other countries took sides. Some with, some against, the Inklings.

      It’s important to now that the Inklings have also disappeared. This didn’t stop people from taking sides. Every neighborhood in Britain has either allies to the gambit or enemies. The killing in the streets is simply because of people taking a side. Of course, some of the killings is pure vandalism or marauders wrecking havoc.

      The White House announced previous collaborations with the late Queen of England. A meeting that had taken place a few months ago discussed the possibilities of such a war. The White House fully supports Black Chess, the name the Queen of England had given to the collective governments fighting terrorism all over the world.

      On the other hand, Wikileaks produced contradicting documents about Black Chess being what they called Wonderlanders, a different race from us, which lived in Lewis Carroll Wonderland — because guess what, Wonderland is real.

      Though absurd, a New York Times pointed at the factuality of the Wikileaks papers. The unusual events happening in England the last few weeks suggest a mystery that needs solving: are we living alone on this planet, or do we share it with other races from other realms?

      The Washington Post published an article about two children witnessing the man called Pillar da Killa, alive and kicking near a bar in downtown London. The investigation hasn’t confirmed the incident yet.

      A blog post by an underground revolutionist exposed the fabricated events about the disappearance of the Inspector Dormouse who’s been after Pillar da Kill a few weeks ago. The blog post explains that the man buried in Dormouse’s grave is one of the officers who’d died in a bank robbery a few weeks earlier. Meaning Dormouse was never really killed by the Pillar.

      It’s also a common public question: who saved the Inklings in the river near the Asylum. How does this terrorist group own a ‘mute’ helicopter that helped them escape?

      Side news: with all that’s going on in Britain, an incredible number of Lewis Carroll’s books Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass have been purchased the last few days. The books had recently been named the second most sold book — never out of print — after the Bible. Now it’s number one. (Sorry Jesus)

      Why purchase endless numbers of these books in paperback — in an age where ebooks would suffice — is still a mystery to everyone.

      The BBC will back in the 6 O’Clock new — and maybe not.
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      “I will know where the Keys are when I see the mushrooms,” the March Hare reminds himself over and over again before the Red Queen opens the door.

      “Do you need time to rest first?” I ask him.

      “No, Alice,” he says. “I want to know.”

      “We all want to,” Constance says.

      “I hope this is the right thing to do,” he turns to ask Lewis, but Lewis is fading into Jack’s arms. “Poor Lewis.”

      “I am sure he will better when you know the Keys’ location,” I tell him.

      “Shouldn’t he be taken away,” the March points at Lewis.

      “I-I-“ Lewis does his best to stretch out a feeble hand. “W-want to-to-to know.”

      “Come on, child,” the Red Queen says. “It’s time.”

      The March nods his permission to open the door.

      The Red Queen does. As she parts the two-sided door, a great light shines through. I feel like there is a treasure inside, glowing in gold.

      When she fully open the doors, the light is too strong to look into. We shield our eyes but still try to peak through.

      The mushrooms are slightly dancing as if welcoming the March whose smile is like a child finding Santa Claus.

      “I guess he’s not a stranger to these mushrooms,” Constance says.

      The more the March advances, the more the light pales out. It takes me a moment to realize the light is being sucked into his body. The March is turning into a transparent current of other lights. So transparent I can see the light bulb inside his head.

      Whatever the Keys are for, it’s clear to me know: a catalyst event is about to happen in the world.

      We follow him inside.
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      The men on the hill didn’t move an inch. They still had their guns ready, watching the great light catching up toward the grey skies.

      “Hey, douchbags!” a voice came from down the hill, near the bus.

      The men looked to see Tom Truckle wave at them. “Get ready.”

      “Says who?” one of the men asked.

      “Says yo momma!” Tom snorts. He’d unbound himself and was massaging his hands. He wanted to laugh at the stupidity of the Inklings. The worst thing about good people that they never kill the bad guys and always give them a second chance. Just like every silly Hollywood movie he’d ever watched. Why didn’t you just shoot the bad guy and rid us of another half an hour of movie time?

      “You better not make fun of us,” one of the men said. “Or I will come down and bind you to the seat inside the bus again.”

      “Yeah?” Tom mocks him. “I guess you don’t know who I am.”

      The men laughed. “Oh, we know,” they looked at each other. “We could kill you and drink you in a Mock Turtle soup.”

      “Is that right?” Tom shook his head. “I guess you don’t know who you are working for then.”

      “We work for the Red Queen.”

      “Not anymore, girls,” he laughed as the men fell dead on their knees, one by one.

      Tom could hear the faints sound of silent guns. He waited until all men died, stumbling down the hill. Then watched the Reds taking place, waiting for the March to know the whereabouts of the Keys.

      For now, he patted the chubby kid named Humpty for untying him. It’s amazing what some kids would do for a candy bar.
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      The March walks among the mushrooms like a leader king among his troops. It’s mind-boggling how the mushrooms, in all sizes, bend over in his direction as if he were sunlight itself.

      “Is this magic?” I say in owe, mouth agape, staring at the wonder.

      “Shouldn’t he remember already?” Constance scoffs.

      “Maybe it takes time,” Fabiola says.

      “I think he is remembering,” the Red Queen says. “He only isn’t talking, not yet.”

      The March raises both hands to his sides, eyes gleaming with excitement. We follow on.

      “The most precious thing,” he mumbles.

      Constance shoots Fabiola a look, “I guess we’re going to know this too,” she sticks out her tongue. “The secret you and Lewis keep from us all the time.”

      “It’s not a secret,” Fabiola says. “We didn’t want to tell you because it’s hard to understand. It will confuse you and make you weaker.”

      Constance rolls her eyes. I have my eyes on the March who finally stops advancing.

      We stop behind him and wait for him to talk. He does even better. He turns to face us. I could easily envy him for the smile he has on his face. So happy, serene, and in wonder. A feeling I have missed long ago, I guess. Like nothing matters anymore, now that he feels so good.

      “Amazing, right?” he says.

      “Yeah,” Constance says. “Brilliantsauce, fantabulous, wonderstastic. Where are Keys?”

      “Ah, that,” his face dims. He rubs his chin.

      “What does that mean?” Fabiola asks.

      “I guess I haven’t remembered yet,” he shakes his shoulders.

      “Are you kidding me?” Constance says. “After all this song and dance?”

      “Maybe it does take time,” I suggest.

      “Wait,” he says, a finger on his lips.

      “Wait for what?” I near him.

      “This,” he points his finger up, in no direction.

      “The ceiling?” Fabiola asks.

      “No,” he insists. “This.”

      Suddenly the earth shakes violently underneath us. Constance loses balance and falls. I hang on, but the earth is still vibrating like crazy. It’s as if it has a voice is humming a dark song to the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Everywhere in London

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell is that?” the Cheshire asked the Pillar. Mr. Jay, standing in the shadows, didn’t show signs of surprise. “Do you know what this is, Pillar?”

      The Pillar said nothing. His eyes were fixed on the shadow Mr. Jay hides behind. The earth kept vibrating. The Cheshire realized the Pillar didn’t look surprised as well.

      “What the hell is this, Pillar?”

      The Pillar’s smile widens, directed toward Mr. Jay. “It’s happening,” he said.

      “What is happening?” the Cheshire shrieked, holding on a chair so that he wouldn’t fall.

      “The end,” the Pillar said. “The beginning,” he added. “And all the nonsense in between.”
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      Outside the Kew Garden, Tom hung onto the side of the bus. “Earthquake!” He swung to the vibration and laughed hysterically.

      Humpty was busy licking his candy when the earth shook. He hadn’t enough time to hang onto something, so he ended up rolling like a ball all over the place with nothing to hang onto.

      “All these things we fight over can just be gone in a second,” Tom couldn’t stop laughing. “Hail Darwin and nature. Nature can just wipe us out whenever it likes. We’re nothing but stardust and stupid cells with imagination.”

      The Reds up the hill held tight to each other. They seemed to know too what’s going on, but they weren’t strong enough not to shake.

      One of them announced to the others, “It’s happening, boys. Hold on tight.”
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      People all over London had to stop their fighting and killing. When the earth shook, everyone had to listen.

      “What is this?” someone asked.

      “The end, of course.”

      “Dust to dust, mate.”

      “I think my wife just farted.”
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      The kids in an elementary school in London shook violently to the earth’s madness. They held onto each in the class. The teacher, a young blond woman with freckles, assured them it was going to pass. She wasn’t sure herself, but a teacher had to pretend she knew everything.

      She held onto her chair and shouted at them. ‘Hold on. It’s going to pass. Just don’t lose your books.”

      The kids held tighter to their books.

      “Bravo, kids,” she rewarded them. “Soon it will happen.”

      “Does it have to?” a child asked, worried.

      “It has to, but you will be brave enough to save the world, right?”

      He nodded feebly. Neither he or his friends wanted to save the world. Classes at school sucked. He prayed for the weekend to come. Why couldn’t the older folks save the world? Why did always have to be them? He thought elders read too much Harry Potter these days.

      “That’s good,” she said. “Now who’s got Alice in Wonderland and who has Through the Looking Glass?”
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      Mother Bird stopped tapping her feet in the phone booth. For a moment she wondered if her tapping did that, but then she realized what it was. She took a look at the paper in her hand then at the phone set.

      “This is actually happening,” she mumbled.

      She shifted her gaze between the sky and the earth, looking for it. She couldn’t see it. Not yet. This must be a prelude. The rest is coming.

      When Dormouse had first shown her the ‘event’ on the note, she had laughed. Now she feared for her life. Not her children. She’d taken care of them. The money guaranteed a good ‘after-apocalypse’ for them.

      She gripped the handset but didn't pick up. She just wanted to be ready to make the phone call once it’s all done.

      “Ashes to ashes,” she prayed, hanging on the phone set. “Dust to dust,” she closed her eyes. “And mushrooms to mushrooms.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Kew Garden

          

        

      

    

    
      The earthquake or whatever that was stopped. Not entirely. A low vibration, like a boiling pot, still hums and drones underneath us.

      “What was that?” Jack comes in, shouldering Lewis Carroll.

      “Earthquake?” Constance said. “Volcano?”

      “What is it, March?” I kneel, trying to look in his eyes.

      He looks away, his fingers still pointing up there.

      “March, this looks serious,” I told him. “Don’t worry I am not pressuring you to remember the whereabouts of the Keys.”

      “But he has to—”

      “Stop it, Constance!” I say. “March,” I touch his face, gently. “Look at me, please.”

      He shakes his head now.

      “Okay, you don’t have to look at me, Just tell me if you know what this earthquake was.”

      He says nothing but keeps pointing.

      “The sky?” I ask.

      He shakes his head no again. This times he lowers his hand.

      “Ah,” I say. “The mushrooms?”

      He nods yes.

      “Why would the mushrooms do this?

      He shakes his shoulders.

      “You don’t why, but you’re sure it’s them?”

      He nods yes.

      I am in loss for words, confused to what I should solve first. Should I go for the Keys or try to make sense of the earth vibrating underneath me.

      “Whatever happened isn’t going to stop,” Fabiola says. “The earth is still vibrating.”

      “I’d like this scenario for the end of the world better.” Constance folds her arms.

      “What about you?” I look at the Red Queen.

      “What about me?”

      “This mumbo-jumbo about the Ages and the time traveling and the Looking Glass,” I say. “You said you knew or saw the future?”

      “This is hard to explain, Alice, and I will not tell you,” she says. “I told I couldn’t tell you what I saw.”

      “But you know?”

      She shrugs. “I saw this ending, but it was different.”

      “So this is the ending?”

      She nods empathetically.

      “I wonder what the ending to all of this is?” I tell her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean is the ending finding the Keys? Or finding who I am? Or what the hell is going on?”

      “The ending is the beginning, Alice.” the Red Queen says, and makes things harder to understand.

      Lewis is aching harder now. He falls to his knees and holds onto his stomach. The pain is tearing him apart. His situation distracts me from asking the Red Queen what she meant, but would she have told me anyways?

      “Something is wrong again,” Constance says with a reasonable look in her eyes now. “The March should have remembered when he sees the mushrooms. At least that is something we’re sure of.”

      “So?” Fabiola says.

      “So why isn’t he?” Constance says. “Forget about this earthquake for a moment. If he can’t remember, then there is only one possibility.”

      “Which is?” I ask her.

      “Logical,” she shakes her shoulders. “Those aren’t the mushrooms we are looking for.”

      Her words make total sense, and yet they don’t. “So we’re in the wrong place, Constance?”

      There is certain fear in her eyes now.

      “Where else can the mushrooms be?” I ask.

      “The Alnwick Garden.” Jack proposes.

      “It’s not,” the Red Queen says. “In the vision, I saw the mushroom aren’t there.”

      “You can tell us about the future now?” I ask.

      “I can tell what is not, but not what is,” she says.

      “Stop it!” Lewis panics. He crawls on all fours toward the mushrooms.

      Fabiola runs to stop him. “Hold on, Lewis. It’s going to pass.”

      “No!” he says. “I want that mushroom.”

      My head is exploding. Any day in the asylum has been much easier to handle than this mad fest. Surprisingly, the March finally talks.

      “I remember,” he raises his moist eyes to meet mine. Oh, God, what’s this fear in his eyes? I can’t take it. He is so afraid. Not for himself. For someone else, I guess. It’s as if he is afraid for the whole world.

      “The Keys?” I say.

      “Not the Keys,” he kneels down slowly. “Alice, I remember something else.”

      “Tell me, March,” I say. “I am sure it’s important. You look so worried.”

      His eyes moisten more and more. “My God,” he holds his head. “I am so afraid for them,” he holds his head. The cap with the screws seems to hurt him more now. “I want to get rid of this!”

      I hold tight on to him, hug him with all might. His body is so cold. “We tried March,” I say. “The cap is fitted, too fitted. It will hurt if we remove it.”

      “I told you it’s the cap that’s holding him back,” Constance says. “It’s stopping him from remembering.”

      “But I do remember,” he tells her, shivering in my hands.

      “You don’t remember the Keys,” Constance says. “Just this thing you fear.”

      “No, what I fear,” he says. “I fear for them,” he touches my face. “Alice.”

      “Yes, March. Just tell me who you fear for.”

      His stare is long, too deep into my eyes, as if he sees beyond my body, into a memory, into the truth. “I remember the most precious thing in the world.”

      “Not again,” Constance says.

      “You have to help them, Alice,” the March says. “You have to. This is all about them.”

      “I will. Just tell me who you are talking about, March,” I tell him. “What is the most precious thing. Why is it in danger?”

      “It’s not ‘it’ Alice,” he says. “It’s them.”

      Fabiola, still holding onto Lewis cuts in, “Okay, March, I will tell them.”

      Our gazes are divided between the both of them. I’m not sure who says it first, and it takes me forever to comprehend or understand. But the answer is, “The most precious thing is the children.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Past: Alnwick’s Gardens

          

        

      

    

    
      The night Lewis took the mushroom he’d fallen to his knees in the Pillar’s arms. The impact was too strong, and he couldn’t handle it, though he needed to find the March as soon as possible to tell him before he forgot forever.

      It was an emotional moment for Lewis. An opportunity for the Pillar.

      “Feeling weary, Lewis?” he said, holding Lewis in his arms. “It will soon pass. Just keep with it.”

      “I think I will regret taking the mushroom later.”

      “Oh you will,” the Pillar smirked. “But we’re all full of regrets, aren’t we?”

      “What if I die before I go to the March?” Lewis coughed.

      The Pillar knew Lewis wasn’t going to die but saw the opportunity right away. “Maybe tell me, Lewis. What is it you want to forget?”

      “The location of the Six Keys,” Lewis, under the influence, spilled the beans.

      “Six Keys? What do they do?” the Pillar asked, though years later he’d regret not asking where they were.

      “They control the world.”

      The Pillar rolled his eyes. “Ah, that cliched trope that some keys or ring holds all the evil in the world?”

      “It’s not that,” Lewis said. “Mr. Jay found a secret to controlling the children of the world.”

      “Children?” the Pillar scoffed. “Who would want to control those obnoxious creatures?”

      “Imagine having access to a child’s mind,” Lewis said. “Imagine you’re the devil and have a magic potion that helps you insinuate all bad ideas and believes into a child’s heart and soul.”

      The Pillar liked it. “That’s interesting, Lewis. So it wasn’t you who discovered this power?”

      “I spent my life opposing it,” Lewis said. “Mr. Jay has it. I stole the magic from him, and now he is lost without it. The dream of his next generation under his influence is gone.”

      “So you hid it? The secret?”

      “The secret to the most precious thing.”

      “Most precious thing?” the Pillar grimaced. “Ah, of course, to you children are a most precious thing. Obnoxious little bratty monsters to me. How did you steal the power from Mr. Jay by the way?”

      Lewis was about to say but dozed off again in the Pillar’s hands.
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      With the world going to meet its maker soon, one thing tops all current headlines: who bought the Lewis Carroll books and what are they doing with it?

      As trivial as it seems, it’s a mystery that someone has the capacity or determination to do this at times like these.

      The issue has roots outside of Britain. Similar incidents have been reported all over the world. In every language possible.

      What is going on? Is someone preserving Lewis Carroll’s legacy, so it survives the end of the world? If so, why not a couple of books?

      Another reported issue is teachers all over the world inviting as many children possible to reading classes. In the collapse of the educational system, those teachers gather the children in remnants of destroyed classrooms for one last reading session.

      Guess what they are reading?

      Not the Bible, my friend. Not even the latest edition of your favorite comic book. But Lewis Carroll’s books.

      If there is anything the BBC crew would love to know before we die, it’s what the hookery cookery is going on?
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      I have listened in detail to the March’s story about the children and what happened to Lewis — who confirmed the story, even though his addiction was getting worse.

      Knowing that I did all of this is to save the children of the world from Mr. Jay’s dark influence is an honor. Though I am not sure I understand entirely, it makes the journey worth it.

      Imagine some power that controls the heart and mind of those innocent creatures. No wonder Mr. Jay is so keen on owning this ability. No more training terrorists, no more creating armies, no more spying or meticulous technologies to control the world. Just have the power to control the children who will rule this world in a few years to come.

      Imagine the power of influencing every teacher in the world to poison the minds of those children with all evil ideas.

      “Alice?” Constance says.

      “Just a moment, Constance,” I say. “I need to let this sink in.”

      “There is nothing to sink in,” she says. “Mr. Jay is like the devil, and instead of manipulating people’s minds for years, he’d decided to go for the little peeps like me, mold and shape their minds to his needs and plans. It’s a perfect plan. All evil leaders in the past, tried it, Hitler and others. It’s an old trick, except that whatever that power is, it seems instant and efficient. Whoever possesses it, will not only rule children but the world.”

      “Is that true?” I ask Lewis.

      His back is to me, crouching over and holding onto the pain in his stomach, but I can see him nod.

      “Its’ what Lewis had been fighting for all of his life,” Fabiola explains. “The books he wrote were an antidote for the power Mr. Jay is after.”

      “Antidote?” I say.

      “Why do you think Alice in Wonderland is the second most sold book after the Bible until today, Alice?” she says. “Why do you think it’s never been out of print? It’s not a coincidence.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Lewis wrote a book so powerful and close to children’s heart that it gives them resistance against Mr. Jay’s power if he ever has his hands on it,” Fabiola explains.

      I turn and stare at Lewis. “Is this true, Lewis?” I move over and shake him, even in his pain. “I need to know. Is this true?”

      “He is in pain, Alice,” Fabiola says.

      “Is it true, Lewis?” I need to know. Am I just a character in a book? Am I not real?

      “Stop it, Alice,” Constance says.

      “Not until you answer me, Lewis,” I shake him harder. “Is it true.”

      Suddenly Lewis replies, but in a gruff voice I haven’t heard before. Wait, I have heard this voice before. My God!

      I pull back and fall on one hand, as I watch Lewis turn to face me. Face us. What an unpleasant surprise.

      All of us shriek in one breath.

      The ugly creature looking back to us isn’t Lewis. It’s Carolus.

      “So it wasn’t addiction,” I say. “It was a migraine. Carolus has been controlling Lewis for the last hour.”

      “Why?” Constance says.

      Carolus smiles and wipes his dry mouth. Silently he walks over to the March and pulls him closer. The March wants to shake himself free but can’t.

      “Missed me, Alice?” Carolus snickers with pointed teeth like vampires.

      “Let him go!” I warn him. “Let the March go.”

      “It’s too late,” Carolus says. “I’m much stronger now. I will take him with me, and he will tell me where the Keys are.”

      Like a monkey on steroids, Carolus jumps toward the window, gripping the March like a back of chips in his hands.

      “He will not tell you, Carolus,” I shout at his back. “He doesn’t know. He’s seen the mushrooms, and he still doesn’t remember.”

      Carolus stops and smirks again. “He didn’t remember because these aren’t the mushrooms he is supposed to see.”

      “Yeah?” Constance says. “And you happen to know where the real mushrooms are?”

      Carolus roars with laughter, so loud the poor mushrooms shrink all around us. “The real mushrooms are not here but there,” he says as the earth starts shaking again.

      The place around us is collapsing to the recurring earthquake.

      “Can’t you see planet earth is so pissed off it’s shaking?” he says.

      “What do you mean?” I say.

      “The mushrooms are all around us,” he says and jumps out of the window. Then from a distance, he says, “Look outside.”

      Holding onto each other, we exit the building from the other side. And there we see what Carolus meant. The mushrooms are around us.
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      “What the hell?” the Cheshire wiped his eyes so he can take a better look at the scene outside. “I can’t believe my eyes.”

      “We better leave,” the Pillar says, pulling a gun to his side.

      The Cheshire looked back at him with wide eyes. “Did you just see what’s happening outside?”

      “I know what’s happening outside,” the Pillar said, struggling to hold onto the door’s frame. The whole building was shaking. “If we don’t leave, we’re going to die.”

      “Don’t you need clothes?” the Cheshire said.

      “I’d prefer to meet my maker naked,” he said and smiled at the Mr. Jay. “It’s happening. I guess it’s too late now.”

      “What is this, Pillar?” Mr. Jay pointed at the melancholic scene outside his window.

      “That?” the Pillar grinned. “You mean the mushrooms outside your building?”

      “I can’t believe my eyes,” the Cheshire said.

      In that same instant, the floor broke underneath him, and giant mushrooms rose toward the ceiling.

      “Sorry, Chesh,” the Pillar said. “I told you,” he tapped Mr. Jay on his shoulder. “My work is done here. It’s all between you and Alice now.”

      And so the Pillar left and vanished again.
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      The kids held each other’s hand, closing their eyes and gritting their teeth. They prayed it would all pass soon. The earth was shaking all around. Cabinets fell to their sides, and the ceiling began to collapse.

      “Hang on children,” the teacher said. “Soon it’ll stop.”

      “When?” a little girl screamed.

      “When the truth is revealed,” the teacher said.

      “I don’t like this,” another kid said. “Aren’t we supposed to read the books?”

      “Not now,” the teacher said. “Once it passes, we’ll start reading.

      “I can’t take this. I want to go home,” a third said.

      “No one’s home, darling,” the teacher said. “It’s the end. Also the beginning. Only one thing can save us. We’ll start reading soon.”
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      Mother Bird shook hard inside her booth. She lost her grip on the handset and was about to crash against the glass. Holding on, she peeked outside and could not believe her eyes. She had to look up. Way up. The things that cracked the earth open and branched out could not be. This couldn’t be happening.

      But then this was written on the paper the Dormouse gave her. This was the nonsensical event she’d laughed at earlier. She gazed at her feet and saw small plants cracking out of the floor and rising. Not plants. Mushrooms.

      She took a deep breath and reached for the handset again.

      “This shit is real,” she muttered. “I have to make that phone call now.”

      But she was too late. A mushroom, a big one, cracked out of the earth and blew out the phone booth. It punched her in the face, and she flew midair only to fall on her back somewhere else.

      The phone call that could save the world wasn’t going to be made.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Kew Garden

          

        

      

    

    
      “Carolus went that way!” Constance says.

      But none of us pay attention. True, we should chase him and save the March, but we’re standing mouth agape, staring at the nonsensical event happening all around us. In a million years, even with all the madness, I have witnessed lately, would I have thought this will happen.

      Holding on to the side of the school bus, I look up and see it. All around us, mushrooms crack out of the earth and grow with the speed of light to reach for the sky. Big fat mushrooms. Colored. White. Red. Bent. Straight. You name it.

      It’s like an alien invasion done by this crazy plant.

      “Wow,” Tom says. “This is the optimum of madness.”

      It is. He is right. People are dying all around us and none of us understand what this is. The end of the world isn’t a nuclear explosion or a catalytic event of global warming. It’s the insane rise of mushrooms.

      “Us coming here triggered this,” Constance says.

      “What do you mean?” I ask her.

      “I mean the March will remember when he sees the Mushrooms, and we were right to get him here so he can see them,” she says. “But it’s not the mushrooms in the garden that will make him remember. It’s the mushrooms in the whole world.

      “Why?”

      “Because, think of it. The March will remember the secret when the world is about to end,” she says. “Remembering it earlier would not have meant anything. No one would have believed him.”

      “And what is the secret? Where are the Keys that will show us how to save the children of the world from Mr. Jay?”

      The answer comes from the Red Queen, standing next to me, “The March will remember now. These,” she points at the giant mushrooms in the sky. “Are the mushrooms that will make him remember.”

      “My God,” I face-palm myself. “This is why Carolus pretended he was Lewis Carroll in pain all of this time. He was waiting for the event.”

      “It means something even worse,” Constance says. “It means the March is going to remember and tell Carolus now.”

      “And Carolus most probably works for Mr. Jay,” Fabiola says.

      “Damn it,” I say. “Mr. Jay fooled us all.”

      “And I thought if we had an imposter around us it'd be Tom Truckle,” the Red Queen says.

      “I am just a scumbag who wants to secure my children’s future,” Tom announces with a raised hand.

      The earth shakes hard and mushrooms start to bend and fall over, squashing everything underneath it.

      “Get on the bus!” I shout.

      They all hump inside.

      “We have to find the March before Carolus gets his hand on the Six Keys.”

      I sit in the driver's seat and ignite. Jack nears me and whispers in my ears, “Are you going to be okay, driving the yellow school bus?”

      I take a long, thick, shivering breath, “No, Jack, I am not going to be okay, but I will do it.”

      I push the gas pedal on, wondering what kind of cruel fate makes me drive such a bus again when I never remembered what happened in the first place. Am I going to end up killing my friends here again, as I did with my schoolmates years ago?
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      Carolus stood amidst the collapsing world, mushrooms breaking out of every building and even mountains. Cars hung on top of mushrooms, and people hung like Tarzan onto the branches, afraid to fall and die.

      He pulled the March from one ear, pressing hard. The March was too weak, and Carolus had gained so much power.

      “Where are they?” he growled at the March.

      “Where is what?”

      “The Keys, March,” he said. “The Six Keys.”

      The March shrugged, “I still don’t remember.”

      “This can’t be,” he slapped him on the mouth. “You will remember when you see the mushrooms. This is what Lewis told you.”

      “How are you sure?”

      “Because I’ve heard it in his dreams for so many years,” he said. “Every time I wanted to resurface through a migraine and he magically stopped me, I could still hear this sentence in his dream. You will remember the Six Keys when you see the mushrooms.”

      The March looked up at the mushrooms and realized he was about to remember. Carolus was right. This is the event. But the March resisted remembering. He didn’t want to tell Carolus.

      But how long can he still resist?

      Carolus was angry. He pulled March from the cap on his head. “I will torture you with electric prods again if you don’t tell me,” he growled and started screwing the keys harder into the March’s head. The March began pleading. He was in great pain, “Tell me, or I will not stop the pain.”

      The March cried like a child. He fell to his knees. The pain in his head was too intense but it was good. It made him remember.
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        A century ago: Room 14, the Radcliffe Asylum,

      

      

      

      The March Hare had just arrived back from the Mush Room. He was tired and confused and thirsty as usual. The cap on his head had been installed a few back, and they promised him they would not take it off. It hurt and itched and made him feel uncomfortable, but it made their job easier. Every time they needed to torture the truth out of him, they didn’t need to install the system all over again.

      And they had planned to torture him many times, especially since Black Chess had secretly acquired the asylum. Tom Truckle didn’t know it, though. He was just a messed up director trying to make a living. As long as he was paid well, he did whatever they asked of him.

      The March leaned on the chair. The room was dark, the way he liked it. The so-called shock therapy made him not know who he was sometimes. Just flickers of a memory of a place called Wonderland attacked him sometimes. All he knew was that he supposedly had been told the whereabouts of the Six Keys.

      Lewis must have told him years ago. But the March had forgotten.

      Years ago, he still remembered Lewis’ secret. He swore not to tell anyone, so he never did. Even when they caught him in the real world and shocked him daily in the Mush Room, he kept his mouth shut. A secret was a secret.

      But then the repeated shock therapy made him forget again.

      The irony.

      Now he was being tortured for something he’d forgotten from torturing itself.

      Double irony.

      Tonight, however, someone entered his cell. Not Waltraud. Not any other warden. This was someone in a hood. Someone who wasn’t going to show his face.

      “How are you, March?” the someone said.

      “I want to go back to Wonderland,” the March wept. “I want to meet the Hatter again.”

      “You will someday,” the someone said. “But not now.”

      “Why? I don’t remember where the Six Keys are anymore.”

      “That’s why I am here,” the someone said. “The Six Keys are nearer to you than anyone would have ever imagined.”

      “That couldn’t be,” the March said. “Where would they be. The room is empty all around. They’d have found them if they were near.”

      “Have you ever heard of Closer Blind?” the someone said.

      “Nah.”

      “It’s a Wonderland scientist who once discovered a great secret,” the someone said. “Closer discovered that the closer and more obvious a secret is, the harder it becomes for humans to figure out.”

      The March blinked.

      “Let me explain,” the someone said. “Humans tend to complicate things. They have theories and tactics and all kinds of studies, trying to figure things out. Life is much easier, and the truth is much closer. So what Closer Blind meant was that, in slang terms, the best place to hide a leaf was always a forest.”

      “I don’t see a forest nearby.”

      The someone smiled. “No, there isn’t, March, but the Keys are just right above your head.”

      The March looked up, squinted against the dark. “You mean the ceiling?”

      “I mean your head.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The someone slowly touched the March’s head. The March bowed it and let the someone touch the cap made for the electric prods, “Vicious machine, isn’t it?”

      “It hurts,” the March says. “Can you help me take it off?”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” the someone said. “You see this cap has screws.”

      “I know,” the March said. “Six of them.”

      The someone titled his head, a smirk showing through.

      The March’s eyes dilated, “You mean…?”

      “Six Screws,” the someone whispered. “Hold this cap. Six Keys to open your mind.”

      The March couldn’t believe it, “You mean…?”

      “Yes,” the someone nodded. “The Six Keys are in the cap in your head. They can’t be removed because now they’ve bee tightened so much that taking them off will hinder your mortality.”

      “That’s incredible.”

      “Black Chess will be using them as prods every day,” the someone said. “For centuries, without knowing that what they are looking for is right under their noses.”

      “I have to wear it that long?”

      “I’m sorry but yes,” the someone said. “You will also forget everything I told you once I leave this room.”

      “How will remember then?”

      “When the times comes.”

      “When is that?”

      “When you see the mushrooms.”

      “And?”

      “The Keys will glow on their own when you see the mushrooms,” the some said. “They will glow in numbers. It will be easy for anyone to know how to screw them the right way. I mean to turn the keys in the right order.”

      “And then? What will happen?”

      “Your mind will be free, March,” the some said. “And when it’s free you will know exactly what to do to protect the children of the world.”

      “I will.”

      “You will find something that will tell you how to save the children, the most precious thing from Mr. Jay.”

      “You think so?” the March giggled. “I can save the children of the world?”

      “Yes?”

      “Will I be able to play with them?”

      The someone smiled, “All of them, March. All of them. They will love you dearly.”

      “I guess I can happily fry in the Mush Room now,” the March said.

      “I guess so,” the someone patted him and left. “Soon they will take you to the Hold. So hold on, my friend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Yellow School Bus

          

        

      

    

    
      My hands grip the wheel so tight as I drive through the wastelands of London. The hardest part is not to avoid people or to find clear routes to drive through. The hardest part is to predict falling mushrooms.

      If one hits us, we’re dead.

      In the rearview mirror, everyone is staring me, dead silent and with anticipation. Flickers of memories of the school bus with my classmates attack me. But they’re not clear enough.

      All I know for sure is that I drove a similar bus years ago. Did I kill my classmates then? I can’t tell.

      The bus takes thud down from a hill and swerves to the right. I lean forward onto the large wheel and grits my teeth as I swerve it back on track.

      “You can do it, Alice,” a voice in my head says. It’s not mine. It’s not Jack’s. It’s the Pillar’s.

      I push the gas pedal further as I near the heart of the city. It doesn’t take long before I see Carolus holding the March in his hands.

      Wait, what’s glittering on the March’s head?

      Carolus has the March kneeling down in the middle of the street with mushrooms rising all around them. The cap on the March’s head is glowing with a golden light, just like the mushrooms back in the Kew Garden.

      “I think I see six light bulbs!” Constance points at the March’s head.

      “Six Keys,” I say.

      “Six screws!” Constance shrieks. “How have we not seen this?”

      “I’m going to get there faster,” I say and push the pedal. “Before Carolus knows the secrets.”

      “I guess they are in the March’s mind?” Constance says. “Is that what he meant with the Keys open the mind?”

      “I would say so,” Jack says. “The March’s mind must have the secret to how to control the children’s minds.”

      “Alice,” Fabiola says. “Bear in mind we can’t kill Carolus.”

      “Why not?” Constance says.

      “Because killing Carolus will kill Lewis,” I tell her. “I tried killing him before, and the Pillar stopped me.”

      “But if Carolus knows the secret before we arrive, then he will pass it to Mr. Jay.”

      “I know, it’s a paradox,” Fabiola says. “But if Lewis dies, the children’s future is compromised.”

      “What do you mean?” I say, swerving to the far left to avoid squashing a family trying to escape the growing mushrooms.

      “The Alice in Wonderland book is Lewis’ answer to Mr. Jay’s plans,” Fabiola says. “I told you this.”

      “So?” I try to pull the wheel back, now that I am farther and farther away from Carolus and the March. I shouldn’t have taken that left.

      I guess Fabiola is too late. I am too late. The March is too late. We’re all too late.

      A marvelous golden light fills the sky as I lose my grip on the wheel. The bus swerves over a growing mushroom that plows us upward and to the left in midair. The bus circles a couple of times and we all lose control, heads banging against the windshields, blood splattering on the windows.

      Then it falls on its back on the ground.

      I hold my dizzy head and urge myself to stand up with all the blood dripping from me. My bones ache and my heart is still racing. “It’s okay,” I shout. “We’ll get out now and save the March.”

      But no one responds. No one talks back to me.

      I turn and look. Everyone is dead.

      It seems like I wasn’t meant to drive busses, ever. I killed my classmates in the past, and every one of the Inklings in the present.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Yellow School Bus / Carolus

          

        

      

    

    
      Thinking is a drag. It stops you from taking action. From being in the moment.

      I scoop a rifle from the bus’s floor. Constance’s legs show from under a seat, but I don’t look. I turn back, pretending I am the Pillar. Pretending I am blunt and calculated and willing to sacrifice everything to get shit done.

      I disembark the bus with a limping leg, checking out the rifle for ammo. Every damn word the Pillar has ever taught me, I remember. It’s like he has been preparing me for this moment.

      The ammo is good. My legs aren’t.

      In the distance, I see a big smile on Carolus' face. He now knows the secret, having opened the March’s mind.

      He grins back at me, and takes a turn to run off to Mr. Jay.

      You can’t kill Carolus because you’d be killing Lewis Carroll, which means there will be no hope to save the children.

      But I can’t let the secret pass to Mr. Jay.

      I raise the rifle, check the ammo again, ready it, raise it to my eyes, close one of my eyes, aim at Carolus, take a deep breath, finger on the trigger, eyes following him closer. He is on top of a few small mushroom, ready to jump to the other side.

      I aim and say, “Sorry, Lewis,” and I shoot.

      Carolus falls to his knees but rests on one hand.

      I shoot again.

      He flips on his back and falls.

      I limp closer to him, panting.

      Standing over him, I see he is still breathing.

      “You will never see Lewis again,” he warns me.

      “If it means I will never see you again,” I say. “Then Lewis will understand.”

      I fire and empty all bullets left in his head.

      Exhausted, I throw the rifle away and limp back to the March. He is still on his knees with the glowing Six Keys on his head. His face is glowing too. I sink to my knees in front of him. He smiles with his eyes.

      “Beautiful,” he says.

      “What is beautiful, March?”

      “You are, Alice,” he says. “You made so many children happy.”

      “Are the children safe?” I ask.

      “Not quite,” he answers. “But you can save them.”

      “How?”

      “I will tell you. They’re ready.”

      “Ready?” I grimace. “How?”

      “Someone is gathering them to read books all over the world,” he says absently. “I can see it in my mind.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t worry about that now,” he says. “You have one last battle left.”

      “Me?”

      “With Mr. Jay, Alice.”

      “I thought so,” I nod. “I guess keeping the secret away from him isn’t enough. He will still come for you.”

      “Yes, he will. And you will fight him. The ultimate fight, Alice. You will need your Vorpal sword.”

      “I nod again, then say, “March, what do you remember? What is it that we had to lose so many lives for?” I point at the cap. “What do you remember?”

      The March smiles, “You want to know?”

      “I’d like to know the secret, if you don’t mind.”

      The March grabs my left ear and whispers. The world around us is collapsing into an apocalyptic mushroom madness while he says, “I remember tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Phone Booth, London

      

      

      Mother Bird’s journey was long. Determined to make that phone call, she walked the deadly streets of London, looking for one last intact phone booth. It wasn’t an easy job, but she found one last one.

      Panting, she squeezed her chubby figure inside and rested on the phone set. She picked it up and flattened that paper again. She dialed.

      A beep.

      Two beeps

      Three —

      “Hello?” a young woman’s voice was panting on the other side.

      “I’m Mother Bird,” she said. “I am supposed to call this—”

      “I know who you are,” the young woman said. “Are you giving us the green light?”

      Mother Bird looked at the paper. The instructions were to say yes to this question. Which she did.

      “Awesome!” the young woman said.

      To Mother Bird’s surprise, she heard the woman talk to children. “It’s time. We can start reading now. Get ready kids.”

      “May I ask what this is about?” Mother Bird said.

      “Not yet,” said the young woman. “What are your instructions?”

      “What do you mean?” said Mother Bird.

      “Were you instructed to give me a green light, and also the others?”

      Mother Bird read the paper again, “It says I should give the green light to the number I call.”

      “Yes? How about New York?”

      “New York too,” Mother Bird read from her paper.

      “Tokyo?”

      “Yes.”

      “Amsterdam?”

      “Yes.”

      “Cape Town?

      “Yes.”

      “Buenos Aires?”

      “Let me see,” Mother Bird checked the list, “Yes, that too.”

      “Moscow?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s great news, Mother Bird. Thank you,” the young woman talked to the children again. “Tell them in Moscow; they can start reading. And in Tokyo!”

      Mother Bird shrugged. She was missing out on the unexplained excitement. “May I ask what you are reading, young lady?”

      “Lewis Carroll books, of course,” the woman said. “It’s the end. It’s also the beginning.”

      “I am confused,” Mother Bird said. “What’s this all about?”

      “Wait a minute,” the young woman’s voice dimmed into suspicious tones. “You are the Mother Bird we are expecting, right?”

      “I guess so?” she said. “I was given a million pound to make this phone call when the mushroom event happens.”

      “I appreciate that,” the young woman said. “But you need to proof you’re not an imposter so I can let the reading begin.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “Simple,” the young woman said. “Tell me the name of the man who told you to call us? Not the banker, the other man.”

      “Ah,” Mother Bird remembered the Pillar. “You mean the man who drank tea but said he’d prefer drinking hookah?”

      “That’s him,” the young woman said. “Tell me the name he whispered in your ears. His real name.”

      Mother Bird told her.

      The young woman said, “Brilliant! Thank you very much. I have to tell the children it’s him.”

      Mother Bird heard the young woman tell the name to the children who hurrayed and celebrated right away. The young woman said, “Children, it’s the Hatter! He made Mother Bird call us. It’s all true. The Mad Hatter is alive.”
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      There is not much left for me to say. The series is coming to an end. An awesome journey. I loved every minute of it. I could have extended the series to make it 20 books long but the storyline had to be true to itself — though there are possibilities of spin offs, especially after you read the ending of the next book, Looking Glass.

      

      I hope you liked Mushrooms. It’s my favorite of the series. I know Alice wasn’t the main focus in this book. It’s is more about fleshing out other characters, and about tons of reveals. Looking Glass has a happy ending — of sorts, but it’s not dark at all. It mainly reveals the Pillar/Hatter situation, Mr. Jay’s final battle with Alice, and of course Alice’s resolution in life and love and madness (and the bus incident.)

      Last but not least, the fate of the children, and what the book-reading is about.

      

      I have to admit that the ending had been in my mind from around half of the series (not only the book reading but the surprise finale in Looking Glass.) It’s a perfect resolution for the series. I didn’t want this to end in ‘madness.’ The madness in the series is a means to an end to explore our daily lives and what we care about the most. The fact that the most precious thing is the children is something that came to me while visiting friend who taught in school. I found them reading Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and realized how much the book impacted their lives — our lives. Since then, I had only one question on my mind: what would our lives have been like as children — and adults — if we haven’t been exposed to this book ( and a few other epic stories of our childhood) ?

      

      
        
        Thanks for hanging on that long,

        Cam, the Storyteller

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book 9 : Looking Glass
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        Past: Wonderland

      

      

      

      Carter Pillar puffed his hookah’s smoke at the mirror in front of him.

      He had once read about the Evil Queen in that Snow White fairy tale, talking to her favorite mirror and asking for guidance. He wasn’t as powerful as the Evil Queen, but he was certainly an embodiment of evil.

      Neither the Queen of Hearts nor The Duchess could match his level of darkness. None whatsoever.

      All but one—if not darker.

      Mr. Jay.

      That blunt blotch of morbidness lurking in Wonderland since so long. So much that it was doubtful that Mr. Jay actually had a soul.

      But today the Pillar was about to put an end to it.

      How? By staring into a greater darkness on the other side. By staring into the Looking Glass, one of his most precious artifacts—and one he later lost to Einstein and other humans.

      The Looking Glass was the height of a normal human being, and as wide, enough for most people, unless they were giants, to pass through. Rumor had it that the surface rippled into water as one passed through. The Pillar couldn’t confirm it though. He never dared to cross over.

      Neither did anyone he knew. Again, all but two—and even that was doubtful.

      Lewis Carrol and Mr. Jay.

      Light and Darkness.

      Good and Evil.

      Noble and Trash.

      Some people blamed the Looking Glass for making Lewis lose his mind. That it wasn’t the mushrooms the Pillar fed him nor the migraines nor seeing Alice lose her family to the Pillar and Mr. Jay’s doing. It was simply the cross-over that turned Lewis into a stuttering lunatic who photographed children and wrote nonsensical books while still serving as a priest

      It was said that Carolus was what Lewis brought back with him from the other side of the mirror.

      A whole different theory was told about Mr. Jay though. He didn’t bring anything back with him from the other side of the mirror. On the contrary. He actually left something behind. His heart and soul. And came back void of feelings. Came back as darkness itself.

      The Pillar still puffed in the mirror.

      He was thinking.

      He didn’t think about crossing over, but about making the mirror help him be the number one villain in Wonderland.

      How could you top off Mr. Jay? The answer was almost ‘you can’t.’

      But the Pillar had another plan. He knew he needed time to ask the mirror for the gift of immortality.

      A simple dark magic he had learned. He had prepared the ritual and sacrificed many souls to have the mirror talk back to him.

      And it did.

      “I can’t make you immortal, Pillar,” the female voice of the mirror said. “Not in a soul and physical way, but in perspective.”

      "Perspective?"

      "I can make those you hurt you never forget you, Pillar," the mirror snickered.

      "Nah," he waved his hookah in the air. "I'm not concerned about that. I've done so much to Fabiola, Lewis, and the Hatter, I know they will never forget me. At least I'll forever be in their nightmares."

      "But is it enough?" the mirror said. "You know one of them will end up killing you, don't you?"

      "I know," he said.

      "Not just them, but also Alice might be the one who kills you."

      He snickered back, "Don't worry about Alice. I'll always have her under control."

      "You're sure about that?"

      "I know her weakness."

      "May I ask what it is?"

      "Why should I tell a useless mirror like you?"

      "Because you're lonely and have no friends?"

      "Good one," he chuckled. "I like being alone."

      "Maybe you should tell me because you need my help."

      The Pillar considered. He had always feared whatever lurked behind the Looking Glass. Another world? Hell?

      But if so, what was that world like? What would it mean to cross over? Why did Lewis lose his mind and Mr. Jay return without a heart and soul?

      He reckoned he better toned down his arrogant voice when talking to the mirror. "Alice's weakness is her goodness and fierce loyalty to those who help her. People with good in their heart are weakened by the need of wanting to help--and forgive."

      "I see," the mirror said. "And that's what you've done with her?"

      "That's what I will always do. Past, present, future," he took a long drag from his hookah. "She is a powerful girl but she doesn't know it. Whenever I meet her I'll play father or big brother. I'll teach her one thing or two until she totally trusts me. She is a powerful girl. To suppress her powers, you need make her think she needs my power."

      The mirror said nothing.

      The Pillar felt like he gave away too much. He put the hookah aside and wiped his lips with the back of his hand as if hungry for a big meal.

      "So what were you offering me again?" he asked cautiously. 

      "Now you want to know?" she teased.

      He nodded in silence.

      "How about a curse that makes whoever kills you have to wear your face and body for the rest of their lives?" she said.

      Never had the Pillar heard such a proposal. He needed a moment to comprehend it. What kind of dark magic provided such a twisted curse?

      But then he slowly smiled. He liked it.

      Imagine my enemies who hate my guts being punished by looking at my face instead of their own in the mirror every day.

      "That's cruel," he said with a grin.

      "And you thought you are the embodiment of evil."

      "Touché," he tapped his hat for her then picked up his hookah and leaned back and took a long drag. "Imagine the smile on my face when my enemies kill me. I bet that's actually what you call priceless."

      The mirror allowed Pillar his privacy while his imagination ran wild. The girl inside the mirror thought: Poor Pillar, you have no idea what's going to happen to you.
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        Present:  The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      The March Hare's words hurt my ears. Did he just say 'I remember tomorrow' when I asked him about how I am supposed to save the children?

      This doesn't make sense. I've had enough with the nonsense. We've been through so much to get to this point where he is supposed to remember.

      The mushrooms are erupting from the earth and bending high all over the buildings like Godzillas. In my mind, the Wonderland War will end soon if there is no way to stop the earth from cracking up by these vicious and giant plants.

      What the heck is going on?

      "What do you mean, March," I shake him. "What tomorrow do you remember? How can you remember tomorrow?"

      "I can explain," he says but then his eyes widen and he grips my shoulders. "Duck, Alice. Duck!"

      I listen to him and do as told. Something swooshes right above our heads. The smell of fire and ashes lingers in the air. I hear screams everywhere. A few seconds later the building in front of us explodes and tumbles to the ground. Whiffs of dark ashes spurt back in our direction. The sky starts raining in black.

      "Was that a missile?" I utter in disbelief.

      "The world's gone crazy," the March says.

      "Come with me". I take his hand and stand up. "I need to find you a safe place. If the world only knew how precious you are…”

      The March follows me as I stumble in the ashen streets. I'm like a blind pied piper misleading everyone who thinks I’m the one who knows the way. What else can I do? I'm trying to play my part of 'Hero Alice' in a world that has become too confusing to live in. I wonder if the asylum was my best bet in the first place.

      What was wrong with living with the mad in a contained place where insanity was defined and recognized, not like the world outside where I can't tell which is which?

      "I need to tell you so much, Alice," the March says. "I remember…"

      "Trust me, I have to know," I grip his hand harder. "But I can't risk you dying before you tell me…"

      It's still puzzling how an old man like the March still acts like a child. The way he presses back against my hand like a kiddo in need of his mother. 

      Suddenly, I stop in my tracks. I have glimpsed the yellow bus flipped on its side. It's a dimmed yellow, plagued by the ashen air all around it. Fire flickers nearby. I wonder if it will eventually explode like I see in movies.

      I feel the March's hand squeeze harder.

      "It's not your fault, Alice," he says. "You were trying to save me."

      I shrug.

      What does he mean?

      Are they dead?

      Did I kill them?

      Why was I driving a yellow bus again? Is it true that I killed my classmates in a similar scenario in the past?
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        Present: Mr. Jay's Headquarters, London

      

      

      

      The Cheshire Cat was going crazy.

      Naked and bruised from his fight with the Pillar, he couldn't bring himself to chase his nemesis again. In a frenzy, he searched for his priest’s outfit all over the room. He couldn't find it.

      The room was pretty dark at the moment. The only light came from the weary afternoon sun outside. Soon it would sink into the earth and he wouldn't be able to see clearly. But whether sunlight or darkness, the scene of mushrooms erupting everywhere outside his window was a sight to behold. He loved such chaos. Let the humans suffer.

      This was the maddest thing he had encountered in his marathon of insanity all through the years.

      "Take this," a dark voice grunted in the dark.

      The Cheshire listened to Mr. Jay, wondering why he was still in the room. Mr. Jay had thrown what looked like a clown's costume at the Cheshire's feet. “Suits the maddening occasion," the Cheshire remarked, kneeling down.

      Up close, he realized this wasn't exactly a clown's outfit. It was the Joker's mask and a matching outfit.

      "How the hell do you have an outfit from a Batman movie in your office?" the Cheshire rolled his eyes while he put it on.

      "I'm a Joker fan." Mr. Jay said.

      "No shit," the Cheshire rolled his eyes again. "Who else would be?"

      "You're going after the Pillar?

      "I have to kill him. I've waited too long. I loved the cat and mouse -- I mean Pillar -- game, but with the end of the world outside this window, I have to avenge myself for what he did to me in Wonderland."

      "Why not earlier? You had so much time."

      The Cheshire held the Joker mask in his hand, wondering why. Why in the purry purrs hadn't I killed him before?

      "Don't tell me it's his fourteen lives," Mr. Jay said. "You could have simply shot him fourteen times in one sitting."

      "No, it's not that," the Cheshire said. "The Pillar is is a sneaky snake. He always made me think that I would benefit from keeping him alive. He always came at me with a new plan. A new friendship proposal. A new game. He never answers in complete sentences. Always half-truths. Always planning ahead," the Cheshire sighed. "He used my hatred for humankind and played me well."

      "Like he did with Alice."

      "True," the Cheshire nodded and let out an uncomfortable laugh. "Like he did to you."

      "Me?" Mr. Jay's face didn't show in the dark, but the tone in his voice scared the Cheshire.

      "You kept him alive as well, thinking his friendship with Alice would lead you and the deceased Queen of Hearts to the Six Keys, thus the secret to control the children of the world."

      Mr. Jay said nothing. He didn't roar back, nor did he try to kill the Cheshire for offending him. Which meant he agreed with his theory.

      "Can I ask you something, Mr. Jay?" the Cheshire said. "What's so important to devote your whole life in controlling children? I mean you're a mean soulless man -- I’m saying that as a compliment. Why the children? You can just use force and rule the world."

      "You ever heard of Hitler?"

      The Cheshire chuckled, "Met him once. He didn't like cats. Sadly he is dead or I would have avenged my kind. Why?"

      "After spending too long in educating his army and molding their minds to his ideology, he resorted to a project called Hitler’s Youth where he taught children that he was God, that Nazis were the chosen race. He even fabricated fairy tales where he was the good man who saved Little Red Riding Hood from the bad wolf."

      "A bit far fetched to believe."

      "But it worked. You tell a child that the world rests upon an eight-legged turtle and they will believe it for life--unless they run into a traumatic experience that shatters their beliefs at an older age and then it’s a childhood’s end.”

      “It’s called growing up.”

      “Exactly.”

      "So the children are the key to building your army, your kingdom of doom."

      "Children's hearts and souls are easier to mold," Mr. Jay said. "They believe what you tell them--and it stays with them for life. Period."

      "Fair enough," the Cheshire said. "Good luck with your evil endeavors. You’re are hardworking man. Excuse me while I go kill the man who messed up my childhood in Wonderland."

      The Cheshire turned to leave when Mr. Jay growled, indicating he wanted him to stop.

      "I have a question for you, Chesh."

      "Oh, me?" the Cheshire turned around, about to cover his Vatican Priest's face with the Joker's mask. What was his name again? Ah, Angelo Carleone. That was fun, but it was time to turn the page.

      "Yes, you," Mr. Jay said. "What is this?" he pointed at the mushrooms outside his window.

      "The end." the Cheshire shrugged his shoulders.

      "You know there is no end," Mr. Jay said in perfectly pronounced syllables.

      The Cheshire shook his head, considering. "That's true. Since the Looking Glass came into our lives, there is no end. But this is the end of this story--until further notice."

      "What does that mean? I don't know how to deal with this kind of madness. All I want is to know how to control the children."

      The Cheshire smirked, then approached Mr. Jay, as much as the dark man would allow him. He still couldn't see his face in the dark, so he talked to the blackened void in front of him. "You know there is only one way to get what you want boss, right?"

      "Which is?"

      "It's what Lewis Carrol predicted in his Through the Looking Glass book."

      Mr. Jay said nothing.

      "Do I need to remind you, boss?"

      "I know the part you mean," Mr. Jay said. "But I don't want to confront Alice myself."

      "It has to be done," the Cheshire said. "It's the prophecy. Lewis was reading into the future, and now you, Mr. Jay, have no choice but to…"

      "Stop reminding me. I know... "

      The Cheshire shuddered to his boss’s angry tone. He took a step back. He could hear movement in the dark, and he didn't want to made him madder.Like mentioned in his poem about Mr. Jay, no one wanted to piss him off.

      Who dared to piss off the Jabberwocky?
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        Present: Takayashi Elementary School, Tokyo, Japan

      

      

      

      The bright-eyed twenty-something teacher organized the class. Due to the lack of Alice in Wonderland English versions, she had to gather groups of four students to read from one book. The reading had to be in English--and in unison.

      These were the Hatter's orders since they’d received the phone call from Mother Bird.

      "In English, please," she told her students.

      The teacher's English wasn't the best either, but they were trying.

      "Why can't we read it in Japanese?" a little girl protested. She had her black hair knotted in a blooming pink scarf.

      "We must read it in English," the teacher said, calming the rest of the class down. "It has to be in Lewis Carroll's language."

      "Who is Lewis Caroll?" a boy with thick-rimmed glasses asked.

      "He wrote Alice in Wonderland," the teacher sighed, doubting herself. Why was she actually doing this? All she was told was that making the children read will save the world.

      "I thought Alice in Wonderland wrote Alice in Wonderland," the girl said.

      "Even if it were Alice, she spoke English as well," the teacher argued politely.

      "That's not true," the boy argued back. "The original Alice in Wonderland is a Manga turned into a TV series. I have it back home."

      "Can you please do as I said," the teacher begged them. "If you want the mushrooms to stop from growing and bringing down buildings and killing people, we have to read."

      "Okay," some of the students murmured.

      "We have to synchronize  as much as possible with others reading all over the world." She added. “I know it’s nearly impossible but it’s said that the more we keep reading, the magic will occur.”

      "Is that why we had to wake up at four in the morning to read this?" the boy asked.

      The teacher nodded. "Now pay attention. We'll read each chapter, but every thirty minutes we'll recite those two phrases ten times."

      "Which phrases?" the students asked.

      "“If you don't know where you are going, any road will get you there'” The teacher explained.

      The girl with the pink scarf snickered.

      "Something wrong?" the teacher asked.

      "Well, if you don't know why you're reading, any words will sound so lame," she cupped her mouth laughing.

      The teacher sighed again. Why were children so smart? Or maybe adults were so dumb. All she had to do is look outside her window at people killing each other for no reason at all. Children didn't do that.

      "All right," she said to the class. "And the second phrase we have to repeat is…"

      "I know it!" the boy raised his hand, winking at the girl in the pink scarf.  “We’re all mad here!”

      The teacher felt as if she were struck by lightning, "How did you know that?"

      The girl in pink answered on his behalf, "Well look at all this nonsense happening, teacher. That is the only phrase that actually makes sense."
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      I'm in the middle of a nonsensical fight, punching and kicking people I don't know.

      I'm not sure how or when things escalated in the ashen city of London, but some strangers want to kidnap the March. My fighting skills have sharpened, I must say, and I'm able to protect the March. My heart has hardened and molded into a ruthless killer who doesn't care to ask why she is fighting.

      Both he and I escape the madness and hide behind the remains of a building with a heavy mushroom on top.

      "Catch your breath, Alice," the March says. "We just need to find a closed space where I can tell you everything I know."

      I’m caught between heavy breaths and tense cheeks. I stare past him for a long time, neglecting his words. I’m glad that not everyone recognizes us as the Inklings or they would attempt to kill us. Now that we have a few minutes, I find my eyes fixed on the yellow bus in the far distance.

      How strange is it that I did run far off and still see it everywhere I go. If any of them were still alive they would have come out, shouted, asked for help, called my name or something.

      How did I manage to kill them?

      How come it's a yellow bus again?

      Why did Jack bring a yellow school bus?

      I have a feeling I will never find the answers. You know why? I vocalize the reason to the March Hare, "Tell me, March. Am I mad?"

      "The Cheshire once said we're all mad here," the March says with his curious big eyes.

      "That's not an answer."

      "Well, Alice, let me put it this way: if you're mad then I'm mad," he looked around. "And everyone else is mad."

      "Which is practically true," I say. "What's the meaning of life if we're all mad?"

      "Madness is not a disease, Alice. It's a coping mechanism."

      I let out a hollow laugh. "You sound too serious. So unlike you."

      "I made you smile, didn't I?"

      I nod with grateful eyes.

      "Let me tell you what I remembered then…" he says.

      But then I see something I can't neglect. Two kids, probably thieves, emerge out of the yellow bus with all kinds of loot in their hands. Stolen money. Clothes. Even the steering wheel--why steal the wheel?

      "Forget about them," March says. "I need to tell you--"

      "They just left the bus," I tense, standing up. "I have to ask them if everyone is dead."

      "They're far away," March argues. "It's dangerous to cross over. We could have gone and checked it out ourselves if it weren’t so dangerous."

      "I have to," I grip his hand. "I have to know."

      Unexpectedly, the March Hare pulls me back. "I have to tell you what I know, Alice. You have one last battle to finish. People die for the greater good."

      I look into his eyes, wondering if the screws in his head, the Six Keys, messed with his psyche. "You don't sound like you at all, March. Since when have you been so cruel."

      "Since I know that only you can save the world."

      His words don't sit well. I can't even hear him when I see the two child thieves having stolen another important item from the bus and fleeing away with it.

      "They have the Vorpal sword," I tell March. "Whatever last fight I have to endure, Fabiola told me I need the Vorpal sword."

      The March's ears prick up again. His eyes almost bulge out. "It's like Lewis predicted in his poem. Let's go after the kids. You convinced me."

      Now it's him eagerly leading the way, and I'm the one who's following. 

      "What did Lewis predict, March?"

      "That you will have to fight the embodiment of evil with the Vorpal sword."

      I hit an attacker with the back of my hand as we run, "Who am I going to fight, March? Is that what you remembered?"

      "The Jabberwocky."

      Of course, I remember that poem, though I have never given it a lot of thought. Also, I've never met the Jabberwocky.

      And there is no time to ask since I'm a few inches away from gripping one of the kid's arms.

      "Do it, Alice!" the March cheers.

      I do and pull the kid back. His friend stops a few strides away.

      "Leave him alone," the other kid says. "Go steal something else. This is our loot."

      "All I need is the sword," I tell him. "Or I'll kick your friend's ass."

      The boy smirks. "No way, the sword looks expensive. I can make a fortune selling it."

      "Sell it to whom, smartass," I ask him. "Look around. Do you think anyone will care about money in a few hours from now?"

      The boy's face dims as if he hadn't given it a thought before.

      "Give me the sword," I demand.

      "Why do you need it?"

      "It's mine."

      "It can't be yours," he says. "I found it on the bus."

      "I was on the bus."

      "You couldn't have been on the bus," the boy sneers at me.

      "Why are you so sure?"

      "If you had been then you would be dead like everyone else on it."
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        Present: Mother Bird abandoned bar, London

      

      

      

      Carter Pillar stood naked in front of the bar. Mother Bird was nowhere to be found. The streets all around were a mess, so much that no one notices a naked man standing nearby.

      After his fight with the Cheshire, he couldn't find clothes to wear, but help was coming. In fact, it had just arrived.

      The Pillar's limousine driven by his favorite mousy Chauffeur slowed down in front of him.

      "About time," the Pillar said and pulled the door open.

      "Sorry for the delay," the Chauffeur said. "The world has gone mad."

      "You just noticed?" the Pillar asked, sitting in the back and putting on the pants of his favorite blue tuxedo with the golden stripes. "It's always been mad. We've put it under a magnifying glass."

      "Your hat is next to you, sir," the Chauffeur said. "Also the gloves."

      "I don't care about the gloves anymore," the Pillar said. "Look at my skin."

      The Chauffeur checked it out by twisting his neck and looking toward the backseat. "It's getting worse."

      "Yeah, it's time."

      "It is?" the Chauffeur showed no emotion.

      "I've been sick for so long. I'm going to die pretty soon."

      "I thought you would transform, like a pillar into a cocoon then into a butterfly."

      "I will die," the Pillar said. "I'm not worried. My mission is accomplished. I'm also fed up with the human race. I'd like to see where I'm going to go next."

      "You sound like the Cheshire, sir."

      "Well, his hatred has a point. I just don't like him. Otherwise, we could have been friends," the Pillar finished dressing. "Where is Alice?"

      "With the March Hare."

      "Does she know?"

      "He should be telling her at any moment," the Chauffeur said. "Not that I know what he is going to tell her."

      "Neither do I," the Pillar said. "At least not everything. I just know the part about the Jabberwocky."

      "You think she can kill him, sir?"

      "She is a tough cookie. She can."

      "If so, why haven't you told her from the beginning? I'm sorry to ask, but you could have just told her and said she has to fight a ruthless monster to save the children of the world from a terrible madness."

      The Pillar fancied a moment of silence. His face showed little expression, but the subtle twist to his lips gave away an untold mystery. "The same reason why we don't tell an infant to go get a job, get married, make a family and be useful to society."

      The Chauffeur scratched his three little hairs on the top of his head. "Pardon me, Sir?"

      "A child needs to learn to speak, to walk, to enjoy life, to love and then while growing up he has to learn to lose it…"

      "And?"

      "That's when a child grows up to be a boy or a girl," the Pillar said. "It's the moment in life when you have experienced the fun, irresponsible side of life and then realize that it has all been taken away from you. That's when you've grown enough to fight."

      "You mean she needed the journey to be able to kill the Jabberwocky, Sir?"

      "She needed to grow up and accept the madness as an adult to fight darkness and save the children, Mousy. I could have made Fabiola give her the Vorpal sword from day one. She wouldn't have used it probably. Now she has been scared enough to stand up to the Jabberwocky."

      "May I say something, sir?"

      "Please, but drive us to Alice as you do."

      "If I may say, Sir, you don't sound anything like when you were in Wonderland. I mean I've seen you grow yourself, Sir, into someone different. Wiser, if I may say."

      The Pillar smiled and peered out the window, "I can't go back to yesterday because I was a different person then."
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      This might be our last broadcast!

      The world is in turmoil. Whatever the Wonderland War is, it's now pure madness.

      What started with the brutal assassination of the Queen of England by the ruthless Carter Pillar, also known as Pilla da Killa, escalated from a mere terrorist attack to a grand -- and mass -- hysteria where everyone is killing one another in the streets.

      London, New York, Tel Aviv, you name it. THE WORLD HAS GONE BONKERS.

      And apparently--in the weirdest ways--Wonderland is real. Whatever that means.

      As a news channel, we strive to tell the truth. With the unlikely scenes going on in the streets at this moment in time, we would like to summarize the series of insane events.

      It appears that the Inklings are the terrorist organization that started it all. Led by the uncatchable Pilla da Killa and his protege Alice Wonder, both previous patients of the Radcliffe Asylum in London.

      What we know so far about Black Chess is that it is an ancient organization the Queen herself took part in. The leader of the organizations is a man who goes by the name Mr. Jay. At this moment in time, there is no further information about his true identity available.

      The only information available is that it is claimed Mr Jay is the Jabberwocky, which is the evil creature mentioned in a poem written by Lewis Carroll.

      There have been sightings of Lewis Carroll himself.

      We would like to ask anyone who has further information about the mushrooms appearing everyone, to please contact us.'

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      I snatch the sword from the kid and stare him in the eyes. He folds his arms with a smug look on his face.

      "Is everyone in the bus dead?" I ask.

      "That'll be five pounds if you want an answer," he says.

      The March Hare pulls me away from the kids but I resist.

      "Alice," he insists. "We don't have time. I need to tell you what I know."

      The kid spit out a few obscene words at me and hurries away. I let go and give in, almost numb to my core. The Vorpal sword is heavy in my hands but it somehow gives me the strength to cope.

      I follow the March to a huge mushroom broken in half.

      "Let's climb on top of it," he shows me how. "Broken mushrooms don't come back to life. We can talk on top of this one. It's a good spot to see any danger coming our way."

      I follow him and stand looking down at what's left from this world.

      "The secret Lewis kept with me is about the Looking Glass," the March starts. "A mirror that once belonged to the Evil Queen from the Snow White fame."

      "What?" I blink, unable to connect the dots.

      "It's the first mirror ever made. At least the first-ever sold by a German scientist called Justus von Lieblig."

      "Okay?"

      "It's said that Justus wasn't aiming for a reflective surface for us to look at ourselves," the March explains. "He wanted to visit other worlds through the mirror."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Justus was an evil magician. Some say he was the devil."

      "Where is this going? We don't have time."

      The March doesn't even address my complaint. "Something inside the mirror killed him. Then the mirror landed in the hands of the Evil Queen."

      "That's assuming she isn't a character from a book," I say.

      "You and I are characters from books so don't fret, Alice."

      I can't argue with that, so I shut up and listen.

      "The mirror showed the Evil Queen how to kill Snow White, then the mirror was abandoned until someone brought it over to sell it in an auction."

      "How and why did this mirror come from Germany to London?" I'm just playing along, seeing where this is going.

      "Sotheby Auction House was the most famous in the world. It attracted the richest of the rich," the March catches his breath. There is so much info-dump he has to vomit in my face. "The Pillar knew about the mirror and wanted to buy it, among others like Lewis who were fascinated by it."

      "The Pillar wanting to buy an evil mirror makes sense to me. Lewis has always been curious about the occult and the unknown. Go on."

      "Long story short, the mirror was sold to a mysterious woman in a red fur."

      "You mean the woman we met at the mushroom house?"

      "Yes, the Red Queen. She bought it to go back to where she once lived. It's a long, complicated story. All you have to know is that the mirror is a window to other worlds, other times, sometimes the same world we live in but with different scenarios."

      "I'm confused again."

      "Don't worry. What you need to know is that Lewis, and his trusted Illustrator, crossed over to the other side through the mirror."

      I shrug. Lewis never told me that. So Lewis visited other worlds than Wonderland and the Real World? "This mirror is the Looking Glass mentioned in Lewis' book then?"

      The March nodded in agreement. "He even hints at the fact it once played a part in the Snow White story by having Alice -- you -- own a cat named Snowdrop."

      "Snowdrop?"

      "Snowdrop is the realistic translation to Snow White in old German."

      "Okay. Okay," I raise my hands in the air. "What's this all about then? Why is it important? Why was this a secret Lewis had to keep with you for all those years?"

      The March swallows hard. He wipes sweat from his forehead. "Lewis and his friend came back from the other side different people."

      "How different?"

      "Lewis came back with Carolus inside him."

      I suppress a shriek. So Carolus hadn't always been inside him and wasn't a product of his addiction to mushrooms, or the migraines. It's actually a dark entity from a world beyond.

      "And his friend came back without a soul."

      "His illustrator friend?"

      "Yes?"

      "Does he have a name? Do I know him?"

      The March's eyes moisten with fear, devastation, and hopelessness. "His friend is Mr. Jay."

      "Mr. Jay? The head of Black Chess?" I sound like I'm asking but I'm not. I'm reciting facts that go back to the beginning of all this mess between good and evil. "Lewis and Mr. Jay were friends?"

      "Close ones. Then they entered the mirror and came back Dark and Light. Love and Hate. Black Chess and Inklings. That was Lewis' biggest secret. Going in and out through the mirror, he became a conflicted defender of light, and Mr. Jay the opposite. He became darkness itself."

      "Why hadn't Lewis ever mentioned Mr. Jay in any of his books?"

      "He did."

      "He didn't."

      "The poem."

      "Which poem?"

      "Mr. Jay is the Jabberwocky who you will have to fight in the end."

      It's hard to tell why I'm not surprised. In fact, I feel stupid and naive having never figured out Mr. Jay was the Jabberwocky. Too much was going on in my life, I guess.

      Still, I need a minute to digest the whole story. A man and his illustrator enter through a dark mirror -- something like a wardrobe in C. S. Lewis' books -- and come back with evil in them. They end up fighting each other in an ancient war between good and evil -- and probably the power to teleport between worlds.

      Still, a question remains, "What were they fighting about, March?"

      "Children, Alice. It should be crystal clear by now. Lewis spent his life entertaining children to keep their minds away from the Jabberwocky trying to get to them, either in their nightmares or by ensuing poverty in London. Remember the times when most children were poor and homeless. That was the Jabberwocky's doing. He wanted their hearts and souls so he could spread his kingdom of evil. Lewis fought back by writing books and entertaining them…"

      "No," I interrupt him. I do that because I get it. I get what Lewis was doing all along now. I understand. "Lewis protected the children with madness."

      "What?"

      "Insanity, imagination, and stories were Lewis' way of occupying the young mind and keeping them entertained, far from the darkness of the real world. That's why Lewis comes across as a child. He himself used this strategy in his own life. Burying himself in insane, implausible books to keep his mind off the real insanity in the real world. I think it's genius. I think it's why we all read."

      The March Hare looks starstruck. He never thought about it, I guess.

      "So I have to fight the Jabberwocky?"

      "Him or the Pillar."

      "Why the Pillar?"

      "That's Lewis' secret, that at the right time after you go through a journey of suffering and growing up, you will be apt enough to use the Vorpal sword and kill the evil men from Black Chess. Lewis hadn't been sure. He said you must kill the Jabberwocky, but then said the Pillar might do as well."

      "Do it for what?"

      "To save the children."

      "How?"

      "Once you kill the evil source, it will be shown to you how to save them--and save the world."

      I look up at the ashen sky but refrain from taking a deeply polluted breath. I close my eyes. Part of me feels old and hectic and confused. That part wants to find a place to sleep and forget about the world. The other part is grateful. At least now I know how to end this mess. How I'm going to kill the Pillar and the Jabberwocky is beyond my understanding--especially the Pillar.

      But then I lower my head and face the March again. There is one last question left, "What happened to Lewis and Jabberwocky on the other side of the mirror?"

      The March shrugged his shoulders. "No one knows."

      I nod.

      "If anyone knows, it should be you." He adds.

      I tilt my head, incomprehensible. "Me?"

      "You were the third person to enter the mirror after them," the March dared not stare me in the eyes.

      "What did you just say?" I don't remember any of this, of course.

      "How do you think Dark Alice happened?" He says. "This is how you…"

      "How I what?"

      "How you lost your mind."
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        Present: The Queen of Hearts Memorial, London

      

      

      

      While the world fell apart, the Cheshire, now dressed in the Joker's outfit, dug up a grave.

      That would be putting it mildly, as he wasn't using a shovel. Neither was he using a hammer, or even a steel mallet.

      He was running over the Queen's tomb with a bulldozer.

      "Out of the way!" he waved at the people staring at him.

      "You can't bring down the Queen's tombstone with your bulldozer!" a few men objected, trying to stand in his way.

      "Why do you care? It's the end of the world," he pushed the pedal.

      Like rats, they skidded all around him.

      "That's better now," he grinned from under his Joker mask.

      "He is crazy!" someone shouted. "This Joker is a madman."

      "We're all mad here, aren't we?" he ran over the tomb, bringing down the marble construction over the Queen's grave.

      Then he reversed. He needed three runs over the Queen's grave.

      "Not the Queen, please," an older woman pleaded.

      "Trust me, hag, you've got no idea what this woman did," he jumped out of the bulldozer and grabbed a shovel and began digging in hopes to reach the Queen's coffin.

      "Why in God's name would you want to dig out her grave?" the woman insisted.

      "Have to talk to her," the Cheshire said nonchalantly and kept digging.

      "She is dead," the woman said.

      "I know how to possess her body and get her to talk," he said.

      "Oh my God, you're the devil himself," she whimpered. "I should’ve known, it's the end of times."

      "Don't insult me, woman," he reached the coffin and hurled the shovel away, ready to pull the coffin out. "The devil is a pussy."

      Her eyes popped wide with surprise.

      The Cheshire stopped, rethinking his sentence. He grinned again from under his mask. The devil is a pussy must have been his favorite play on words. Pussy is a cat, and he was one. Some would think the devil is pussy, as in a coward. But he actually meant he was the devil himself. The Cheshire had never been treated to a proper education, but in nonsensical Wonderland mumbo jumbo, he was proud of his literary achievement.

      "How dare you swear in my presence," the woman said. "I'm as old as your mother."

      "You'd help me pull that coffin up if you were a good mother," he panted.

      But he didn't need help. The job was done. The coffin lay at his feet. He whistled a melody of excitement then pulled the coffin open. And there lay the Queen of Hearts, headless.

      "I don't like the Pillar, you know," he talked to the dead corpse. "But him going off with your head, that was a touch of ironic genius karma, I have to admit."

      "She is dead. Stop talking to her," the old woman protested.

      The Cheshire was fed up.

      He ambled, sure of himself, back to the bulldozer, the woman not taking her pestering eyes off of him.

      A minute later he came out with a mallet and approached her.

      She shivered in place.

      "You think you're the Joker, eh?" she mocked him. "He isn't real, you know?"

      The Cheshire pulled the mask off and grinned in Father Cardone's face. "But this grin, darling," he lifted up the mallet and chopped off her head. "Is real."

      Devoid of guilt, the Cheshire ambled back with the dead woman's head and jammed it onto the top of the Queen's body. "Here you go," he talked to the dead Queen. "A brand new head for the Queen."

      Then he recited a few purrs and meows, part of an ancient Cat magic used back in ancient Egypt to temporarily resurrect dead cats.

      The Queen was no cat but she began to purr a few blood clots out of her mouth.

      "We don't have much time," he told her.

      "What the heck do you want from me," she said. "I'm dead."

      "But of course you are, my Queen," he knelt down. "The Pillar killed you."

      "The bastard," she spat blood in his face.

      "I can avenge you," the Cheshire said. "I want to kill him."

      "Why now?"

      "I just had this discussion with Jabberwocky, so spare me," the Cheshire said. "We're characters from a book, Queen. Why do you expect my actions to all make sense? Now tell me how I can kill him. I know you're the only one who knows how."

      "I only know what my sister, Fabiola, told me."

      "Fair enough," the Cheshire said. "And don't tell me about his fourteen lives and all that crap. I need a specific, swift, and irreversible way to kill him."

      "He is sick and might die soon, you know that?"

      "I do, but I'd like to look in his eyes while I kill him. It's not about his death. It's about my satisfaction."

      "And the curse?" the Queen spat out, her tongue twisting and eyes icy like round ice cubes from a freezer.

      "What curse?" the Cheshire tilted his head.

      "The Pillar made a deal with the Looking Glass. Whoever kills him is cursed with having to wear his face and body for life."

      The Cheshire felt a thick lump in his throat. Why was the Pillar always ten miles ahead of him? But then he realized his thirst for killing his nemesis only escalated.

      "I never knew about that," he said. "But I don't mind wearing his face for life after I die," he then smirked at his own self. "I've never had a certain face anyways. I don’t even know if I’m Father Angelo or the Joker.  I guess he knew I'd kill him eventually and wear his face for life."

      The Queen coughed more blood and went limp.

      The Cheshire slapped her hard to wake her up, "Not yet, my Majesty," he watched her icy eyes shine up and curled tongue twist. "How do I kill him? What's his weakness?"

      "His hookah."

      "Pardon me?"

      "Choke him with his own hookah, right after he puffs it. Use the hose. It will glitter when ready. In fact, he doesn't smoke the hookah only to get high, but it's a Persian magic smoke, holy smoke you can say, that makes his sick lungs operate. Fabiola said if you choke him with his own hookah, he dies."

      The Cheshire stood up, not bothering to clean the mess he left behind. He was eager to find the Pillar, now that he knew his weakness.

      But where would he find him?

      Ah, of course, he remembered. The Pillar always goes where Alice goes.
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      I still have a question to ask the March, like what he meant when he said he remembered tomorrow, but a crack in the earth underneath interrupts us in the craziest way. Both of us topple backward toward the earth.

      I hang onto a couple of vines on my way down and catch my breath before I find a safe spot to land on. When my feet hit the floor, I realize I lost the March.

      “March!” I scream from the top of my lungs.

      No reply.

      I doubt he can hear me with the earth spitting infinite amounts of mushrooms out. The world is a cacophony of noises all around me. The feeling of wishing this was all a dream returns. How I wish I could wake up and realize that none of this ever happened.

      Strange enough I’m still gripping my Vorpal sword. The March is right. It’s time for my final battle. And since I don’t know what Mr. Jay looks like, I thirst for my battle with the Pillar first. 

      “March!” I shout again, running frantically all around.

      But the streets are too dangerous to walk now. I don’t want to leave the March behind, but what difference does it make. Everyone I know dies around me. I’m more of a plague than just a mad girl.

      How can I find the Pillar?

      A question that will have to wait.

      Why?

      Reddish shadows emerge from behind the mushrooms. Too many to count. It’s an ambush. They have been waiting for me. It’s hard to mistake the Reds whenever they show up. I never understood whom they really work for. The Pillar said they were simply mercenaries working for whomever pays more.

      “Alice!” One of them addressed me.

      They’re circling me from every direction. I can’t see their faces as usual. Blank darkness beneath their hoods. Swords in their hands.

      “What do you want?” My knuckles whiten, gripping my sword.

      “You, Alice,” their leader says. “Dead.”

      The circles close in on me, one inch at a time. I can hear their breathing, lusting for my blood. “Who sent you this time?”

      “Does it matter?” the leader says snakily. “Black Chess.”

      “Who in Black Chess?”

      “It’s over, Alice. That sword isn’t going to help you.”

      “Tell Jabberwocky he still needs me. He can’t kill me,” I see them getting closer and closer. They’re still slow though. Which means the Red is bluffing. They’re afraid of me, or they would have just come and killed me.

      “He does,” the Red admits. “But now that the mushrooms erupt from the earth, he prefers to get his hands on the secret of the next round.”

      “The next round?” I grimace, cautiously eyeing my assailants all around me.

      Surprisingly the Red’s leader signs for them to stop. They do. I’m perplexed and confused.

      “You don’t know there is another round?” he says.

      “I don’t know what you mean by that, no.”

      “The mushrooms were supposed to be a sign for the final battle but it all got out of hand.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Didn’t the March tell you?”

      “Tell me what exactly?”

      “Aside from the secret of how to control the children of the world, didn’t he tell you about tomorrow?”

      I squint at the amount of information I’m supposed to comprehend at once. Do the Reds know what the March means by I Remember Tomorrow?

      But wait, he didn’t tell me the secret of how to save the children as well. He fell as the earth cracked.

      “Talk to me Alice,” the leader demands.

      I need to think fast. They think I know how to save the children or control them. That’s my ace card. I have to use it. But I also want to know what the other round and tomorrow means.

      “I want to meet the Jabberwocky.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “You have no choice. If you want to kill me, then go ahead,” I threaten him. “But what if I know more than your boss knows?”

      The Red resorts to silence for a while. The others look at him for orders to kill me.

      “What do you know?”

      “I know how to control the children or save them.”

      “I doubt that,” he says. “If the March told you then you would have applied the solution right away, or why would the children all over the world be reading Lewis Carroll’s books in every city?”

      I hadn’t known about that. What does it mean? Who told them to do that? But I will use it in my favor. It’s an easy trick. It doesn’t take me long to fabricate the perfect lie.

      “Who do you think told them to do that?”

      The Red lets out an unusual sound of surprise. Never have I seen them lose their cool. “It wasn’t you?”

      “I told them how to protect themselves,” I play along, not sure what’s going on. “Jabberwocky can never infiltrate their minds and souls as long as they’re reading Lewis’ books. I also know how to stop them.”

      “Then we’ll have to kill you,” he says. “What’s the point if you won’t cooperate?”

      “Tell me about the other round and I will tell you how to stop the children,” I’m bluffing. It’s a weak try but I have no choice.

      The Red laughs. “I will never tell you. It’s your weak spot. You won by getting your hands on the secret before Black Chess, but Black Chess will win eventually because you have no idea what ‘Remember Tomorrow’ means, even though you once crossed to the other side with the mirror. I guess your shock therapies in the asylum made you forget things.”

      “Enough with the puzzles,” I shout in desperation, waving my sword in the air. “I want to meet Jabberwocky, face to face. It’s our final battle like Lewis Carrol predicted. I’m fed up with the talk.”

      The Red lowers his sword, looking at a looming car approaching in the distance. “Actually Jabberwocky didn’t send us.”

      “Then who did?” I follow his line of sight, staring at the approaching car in the distance. I can’t see it in detail with the ashen atmosphere all around.

      The Reds back away, as if intentionally making way for the car to arrive.

      “The Pillar sent us, Alice,” the Red keeps laughing. “Trust me he is the one who wants you dead, now that the game is over and Black Chess lost.”

      The Reds disappear behind the mushrooms and I realize the approaching car is the Pillar’s limousine.

      It stops right next to me, and the back windows slide down.

      The Pillar peaks out and smiles, “Missed me?”

      I don’t even reply or comment. My sword lands swiftly down his neck.
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        Past:  Pillar’s Mushroom Garden, Wonderland

      

      

      

      Alice could only smell the rotten scent of mushrooms in the Pillar’s garden.

      It’s been a long time since she last visited. Never again after entering the Looking Glass and returning. The same day she gave up on her plan of becoming the Pillar’s prodigy and eventually avenging her parents by killing the Jabberwocky.

      Where was the Pillar, and why had the mushrooms gone bad?

      Slowly she tiptoed through the vines and trees. The sky above had darkened to the purplish color of bruises in the Pillar’s garden.

      A sense of dread ran down her spine. This was a place that she had known well. Willingly, she had been part of this dark place in Wonderland. Little had she known then, that treading into muddy darkness, will forever leave stains, no matter how much you wash over, no matter how you many time you attempt to redeem yourself.

      But then the Pillar’s darkness would not compare to the darkness she, Lewis, and Mr. Jay saw on the other side. Rarely did she and Lewis talk about it. And when they did, they wondered why they ever crossed over. Why they ever left the nonsensical, childish, colorful world of Wonderland.

      Of course, Wonderland wasn’t all rise and shine. Darkness and evil lurked everywhere in the world. But not like on the other side of the mirror. True evil. Unapologetic, cruel, and seriously disturbing.

      The irony behind the other side of the mirror was that none of those who lived there believed Wonderland was real. To them Alice and her world were fiction. Evil worlds have a strange sense of denial toward everything that’s strange to them. One religion will call other religions phony and rage holy wars against them. One world, though evil, will deny the existence of beautiful madness and call them fiction.

      “You’re the first one to visit me since long ago, Alice,” the Pillar’s voice shriveled atop a mushroom—as rotten as the rest.

      “I’m not visiting,” Alice said. “People visit people they like. I’m here to investigate.”

      “It’s never been my intention to be likable,” his smoke swirled between the mushrooms. It smelled as rotten. Had the Pillar given up on life and wanted to die after Fabiola left him and everyone else hated him in Wonderland?

      “I doubt it,” Alice said. “You wanted to be liked, but then you were hurt, so you fooled yourself into believing you never needed love. Thus you became…”

      “Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar,” he grunted, leaning forward, looking down on her from above. “The greatest of all. In fact, I’m the only sane one in Wonderland.”

      Alice noticed he’d grown older. The sickness of his skin was eating him alive. His bluish suit paled into a color in contrast with the sky above. He was worn out, and his eyes, oh his eyes, had gone green like a demon.

      “I’m not here to argue,” Alice said. “I was told you were dead.”

      “I’m not afraid of death,” he said. “I have it figured out.”

      Alice scoffed. “You figured out death?”

      “Not a cure. Not immortality, but how to outsmart it.”

      Alice looks away from his eyes, “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “I know what you want to hear.”

      Alice raised her eyes to meet his again. This time she dared his arrogance with all her might and power. But also with vulnerability. Not only because of their bond but also being afraid of what the Pillar was about to tell her.

      “You want to know where the Hatter is,” he sneered.

      “He’s been gone for some time,” Alice shrugged. “The March is losing it without him. The children miss him and his tea parties dearly. Lewis is looking for him everywhere,”  she shrugged again. “And Fabiola swears she is going to kill you if you hurt him.”

      “Like I said, I’ve figured out death,” he leaned back and inhaled from his hookah. “Whoever comes to kill me will lose. You have no idea.”

      Alice hadn’t the slightest idea what he meant.

      “Fabiola cheated on me with the Hatter,” the Pillar said. “To hell and back, him and her.”

      “It’s not like you didn’t cheat on her as well, Pillar.”

      “I gave her the world, my precious mushrooms, money, clothes, safety, and made her happy.”

      “You gave her a mushroom that made her love you, Pillar,” Alice said. “That wasn’t love. She was your prisoner. She was an addict and you were the one who dealt her cards.”

      The Pillar smirked back at Alice. He looked at her as if she were a lesser being than him, “It’s not like you haven’t fooled me, Alice.”

      She fidgeted in her place and lowered her head, staring at her feet. “I wanted to avenge my parents.”

      “By fooling me into joining Black Chess. You know who you actually fooled? You fooled yourself.”

      “Enough with the talk,” she inhaled deeply and pulled herself together, hands laced tensely behind her back. “Did you hurt the Hatter?”

      “I’ll answer if you tell me what happened on the other side of the mirror?”

      “What?” She let out a condescending laugh. “You haven’t entered yet, even though you own it and have it here somewhere?”

      “Had to bury it underneath the mushrooms,” he said. “The girl inside kept inviting me inside. She drove me crazy.”

      “I see. You’re too chicken to enter.”

      “Not after what I’ve seen happen to the three of you.”

      Alice took a moment. She needs to know what happened to the Hatter. She needed to tell Fabiola who sent her. “What do you want to know?”

      “What’s behind the mirror?”

      “Other worlds,” she said. “Other times.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “First we crossed over to another darker version of Wonderland,” she could not control her irregular heartbeats now.

      “Darker than here?” The Pillar looked like he could feel his soul wanting to cross over.

      “Way darker,” Alice said. “We tried to go back but it was a tricky world. I can’t get into details. All you would want to know is that we kept finding more Looking Glasses in every world we crossed to.”

      “It’s not one Looking Glass?”

      “Each world has one. Each world is slightly different from Wonderland. In some, it was the future. Some, the past. Some were the present but with different versions. In one of the worlds, you were a woman.”

      The Pillar raised an eyebrow. “Still, it’s hard to believe that these worlds traumatized you and Lewis and Jabberwocky. What happened, really?”

      “In our pursuit to return home, we stumbled upon one world that was unlike anything we’ve ever seen.”

      The Pillar leaned forward with anticipation. “Tell me about it.”

      “At first sight, it seemed like a nice place. Different life than ours but nothing you can’t get used to. People there are generally nice and good looking. None of them are Hares, Rabbits, or Pillars. Just people.”

      “I assume it was all a facade. Tell me about the darkness.”

      A sole tear formed in Alice’s eyes. Thick and moist and painful to bear. “I can’t go into detail. Maybe what would interest you is that they didn’t believe in other worlds.”

      “Elaborate please.”

      “They were so self-centered and narcissistic they believed they were the one and only species, the one and only world. Not just that. They followed a religion that entitled them as a superior race.”

      “Evil is chasing superiority and entitlement.”

      “Then Lewis found his books sold in their shops.”

      The Pillar raised his other eyebrow.

      “To them, we’re just characters in books. In fact, everything we know is silly and unreal to them.”

      “And?”

      “They started to hurt us.”

      “Why?”

      “They called us insane. You see people in that world don’t like you when you’re different. Historically, we learned they’ve killed whoever opposed their ideas in the past.”

      “Insane, huh?”

      “They tortured the insane, thinking they were possessed by demons.”

      “Aha,” the Pillar said. “I guess this was when Carolus was created and Jabberwocky lost his soul—and you…”

      “Yes,” Alice interrupted him. “Eventually I figured out a way back.”

      “How?”

      Alice smiled with gleaming eyes. “The children.”

      “How so?”

      “The children were the ones who were nice to us. They liked us. They liked Lewis a lot and me. They actually believed we were real. They treated ‘fiction’ as though it was real—which it is, but were told otherwise.”

      “The children showed you the way back, huh?”

      “That was when Jabberwocky’s evil side realized that in order to rule Wonderland—and other worlds behind the mirror—the children were the key. Control them and own the world.”

      The Pillar leaned back again. Alice saw him think for a long time, not sure what was going on in his mind.

      “It’s time you answer my question, Pillar—“

      “I killed him,” he cut her off bluntly. “I buried him in the back under a mushroom if you want his corpse.”

      Alice shrieked, not sure if the Pillar was bluffing or not.

      “Tell me one last thing,” he demanded.

      “I’m not going to tell you anything else unless I see the Hatter’s corpse and confirm you actually killed him.”

      “Well, I’ll never show you his corpse if you don’t answer me,” he said. “What was that world called?”

      She had no choice but to comply so she can find the poor Hatter and bury him properly, so she answered him, “They call it the Real Life. They have skyscrapers and eat junk food and call themselves the human race.”
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      My sword fails to kill the Pillar. Nothing’s wrong with it. It’s me who actually stops midway.

      Frozen in mid-air, I stare at my arm and hands and wonder if it’s a spell. My Vorpal sword is only an inch away from his protruding neck—and irritable smirk.

      Time hangs heavy in the air. I have nothing to say, and I can hardly hear my heart beating. Perplexities and insanity overwhelm my soul.

      Why can’t I kill him? What’s wrong with me?

      “I assume the Reds told you to kill me,” he squints at whatever lay behind me.

      I’m frozen as the statue of liberty. I can life my sword back high, in hopes to land it harder down the Pillar, but I’m frozen. I can swing up but never down his throat.

      “I see they left,” he cranes his head outside the back window, pretty sure that I’m not going to cut it off. “Sneaky bastards.”

      “No one told me to kill you,” I say in almost slow motion.

      “Not even the March Hare?” he wiggles his eyebrows, as if this is all a joke, as if the world isn’t coming to an end.

      “How do you know about the March?”

      “I don’t,” he shakes his shoulders. “It's just a guess. Life is pretty predictable if you stop caring about what people think of you.”

      I shrug. How am I going to complete my mission if I can’t kill him?

      “Could you please make way?” he asks, opening the door. “I’ve always wanted to take pictures with big mushrooms while the world was coming to an end.”

      I scooch over, lower my sword, and watch him amble outside. He takes a deep breath of the ashen weather as it were all Jasmine and flowers all around.

      “Ashes to ashes,” he says with amusement in his eyes. “And mushrooms to Mushroomers,” he laughs. “You remember the Mushroomers, Alice?”

      My lips are sealed. I don’t know where this is going, and I’m so mad with myself that I want to chop off my own head for being a coward.

      “Amazing memories,” he sighs. “I really loved those losers. I mean they wanted you to leave the asylum and succeed. They rooted for you.”

      “Stop playing games, Pillar,” I stand up for myself. “What kind of magic did you use to stop me from killing you?”

      “Oh,” he looks so mischievously innocent for a second. “You wanted to kill me?” he leans over, resting both hands on his cane. “Really, Alice?”

      “I know I have to. At least to help me see clearer without the games you keep playing.”

      “I’ve never played games,” he leans back. “I did what’s necessary to help you find your purpose.”

      “Which is?”

      “Knowing who you are, Alice. Trust me, that's what everyone wants in life.”

      “I know who I am. Do you?”

      “I do,” he tilts his head with a snicker. “The question is do you? Can you fight the Jabberwocky? Did you learn enough to know how to do it? Did you pay attention to the lesson you supposedly learned every mission you went to save lives?”

      Again and again, I have no idea what he is talking about. Why can’t I just kill him?

      “I’m not who you want to kill,” he says. “The Reds fooled you.”

      “Why would they?”

      “Jabberwocky sent them to kill you, but they saw your sword—and also saw it in your eyes.”

      “Saw what in my eyes?”

      “Saw that you’ve grown, enough to deserve the sword in your hand.”

      “How do they know that from my eyes?”

      The Pillar wiggled his eyebrows again and took a deep ashen breath. I guess it’s no different from his hookah smoke. That’s why he can tolerate it in concentrated quantities. “It’s that look that we call ‘growing up.’”

      “Oh yeah? You think I grew up? I’m a bit too young for that.”

      “Age isn’t quite an accurate measurement for adulthood. It’s what you experience that makes you older, not the barcode in your passport,” he says. “A few weeks ago you cared whether you were mad or not, whether you were doing the right thing or not. Hell in heavens, a few weeks ago you still cared about your past and held it like a chip on your shoulder, not knowing that the past has passed. It doesn’t matter. We all messed up in the past, or there would’ve been no point in the future.”

      I hate that I like his words. I hate myself for liking him. “Back to the subject,” I break through his hypnotizing stare. “The Reds were sent by Jabberwocky to kill me?”

      “He is kinda worried you can hurt him,” the Pillar nods. “He’s always avoided this ending. That’s why he never attacked you himself.”

      “Why?”

      “I guess it has to do with both of you crossing over through the Looking Glass. He saw you raging and was secretly scared of you.”

      “That doesn’t sound like an impressive villain. It would make a bad movie to have a cowardice villain like him. I thought he was the devil himself.”

      “He might be,” the Pillar smirks. “Did you ever notice the devil’s greatest trick was using others to do the work for him?”

      I nod. It makes sense. “So the Reds were sent to kill me and saw I will fight back, then?”

      “They saw my limousine and decided to deal a last card in their boss’s favor,” he explains. “Tell you that you should kill me.”

      “How would they benefit from me killing you?”

      The Pillar looks offended as if I should utterly get it. “Really, Alice?”

      “Really, Pillar. Answer me.”

      “You’re weaker without me, Alice.” He says it bluntly, unapologetically, in a tone that’s neither serious or happy. He is just reciting a fact.

      And he is damn right.

      Whoever he is, whatever his intentions are, and whatever darkness lurks in his past, he has always been the father whom I’ve never had. It’s hard to admit but it’s true.

      But I don’t make a big deal of it. My own hands betrayed me after all. I take a moment to think. All I need is more info to understand what’s going on.

      “What do you know about the phrase, ‘I remember tomorrow!’?”

      “So you talked to the March,” he says. “Did you unlock his mind with the six keys?”

      “Should I assume you don’t know yet what the six keys are?”

      He shakes his head into a no. It’s ironic how the rare moment the Pillar says the truth shows on his face. It’s like he truly becomes human for a second. Like he is capable of emoting in all honesty.

      “The cap on his head,” I tell him. “The six keys have been in front of our eyes all the time.”

      He doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t think it’s ironic. I think he is mad at himself for never figuring it out. “That’s…” he searches for words. “frustratingly genius on Lewi’s behalf, so genius I rather regret giving him the mushrooms to forget.I assume the bolts simply unlocked his memory—that’s why Black Chess planted a light bulb in his head at some point.”

      I nod in agreement. “He told me all about the Looking Glass. Lewis, Jabberwocky, and I crossing over and—“

      “I know the story.”

      “But you never told me.”

      “There is a lot I’ve never told you. Tell me what he told you about the children? How do we save them from Jabberwocky.”

      “He was sort of cryptic about it, or he didn’t have enough time,” I explain. “The mushrooms erupted and he fell. I lost him.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Could be,” I imitate the Pillar’s bluntness, avoiding the guilty emotions of killing everyone around me—even if by accident. “All I know is that I should fight the Jabberwocky like Lewis predicted in his book, and then it will be shown to me how to save them.”

      He nods absently, rather in disappointment. “I remember tomorrow means…”

      This is when someone shouts my name in the distance and interrupts this crucial information.

      “Alice!” the woman’s voice shrieks. “Don’t let him fool you!”

      Oh. My. God.

      It’s Fabiola.

      “You should have killed him!”
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        Earlier That Day: Yellow School Bus, London

      

      

      

      Jack Diamonds’ jaw hurt from the surprise.

      He sat in the back of the bus and watched Alice drive recklessly, attempting to save the March Hare. The yellow bus jostled all over streets filled with mushrooms instead of buildings. It swung left and right as if int a cartoon show. Alice drove amidst fire and could have possibly run over people— he could not tell.

      After all, Jack’s life had been an insane and unexplainable ride lately, so much that he sometimes wondered if he were still dead.

      He hung tight to his seat, thinking about books being described as ‘edge of your seat thrillers.’ This wasn’t a book, he thought. But then he swallowed his own thought back. Who was he kidding? Each and every one here was a character in a book at some point.

      Still, the bigger question remains, who came first: the egg or the chicken; the characters in a book or the people who inspired the characters in a book?

      Such a hard question to answer. In fact, Shakespeare’s ‘to be or not to be ‘ seemed like an easier question to answer—if it ever was a question.

      Jack was losing his mind. It helped to watch the other passenger’s horror to stop thinking. Other people’s misery had always been great entertainment. We just never admit it.

      Everyone else was shocked and scared and hardly breathing. While they were either screaming or praying, Jack could only sum up his conflicted emotions with one word. A very articulate one. Most underrated yet overused word that even the Merriam Webster dictionary got wrong: shit.

      Right to the point. One syllable. Easy to remember. And it happens.

      Not that it really described the wonderfully painful act of defecating in the bathroom. It only describes that moment when life humiliates our hopes and expectations, leaving us speechless enough we can only think about our own poo.

      But this time Jack’s response wasn’t to the fact that Alice was going to get them killed.

      It was due to the fact that Alice will kill him again.

      “Slow down, Alice,“ Fabiola demanded in a shriveled voice. Having been hit in the warehouse already weakened her—if she wasn’t going to die soon. Jack knew Fabiola didn’t mind dying for a cause but not in a school bus. 

      Lewis had dozed off already. His addiction to mushrooms and his darker Carolus were tearing him from inside out.

      Tom Truckle was nowhere to be seen. Jack wondered if he had died. The sneaky bastard.

      But what about Constance, that feisty girl?

      “Don’t worry Jack,” Constance sat right in front of him, gripping at the edge of her seat and looking back. “Death is just another brick in the wall.”

      He wondered if he imagined this. What did she just say? Did she just quote a Pink Floyd song about anarchy and the end of the world in a twisted Alice in Wonderland way?

      “You died before,” she told him, “and you came back.”

      The bus still jostled left and right. Jack had no idea how Constance remained so calm. She was so freakin’ young. Practically a child.

      “How does it feel to be dead yet also alive?”

      “It’s confusing,” he burst out.

      “You know why you’re still alive?”

      Now, this question changed everything. Death can’t oppose whys. Jack wanted to know. Why was he alive again? He was grateful, but it didn’t make sense.

      “Because Alice loved you enough to believe in you.”

      Jack threw a glance up ahead over Constance’s shoulder. Alice was definitely going to kill them again. If that was love, he had enough.

      “Her belief in you - and her guilt - was so strong it opposed the universe’s fate and brought you back.”

      “Then why is she about to kill me again?” He shrugged, being taught a lesson before dying by an eight-year-old or something.

      “Because we have to remember tomorrow.”

      Jack didn’t care if he had heard her right. It didn’t matter. He was probably hallucinating. His white tunnel of death was a young girl teaching him about the afterlife. Tomorrow, in this case, was afterlife right?

      “When we keep the memory of one person vivid after their death, they will forever stay alive,“ she said. “And children are the strongest who can keep memories.”

      It really didn’t matter what Constance said. Jack saw Fabiola was screaming at Alice again.

      Alice was going over a broken bridge. Death was one twist of a wheel away.

      “Don’t look in the mirror!” Fabiola said.

      Jack couldn’t see. His position was twisted and tangled and he could hardly tell where he was. Constance had stopped talking to him.

      “Don’t look in the Looking Glass!” Fabiola yelled in pain and frustration. “Don’t look back at the rabbit.”

      It escaped Jack why Alice would have a mirror inside the bus but he couldn’t investigate from his awkward angle. All he knew was that Alice always feared mirrors because of some rabbit inside that scared her.

      But then Fabiola said something that made Jack’s head spin and spin, “Not again!”

      What? Did she say not again?

      That’s when Jack began to remember something. He wasn’t quite sure it was a memory. Not with a racing heart and fear of death. Did he just glimpse a memory of the yellow bus he died on? Did he just glimpse himself and Alice’s classmates? Did he see Lorena and Edith, Alice’s sister’s laughing at her? And did he just see Fabiola on the bus as well, hiding in the back, dressed as a school teacher?

      If Lewis always talked about six impossible things for breakfast then Jack just needed one possible thing before death. To understand what the heck was going on.

      But death waited for no one. Amnesia or not. Insane or not.

      Here it came. Sudden, brutal, and with a punch.

      The bus free-fell off some bridge or mushroom or whatever, and made Jack’s heart plunge up into his throat. His bones cracked. A smash. Blood everywhere. Blackout.

      And then…

      Death.

      He needn’t know more. This was death.

      Ask a man who died before and he will recognize death when it comes again. Was this what Constance meant by remembering tomorrow? Cause tomorrow he’d wake up both dead and alive at the same time.

      Everyone on the bus simply died.

      Again!
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      “Fabiola!” I say. “You’re alive?”

      “Why in Wonderland’s name didn’t you kill him?” Fabiola limped in the distance, blood covering her face.

      I am stunned and numb. Almost dizzy with both shock and happiness.

      “How come you’re alive?” I say, my legs cemented in my place, unable to run toward her and hug her.

      “Just stab the Pillar in the neck,” Fabiola was running closer.

      “Is everyone else alive?” I can’t stop myself from asking.

      “Then after you stab him, grab his hookah,” Fabiola wouldn’t answer my question. “Then choke him with its hose. It’s the only way to kill him forever.”

      It escaped me why Fabiola wants the Pillar dead now. She had all the time in the world. I can understand the Reds playing games with me and convincing me I should kill him. But Fabiola certainly wouldn’t lie to me. Besides I couldn’t kill him. And how come Fabiola is alive?

      But I’m glad I didn’t kill her. I need to know if Constance is alive. If Jack is alive.

      Fabiola arrives and snatches the Vorpal sword from my hands. God, she looks awful. It’s a mystery how she is still alive. Such a tough woman.

      I let her have what she wants, occupied with looking closer at her and making sure she is real and not a figment of my imagination.

      She swings the heavy sword in the air and aims at the Pillar’s neck. For a moment, I’m so sure she will kill him. Her furious eyes could not miss.

      But the Pillar is no easy feat. He does stop her and in the most unusual way. He doesn’t duck. He doesn’t run. He doesn’t hit back.

      All he does is pull out a mushroom from his pocket and shove it her way up in the air.

      Fabiola stops hands mid-air, looking at the mushroom as if she has seen the devil.

      “Addiction is a bitch, isn’t it?” the Pillar says with a smirk.

      Fabiola is speechless, frozen with surprise, sword in the air. Just like me a few minutes ago.

      But something about the Pillar’s smirk bothers me. I mean this is the man I’ve spent most of my time with for the past few months. I’ve seen him live, kill, laugh, sad, stoned, and I’ve surely seen him smirk. This smirk he gave Fabiola was… fake.

      I am not sure how because he is definitely making fun of her. But something isn’t right.

      While the world is in turmoil all around us, time stands still between the three of us.

      The Pillar smirking. Fabiola gritting her teeth. I am trying to understand what’s going on between them.

      “I will kill you eventually,” Fabiola tells him.

      This time the Pillar’s smirk fades. He nods in a sincere way I can’t fathom.

      The heavy moment is interrupted by the arrival of a fourth person.  A man driving a scooter. He stops like a reckless child, letting the scooter roll on as he jumps off it. Looking closer I see he is wearing a Joker’s mask. He snakes his way between me and Fabiola and heads right to the Pillar.

      “Not Fabiola,” the Joker says. “I’m going to kill the Pillar, now that I know how.”

      Somehow I understand this is the Cheshire. True, he never has a concrete face, neither a voice to recognize him, but it’s the devilish way he talks that gives him away. He is like a corrupted kid, aiming to cause chaos for no reason but his own amusement.

      The Cheshire jumps high in the air with hands stretched like a lion’s paws, ready to kill the Pillar.

      But soon enough the Cheshire falls onto his Joker’s face.

      What happened?

      Things happened so fast, I have no concrete idea why the Cheshire lies face down on the street.

      Then I see the Pillar holding a cucumber next to the mushroom.

      Should I smile at the irony now? In all this mess?”

      “He wasn’t going to kill you with the mushroom in your hands anyways,” Fabiola says to the Pillar. “You got the Cheshire addicted to mushrooms, just like me.”

      “I know,” the Pillar said, amusing himself with the look of the sprawled Cheshire on the asphalt. “But I couldn’t resist the fun. I mean why cats are afraid of cucumbers still amuses me.”

      “How about me?” I tell him.

      “Don’t you have a Jabberwocky to kill?” He purses his lips at me. “Stay out of our family business,” he points at the Cheshire and Fabiola.

      “Fabiola and the Cheshire can’t kill you because of their weaknesses,” I say. “Why can’t I?”

      “Well you have another weakness,” he says. “Mirrors.”

      I nod in shame. I know my weakness of mirrors.

      “But walking around with a mirror is a bit of a hassle. I barely carry my hookah and it annoys me sometimes.”

      “You didn’t shove a mirror my way anyway,” I say. “Why couldn’t I kill you, Pillar?”

      “You’re smarter than asking a question like that,” his eyes aren’t looking at mine. He is facing Fabiola.

      “You’re bonded to him,” Fabiola says, looking back at the Pillar. “It’s always been his plan.”

      “Plan?”

      “Oh, God, Alice, you’re so naive,” the Cheshire stands up and puts his Joker face back on. “The Pillar bonded with you by making you like him. All the time you spent with him, knowing him. All the stuff he taught you was his way to avoid you killing him. You’ve always been the only one who could kill him and Jabberwocky.”

      The lump in my throat is thick and bitter enough it can kill. I’m Alice’s naive and fragile soul. “Why?” My voice is barely audible.

      “We don’t know,” Fabiola says. “Since you came back from the Looking Glass, you’ve brought Dark Alice with you. Since then you’ve been both a tender hand, but also a threat to everyone. This is why the Jabberwocky killed your parents, so he can break your heart and weaken you.”

      “Is that true?” I ask the Pillar, unable to stop the tears in my eyes. Goddamn it, I realize I love this man.

      “The greatest trick the devil ever pulled is making you think he is your friend,” he says with that smirk again.

      I can’t tell what’s wrong with the smirk, but who cares. My life and journey with this man makes sense now. Whatever he keeps telling me, Fabiola’s story makes more sense. He made me like him and put me under a spell strong enough I can’t kill him. Perfect plan.

      “Go kill the Jabberwocky and save the children, Alice,” the Pillar says. “Let me handle Fabiola and Chesh. We have our own past to resolve.”

      I grab my sword from Fabiola, tears still welling in my eyes.

      “I’ll take your scooter,” I tell the Cheshire, not sure how I feel.

      “I kinda need to go home,” he protests.

      “Shut up,” I wave my sword in the air and pick up the scooter.

      But I stop. I turn around. I have to ask the Pillar one last thing, “If you’re such a scumbag, how come you want the Jabberwocky dead? Are you using me to kill him so you rule Black Chess?”

      “The children,” he says.

      “What about them?”

      “I’m who I am because of the bullies in my childhood,” he says. “What if I can do one last good thing and help the children have a better life?”

      “Blah, blah, blah,” Fabiola says. “Don’t believe him. Just go, Alice.”

      “And what about you?” I ask Fabiola. “Why not warn me from the beginning? Why did you want to kill me at some point from the beginning?”

      “Because we’re all like Lewis Carroll,” she says firmly. “We all have a Carolus inside us. You had Bad Alice, Dark Alice, whatever. And you’re goddamn strong. I feared you would let the Dark Alice win. It’s been a journey full of hard decisions to make Alice. All we care about is the children.”

      I step over the scooter, feeling lonely and without a friend. With the Pillar exposed and Fabiola conflicted, Lewis confused, I wonder if Constance can be my only friend.

      “Is Constance alive?” I ask Fabiola, not bothering to ask how they’re still alive when I saw them die.

      “She is, but you have to find the Jabberwocky.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” I tell her. “I will do what I see as right for me. Enough with Alice going to save the world. I want Alice to save herself. I will find Constance.”

      None of them say anything. I guess my voice is authoritative enough they don’t want to confront me.

      Before I go to look for Constance, I use my sword and swing at the Pillar’s hands, forcing him to drop the cucumber and mushroom.

      “Maybe I can’t kill you, but they can,” I point at Fabiola and Cheshire.

      I leave on the scooter. And since the Pillar’s limousine disappeared, the Pillar starts running as Fabiola and Cheshire give chase.
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        Earlier That Day: Yellow School Bus, London 

      

      

      

      Jack lay sprawled on his back with his legs either broken or severely bent under the weight of his body. The rest of his body had probably numbed to the pain, or he wouldn’t have been awake, still.

      His eyes were open. That, he was sure of. He was staring at a window from a skewed angle.

      A cracked window. Sharp edges of its shattered glass were still intact. The rest were jagged-edged, zigzags making way to the world outside.

      Not that there was much to see beyond the window. Nothing but smoke and ashes around a mushroom-infested world. Even in death, the scene seemed funny. The world had become a hallucinatory version of what the Wizard of Oz would look like when stoned.

      Jack tried to comprehend the voices around him. Outside, the world still swam in incomprehensible chaos. Screams and shouts plus the thuds and throttles shook the earth.

      But inside the bus, no one talked or ached or moaned or screamed. Was he the only survivor?

      With a painful twist of his neck, he looked sideways. It was hard to see anyone since the bus had toppled sideways and seats blocked his vision on both sides. He still could see ahead, only if he’d managed to crane his neck a little and look beyond his own body.

      Slowly he did. It did not hurt as much as he thought it would. With death on his mind, these trivial human pains seemed weightless and subsidiary. 

      He skipped looking at his own body in case he had his stomach slit open or something. He managed to see his shoes. Well, one shoe. One leg. God only knew where the other one was.

      Beyond his foot lay Lewis Carroll.

      Unless Lewis’ nonsensical joking had exceeded Jack’s expectations so much that he had cracked his own skull open, the famous author was pretty much dead, indeed.

      For shits and giggles - we all need those in dark times - Jack wondered why Lewis’ head didn’t spill out books or words or even tiny miniature figures of his characters.

      Sadly the man’s imagination was only made of blood and membranes like the rest of us.

      A shard of glass from the window squeaked above Jack.

      Well, the case was closed. He would soon die like the rest.

      This time Alice wasn’t going to save him. Because she hadn’t the strength to believe in him and keep him alive this time. Her powers had been directed to the March who can save the world. Jack was merely a lover. She had no time for love.

      As the shard gave up its hold on the window frame he closed his eyes, waiting for it to draw the final stab. There was no going back. He was going to die.

      What troubled him before dying was that the world behind his eyes wasn’t made of black. It was shiny and in full color. Like a movie.

      A movie of Alice.

      An older Alice running errands in her own garden. He watched her finish with seeding the flowers and go back inside her house. Someone was calling for her. Kids.

      Alice’s kids.

      The boy was Tiger. The Girl, Lily.

      Was jack hallucinating? Was his mind playing wishful thinking on him?

      But then another person called for Alice. Handsome man. Really handsome. A little old though. 

      Alice called him Hatter but wait...

      Why call him Hatter?

      Jack was confused. If he hadn’t been hallucinating before death, then he was seeing the future. He was remembering tomorrow.

      He would have smiled broadly and wished Alice all the luck with her future husband.

      Only if this Hatter didn’t look exactly how Jack would look like a few years from now.
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        Present: The Wonderland Wars, London

      

      

      

      Running on a scooter in the middle of the world collapsing feels like I am in a video game. The hero character with a sword out to find a lost young girl and then kill the big bad jabberwocky.

      I am amazed at how real life is actually like a video game. Same hassles. Same reasoning. Same shit. The only drawback is when the game is over, it’s really over.

      But then it strikes me that this hasn’t been the case in my journey. How many people died and came back? How many nonsensical and absurd storylines? How many open-ended questions? I would love to tell myself it’s all about a journey but I beg to differ.

      I like the journey, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that since the Red implied this is going to happen again or happened before I am working with the idea that my life is not just insane, but a video game.

      Come to think of it, a video game isn’t that different from being a character in a book, from being a human brought into this world without being told why or what to do about it.

      A thud of mushrooms wakes me up from my thoughts. I twist the scooter sideways and avoid them and then keep driving. Where you might ask?

      I’m looking for a yellow bus.

      Is it selfish to want to find Constance? To want to find a friend? A companion for life? Now that Jack is either dead or dead, the Pillar is evil, Fabiola is too conflicted to help, I need a friend. Constance would be the perfect deal.

      She is feisty and hilarious at times. She loves me dearly, and she is younger. Maybe I can teach her things and spare her an adolescence full of angst and pain.

      Or maybe I am just selfish, unable to face my final battle alone.

      Maybe I’m still not up to the world’s expectation to kill the Jabberwocky.

      I wonder what he looks like?

      Is he just a human? A dragon? What does evil really look like? What kind of villain needs to be killed with a special sword?

      The sight of the yellow bus interrupts my thoughts.

      It’s ironic how it rather glows in the gloomy London streets. Is that why children’s buses were painted yellow?

      I stop the scooter and take a deep breath. Here I found it again, collapsed sideways and battered with shards of glass and a couple of parts on fire here and there.

      The world is an intolerable sum of noises, but the bus is dead silent. Everybody must be dead inside.

      Did only Fabiola survive it?

      Walking toward it, I count my steps with anticipation. Once near it, I have to climb through a window to enter.

      When I look inside... oh well... I didn’t expect that.
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        Present: On the Road, London

      

      

      

      Fabiola and the Cheshire were on the Pillar’s trail. The sneaky man with a hookah disappeared beyond the grey fog and they were left lost again. 

      “What now?” the Cheshire asked.

      Fabiola panted, “I will find him. Just let me think.”

      “You look like you’re dead already,” he snickered behind the mask.

      “I should be if it weren’t for the ...” Fabiola caught her tongue in the last second. She wasn’t going to share crucial information with the Cheshire. “Let’s just make it clear that you and I will never be friends.”

      “Ain’t looking for friendship, White Queen,” he said. “All I wanna do is purr chaos:”

      “You do not sound British when you talk like that.” 

      “Well it's a mad world isn’t it,” he said. “Also I am sorry for not warning you before the Duchess made you hurt yourself,” he teased her. “Poor White Queen.”

      Fabiola hadn’t the slightest interest in playing games with the Cheshire. Sometimes the best thing with cats is to ignore them.

      “Look,” the Cheshire said, pointing at something on the asphalt.

      “What did you find? A bowl of expired milk?”

      “Not funny.”

      “Well, the cucumber was dead funny.”

      Now, the Cheshire ignored her and knelt down to pick up something from the floor. Fabiola saw him stand up and wave the item at her. A hose. From the Pilar’s hookah.

      “He left it behind,” the Cheshire said. “Hallelujah.”

      Fabiola skeptically eyed the hookah then looked at the footsteps marked on the asphalt by the ashen powder from the fire.

      “He must have entered this building,” she said.

      “Then we go, White Queen, and kill the old butterfly.”

      “He is not a  butterfly yet,” Fabiola explained, though the Cheshire was just being sarcastic. “We have to kill him before he transforms.”

      “What the smokey smokes are you talking about, woman?”

      “No one knows the Pillar like I do. If we don’t kill him before he transforms, he will turn into a gigantic beast.”

      “What?” the Cheshire scratched his head. “Are you telling me he calculated everything? Even his death?”

      “I think so, or why do you think his skin is peeling off? From Pillar to Butterfly.”

      “But that’s not what your sister told me.”

      “When did you last speak to her?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he wasn’t going to tell her he dug her sister up from the grave. The White Queen was too sentimental. She still wouldn’t have liked it.

      “Ah, I guess she is the one who told you that you can kill the Pillar with his own hose?”

      “Yeah,” he itches his mask out of nervousness. “Anyway, she said that anyone who kills him will be cursed.“

      “Oh please,” Fabiola snatches the hose from the Cheshire’s paws. “All those rumors. I know how he thinks. Let’s not waste time. Go inside and kill him.”

      “You know that’s an amusement park behind those doors?” he pointed at where the footsteps led them.

      “Makes sense. Where else would he hide?”

      “I always wanted to eat ice cream on a roller coaster.”

      “Shut up and follow me.”

      “I usually shut up and purr, but whatever you say, White Queen.”

      “And one last thing,” she turned to face him, “after we kill the Pillar, I am going to kill you. I don’t like you.”

      “I don’t blame you, woman. Sometimes I don’t like me.”
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        Present: Yellow School Bus, London

      

      

      

      The bus is empty.

      It takes me some time to register what I’m looking at. There is blood and chaos everywhere. But there are no passengers. None. Nada.

      How is that possible?

      Did someone steal the bodies? For what? And if they all survived? How? Where did they go?

      I jump in and look for clues, wondering if anyone left something recognizable behind. All I see is blood on the seats, floors, and windows. Also fragments of mirror shards.

      If they lost so much blood how are they alive?

      I feel stupid, standing in the middle of the bus with my sword. Either I’m too dumb to understand or I have to accept that the nonsense will never stop.

      As I’m attempting to climb out, I hear someone calling my name.

      “Alice,” the voice says from behind a seat in the back.

      I shiver in place. Not only does this sound like a scary scene from a horror movie when a ghost from the past calls your name in that hissing tone, but there is something about the voice that is truly unsettling.

      Frozen in place I can’t even move. I don’t bother turning around. This isn’t happening. This. Isn’t. Happening.

      “Alice,” the girl’s voice behind me whispers.

      My knuckles whiten, gripping my sword.

      “Turn around and look at me.”

      I don’t turn around. Where have I heard this voice before?

      “It’s time, Alice,” the girl says. “Did you really think we were never going to meet?”

      “Not like this,” I tell her, listening to her move. She is probably standing up behind me. Does she have a weapon? Even if she has, does it matter?

      How is this possible?

      I know this is a mad world. I know I have good and evil in me, but how can this be happening?

      “All you have to do is look at me,” the girl’s voice is so real it kills me.

      I don’t answer back.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “No mirror’s needed this time.”

      What she says explain it. Still, I have to ask. “What do you mean?”

      “The rabbit in the mirror,” she says. “The one that makes you fear mirrors. The one that makes you drive yellow school busses over bridges and kill people you love.”

      “What about it?” my mouth is dry. The question I asked isn’t quite a question. Who am I fooling?  I know what she means. My God, this voice of hers. How I have known it for years. How it’s been in my head. In my heart. In my soul.

      “I’m the rabbit, Alice,” she says in a voice that implies subtle mockery. As if she has already won this round between good and evil.

      “I know,” I nod my head. “I just hadn’t put two and two together. I should have known.”

      “You’ve always known,” she is approaching me from the back. Soon I will have to turn and face my darkest fear.

      “I have,” I admit. “Only I never thought we’d meet.”

      “We’ve met every day,” she is right behind me, whispering in the back of my neck. Her scent is so familiar. More than familiar.

      “We did,” I shiver to her unwelcome breeze. “I never thought we’d meet like this.”

      “It had to happen,” she says. “What do you think the mushrooms represent in this world?”

      I’m not sure what she means. Goosebumps are all over my arms and I weaken my grip on my sword.

      “Mushrooms bend reality by penetrating the earth from its core and splitting it open,” she breathes in my neck, even closer now. “And what happens when we’re split open, Alice?”

      “We’re exposed,” I agree.

      “Our darker side shows,” she says. “Cause none of us is who we think we are. None of us is one person. We’re always two, Alice. Always.”

      This is when I turn around, slowly.

      If I’ve cried an hour earlier at the Pillar’s doing, I am not going to cry now, but I was almost going to vomit, looking at the girl up close and personal.

      Nothing special about her looks. I knew how she would look.  I’ve known her since long ago.

      It’s her eyes that scared me.

      It’s my eyes that scared me.

      It’s her that scared me.

      It’s also me.

      The girl in front of me was simply me. The Dark Alice in me had split into a physical presence. The same that happened to Lewis with Carolus when we both returned from the Looking Glass.

      “Alice!” Another sweeter voice calls from behind me.

      I turn back without hesitation and head back to Constance. I squeeze her so hard in my arms, I’m about to chalk. She wants to speak. To tell me what happened, but I give her no chance. It doesn’t matter. What matters is her being Alive.

      “Alice, you’re chocking me,” she laughs.

      “Sorry. I thought I’d never see you again. I was trapped her with this…” I turn around to look at Malice, but she is gone.

      “Talking? To whom?”

      I shrug and look back into Constance eyes, “No one. I must have imagined stuff,” I shake her shoulders. A crackles escapes me. “Tell me all about you, little Warrior. Tell what happened here.”
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        Present: Amusement Park, London

      

      

      

      The Pillar managed to make the Ferris wheel work.

      Riding it all alone was all the fun he needed. Soon Fabiola and the Cheshire will come. This time Fabiola might kill him.

      And it was okay.

      Just one last ride on the Ferris Wheel. Circling the sky up high and looking down upon the world he will soon have to leave.

      One last examination of his skin confirmed his fears. How much longer did he have? Hours? A day or two? Was the world going to last a day or two?

      It didn’t matter.

      He let the air slap him in the face. It felt so good on the skin that he hated. On a soul that he loved.

      A smile curved itself on his face. His job was done. It’s been a long ride, and the Ferris Wheel was the perfect ending.

      The first time he had been bullied as a kid was in a similar amusement park-- back in Wonderland? He wasn’t sure, really. For a man who’s lived so many times and having seen similar things over and over again, he couldn’t be sure. What mattered was that every life he lived started with him being bullied as an orphan child. Somehow this part never changed--the same like Alice’s yellow bus never changed.

      He remembered the kids that hung him from a car in a ferris wheel and let him spin.

      As a kid, he hadn’t seen the darker side of the world. His foster parents always called it madness and insanity. Words he didn’t understand. Until he grew older and needed to defend himself. That’s when he realized the greatest trick of life. Pretend you’re mad and you get away with anything.

      Not that he continued this way from the beginning. Worse things made him who he had become. In the beginning, back in Wonderland, he wanted to entertain children. And he did it for a long time. They loved him.

      Until darkness dawned upon him.

      From this high, he could see Fabiola and Chesh pointing up at the Ferris Wheel spinning at the end of the world. 

      He wasn’t sure if they saw him, but the spinning of the wheel will soon come to an end, like everything in life. And he will have to face them.

      Fabiola in particular. She will want to kill him. And she can. Not because she is stronger than him. But because he will let her.

      Not that he wanted to.

      He wished he could tell her the secret. He wished he could make her see him for whom he really was, but he couldn’t. His reasons were strong enough he didn’t mind taking them to the grave.

      Oh, the grave…

      He laughed so much at the mention of the grave. He still remembered when he dug one and buried someone six feet under. How that night changed everyone’s life—for the better or worse was a matter of perspective.

      “I’m not leaving, Pillar!” Fabiola shouted from down there. She was loud enough for someone in so much pain. He guessed killing him was a desire that demolished her physical pains. He was familiar with that certain emotion.

      “One last spin, White Queen,” he shouted from high above. “One last wish before dying.”

      “I’m not waiting for the wheel to stop. I will stop it manually from down here,” she shouted. “You’ve never cut him any slack!”

      “How do you know that?” the Pillar said. “How do you know that I didn’t give him one last wish.”

      Fabiola stopped before the lever, listening to the Pillar talk. “I doubt that. You wanted him dead. I know you. You always take what you want. And you couldn’t have me. He loved me.”

      The Cheshire stood, hands folded next to the romantic Fabiola. He was bored out of his mind. He had never been a fan of love stories. But he knew they were talking about the Hatter. Fabiola loved him and he tried to help her escape the Pillar back in Wonderland. Before the night he disappeared and was later known to have been killed by the Pillar.

      “I did give him one last wish, Fabiola,” the Pillar said, spinning in the sky.

      “Prove it!” Fabiola said out of frustration. It wasn’t going to change anything. She only longed for some resolution. Something to ease her pain. The Hatter’s death was a chip on her shoulder. He was nothing but a funny man loving children and attending tea parties. His love for Fabiola was a mistake — though she loved him back — and only paved the way to his death.

      “I asked him if he had one last wish before I buried him alive,” the Pillar said in his deadpan voice. “And you know what he wished?”

      Fabiola didn’t answer, her hand gripping the lever.

      “He asked me to tell you that he loved you and will always love you,” the Pillar said. “That was his last wish.”

      Tears flowed from Fabiola’s eyes, “To hell with you, Pillar.” 

      And she pulled down the lever with her left hand. The hose in her right.
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        Past: Mushroom Garden, Wonderland

      

      

      

      If anyone in Wonderland hadn’t been touched by darkness then it was the Mad Hatter.

      He seemed not to care about politics, turmoil, and conflict. In a pink-shrouded world of optimism, he lived. Late twenties and single, he hadn’t even cared about love or companionship. All he wanted was to drink his tea in peace.

      Five  o’clock tea every day.

      Cinnamon flavored, peppermint flavored, and sometimes nonsense flavored - courtesy of his mentor Lewis Carroll.

      The Hatter loved Lewis. He loved how quirky and lonely he was. So was the Hatter. But those traits of introversion hadn’t been frowned upon in society yet. An introvert was someone who left people alone and actually possessed a quality few people had: enjoying time with theirselves.

      Introverts like Lewis and the Hatter didn’t need external validation, neither clothes or money or belongings to fit in. They didn’t even think about fitting in though they knew people made fun of them.

      But Lewis was always busy busy busy. At first, he was a priest and had no time for tea, even if it were holy water flavored. Then he spent so much time enchanted by Alice whom the Hatter loved as well- actually they share a peculiar friendship. Alive loved his nonsense. He loved her trying to make sense of nonsense.

      Then Lewis changed. They said he entered that Looking Glass and saw things. Heck, they say Lewis was not Lewis anymore

      He was now Carolus. 

      A pen name? The Hatter wondered sipping tea.

      These circumstances left only the March Hare to accompany him in his tea parties.

      The March, once a child, now a child in an adult’s body was a fitting companion - it was said that he had seen atrocities that made him grow earlier into this adult body, but it was also said that he was like Peter Pan, not wanting to grow up.

      Either way, the March Hare was fun.

      They sat everyday drinking tea at the long white table in the middle of Wonderland, enjoying it so much you would think they were high on mushrooms and other wordy substances.

      Little did Wonderlanders know that lads like them needn’t do drugs to feel good. Feeling good was a simple choice. Yes, they had to work for it every day but it was possible.

      A click of teacups. 

      A few jokes about nothing in particular.

      If that was a not enough then smashing cups and plates did it.

      Sometimes they invited passers-by for a drink. Those were the days with the most fun. Meeting someone new. Exchanging thoughts and ideas then letting them go.

      These were the Hatter's parties that attracted the children. 

      There was no fun back home with mum and dad being boring and borderline psychotic, worn down by the darkness of everyday life.

      The Hatter seemed free and loosened up with no worries. 

      Here children came.

      They drank tea.

      They laughed at nonsense - their favorite part.

      And they snatched teacups.

      Also, the children’s parents didn’t mind: why not. They wanted to rest and could not attend to the burden of the child they once brought into the world. Talk about irresponsible parents huh?

      But the Hatter had never been judgmental. 

      He loved the company. 

      The March Hare loved that children accepted him as an old child.

      All was good and all was fun, until, like every story, a beautiful woman crossed the Hatter’s path.

      The White Queen.

      True, the Hatter could never reason why he choked on his tea or why his heart raced. But he knew it was her. She was the one he would give up everything for. No long love stories. No love-hate relationships. No reasoning why love happened.

      Come on, this was Wonderland and the Hatter loved nonsense.

      What is love but a beautiful act of nonsense?

      But that was then...

      All pearly and flowery beginnings and all.

      Now Fabiola, after her encounter with the Pillar was damaged, and he had to do something about it.

      Not only for her. But everyone in Wonderland whom the Pillar hurt.

      In the most nonsensical and naive way, the Hatter decided to go talk to the Pillar and stop him. Maybe persuade him over tea.

      Because why the hell would someone be that evil? Didn’t the Pillar know that we are only characters in a book?

      And off to the Pillar he went. 

      He was never to be seen again.
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        Earlier: Yellow School Bus, London

      

      

      

      Jack remained still.

      Aching and loudly pronouncing his pain had become a luxury at this time. His body had numbed to nothingness and given in. Strangely enough, he couldn’t remember suffering so much in death last time.

      Why can’t I get done with this, he thought. If I’m going to die why can’t someone just pull the plug? Why should I suffer, withering away?

      He had no doubt about the others’ deaths now. None of them talked or screamed or called for him. He was the last man standing.

      Probably the last mad man standing.

      But then he realized that the world around him wasn’t that silent. Not really.

      Besides the jittering panic of the world outside the bus, he could hear faint voices. In his head or real? He wasn’t sure.

      What he suspected was that the voice enticed him to stay alive.

      Even in death, there was something to care about. And for some odd reason, he cared about the voices.

      Faint and distant, as if they were a memory of the past begging to surface.

      He closed his eyes and concentrated. He could hear them clearer now.

      Children in the far distance.

      Singing?

      Not really. They were chanting something, and they did it all together, so much that it brought more cacophony to his ears than a desired melody.

      Their voices came from different directions, he could tell. Some groups sang in unison while others lagged a fraction of a second behind, then the third and fourth parts lagged even more. A succession of hallucinations overwhelmed his dying senses.

      In a weird way, they kept him alert and alive.

      Squeezing his eyes shut as if holding onto these precious voices and stopping it from fading away, he could make out different accents. Not just lags, but Dutch accents, Asian accents, Arabic, and Hispanic among others.

      The more he listened, the more he could breathe.

      In fact, the voices grew loud enough that they seemed to have hammered through his skull and filled the bloody void inside the yellow bus.

      He felt elevated.

      The closest description was a church’s choir, but only more Disney-like. The children seemed happy and recited with passion. As if conjuring a spirit, yet not a malevolent one, but a benevolent wraith of love—and childhood hopes.

      Jack found himself remembering his childhood, running through the colorful grass in Wonderland. Mushrooms all over the place. Purple and pink and blue and lime-green mushrooms that looked upon him with love, not dangerous ones like in the world outside now. A canopy of trees and plants bent all over him, protecting him and watching him play with friends.

      He was holding hands with this... friend.

      She had warm hands. Full of heart. Full of madness. Beautiful and larger than life.

      While dying now in the bus, Jack realized he didn’t want to give in. Kill a man once and he’d call it a sad ending to a movie. Kill him twice, now you’ve got an unnecessary sequel.

      Instead of dying twice, maybe the second death was his chance to live again.

      The children’s chanting grew stronger. He could feel it as if they were on the bus with him. Finally, he could hear them. Not chanting but reading a book. Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll.

      If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.

      Jack laughed, not with his lips, but with his mind’s eye.

      We’re all mad here!

      The children recited those two sentences every once in a while. It seemed that the more they read, the more the voices united. The more it became coherently accessible. All races, all languages, no matter the distance, conjuring some kind of magic with a purpose he couldn’t fathom.

      The memory from his past returned. The girl with warm hands. Alice Pleasant Wonder.

      “You’re a pleasant wonder, no kidding,” Jack had smiled at her, running under the canopy of mushrooms.

      “Nah,” she said. “I’m more than that.”

      A plant bent over and hissed in Jack’s ears, “You take care of this one, Jack.”

      “Aye,” he nodded at the plant. A tiger lily as large as an elephant. Talking plants had been the norm in Jack’s childhood. “I will.”

      But then Jack had stopped.

      Alice next to him looked perplexed, following his gaze.

      Jack was staring at a dark man in the middle of Wonderland. Darkness stood out like an intense pain back then. With purple and blue skies and green lands, black was the sheep that never belonged. 

      Jack’s memory began to blur. It faded slowly, from outside in, like a huge circle shrinking. The last disappearing part was the dark man in the middle.

      Who was he?

      In the yellow bus again, Jack spat blood from his mouth. Blood that he would have choked on and died if the children hadn’t been singing.

      He suddenly got it.

      He understood why the children read the book.

      They were keeping him alive.

      Not actually him.

      They were keeping Lewis alive.

      “Jack,” Lewis said to him. “I’m here. You’re going to make it. Hang on.”

      Was this happening or was it part of his memory from the past. He realized it was really happening.

      “How did you survive?” Jack asked between splatters of blood.

      “The children, Jack,” Lewis rested a warm hand onto his chest. “Can you hear them?”

      Jack nodded.

      “They’re keeping me alive by reading my book all over the world.”

      “What? How? Why?”

      “It’s always been my last resort, in case all else fails in the Wonderland War,” Lewis explained. “If the children of the world unite and read the book, I stay alive, and the Jabberwocky loses--hopefully.”

      Not that Jack fully comprehended, but he felt a sting in his heart when they mentioned the Jabberwocky losing. Or was he just coming back to life?

      “You see, Jack,” Lewis explains. “When the Jabberwocky and I returned from the Looking Glass, and I realized his intentions were to possess the children of the world so he can control the universe, I decided to write a book.”

      “Alice in Wonderland?”

      “And Through the Looking Glass,” Lewis nodded. “I wanted to write a book that lasts forever in the minds of the children,” Lewis kneeled close to Jack’s face. “You know why Alice in Wonderland is the second most sold book in history after the Bible?”

      Jack knew jackshit about that at the moment.

      “Because I have planned it,” Lewis says. “If I created a wonderful book that promotes wonderful madness and hope in children and they kept reading it for almost two centuries, the Jabberwocky had no chance.”

      Jack was impressed, but why did the word Jabberwocky bring that sting in his heart over and over again. Why did it scare him so much?

      “Now that Black Chess was about to win,“ Fabiola said. He hadn’t realized she survived the bus as well. “We had to resort to the one last trick.”

      “To make the children read,” Jack said, feeling better as if he weren’t dying. “If the book reading keeps Lewis alive why are we alive too, Fabiola?”

      “We’re his friends,” she said. “Besides if the children read further they can keep the world alive, but we’re not sure yet.”

      Jack propped himself on his elbows and looked around. The bus was a bloody mess but Lewis and Fabiola’s wounds have subsided. So were his.

      The children’s voices filled the air like a magical hymn or a bedtime story that wasn’t meant to put you to sleep but resurrect you from boredom and numbness and darkness.

      He wanted to ask where Constance was, but a nagging question distracted him. “But who made the children read, Lewis?”
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        Present: Mad Hatter School, Mushroomland, Colombia

      

      

      

      The teacher was breathless.

      Even though she had been suppressing a smile at the children’s accents a while ago, she came to realize the gravity of the situation.

      At first, the children laughed at the book. Alice in Wonderland had been a laughed-upon book back at their parent’s home. White girl, white author, animals that talk. Come on! This wasn’t a fairy tale or a kid’s book. It was a joke that bordered on insult.

      Prior to the teacher’s call to read the book, extremist troops had kidnapped some children and probably killed some folks. Hell, attending school hadn’t been one of their priorities. They had only come for the free lunch, courtesy of a mysterious man who called himself — drum and eye roll please — the Mad Hatter.

      Mad or not. Read or not. The children of Colombia knew Shakespeare had always been wrong. To be or not to be was never the question. To starve or not to starve was the ultimate question. Sorry Shakes.

      “Looouiee Carooole,” the brown kid wiggles his eyebrows and laughed.

      The kids laughed as well.

      The teacher had to threaten to deprive them of their free lunch if they didn’t behave, so they obeyed and started reading

      That was two hours ago.

      Now they’ve been reading for so long and never even asked about the meal. The book had been like a magic spell that consumed them and possessed them. The children read aloud, each pair from a book, and did their best to stay in unison.

      The teacher herself, a woman in her late thirties, gave into the magic and began sweating.

      She had nothing against the end of the world needing a little magic, a little hope by reading a children’s book to supposedly keep the good guys alive. At times she wished it was real. She wished the world wasn’t a dark spot in the middle of the sun. She wished the mushrooms weren’t a sign from God that they went too far. She wished millions of kids weren’t kidnapped and thrown into the drug industry of Mushroomland owned by this dark man,

      Not the Pillar. The Pillar was the dark man’s assistant. They usually made the world think they weren’t allies, that they loathed each other, but the truth was they were rocking the same boat of evil.

      Mushroomland was owned by none other than this Mr. Jay, who some called the Jabberwock or Jabberwocky.

      She really wished magic existed. She felt for the children reading the book and after their initial skepticism believing in a little girl who went down the rabbit hole.

      In the teacher’s mind, Alice went down the rabbit hole, not to discover magic, but to escape the tragedy of real life.

      She so wished magic was real, but being old enough not to believe in unicorns, she knew it was a lie. A beautiful lie the elders like to tell children to put them to sleep.

      With all her denial and pessimism, something happened that made her reconsider.

      She watched, as the children read the book, that their bodies started to elevate above the floor. Floating they started to gather in a circle.

      With tears falling from her tired eyes, she couldn’t breathe. Not only because of the elevation, but because of the shape of the circle the kids created with their bodies.

      She had to stand up on the desk to watch from a higher angle.

      Not quite a circle.

      Close enough.

      The semi-circle the elevated bodies of the reading children created was the shape of a heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Earlier that Day: Yellow Bus, London

      

      

      

      Jack still lay on his back.

      Lewis and Fabiola stared at each other. As much as they looked perplexed they also looked suspicious of something. Were they suspicious of him? Did Jack do something wrong?

      “We don’t know,” Fabiola said. “We thought it would be Alice who made the children read, but she never had access to his precious knowledge.”

      “Who else knew then?” Jack asked Lewis.

      “Only me, Fabiola, and the March Hare.”

      “So it was the March then?”

      “The March hadn’t remembered the past until a few hours ago,” Fabiola said. “Whoever made the call to the schools all over the world made it earlier today or yesterday. It’s not an easy process.”

      “The call?”

      “We have a secret number that has been passed through Inkling followers through the years, school teachers who’ve been told this might happen,” Lewis explained. “They played along for years but started making the children sing when they saw the mushrooms and believed us.”

      Jack nodded, taking another beautiful breath of life. “I guess Alice in Wonderland finally surpasses the Bible at this point,” he said, preparing to stand up. “Funny how the Bible isn’t the book to read at the end of the world.”

      Lewis and Fabiola didn’t laugh, though he was damn sure it was a fitting — and lame — joke. He thought it was his delivery. As much as he felt alive again, there was something about his resurrection that felt unusual. He couldn’t put his finger on the problem though.

      “Thank the children for me, Lewis,” Jack said. “I have to say that we still don’t know who made the call—“

      “I think it’s the Hatter,” Lewis interrupted.

      Jack was going to comment that, to his knowledge, the Hatter had been dead for years. But he didn’t need to clarify as Fabiola interrupted with a hoarse voice and painful twitch in her tongue, “The Hatter is dead, Lewis.”

      Lewis shied away from her eyes, “I know,” he reasoned. “It’s just that he was the only other one apart from me, you and the March who knew about the children reading.”

      “Maybe the Pillar?” Jack tilted his head saying the words, worried of scrutiny and shaming from Lewis and Fabiola.

      Fabiola scoffed, wordlessly.

      Lewis seemed to think about.

      “Look I know everyone hates this man,” Jack said. “But I have to say he has been on our side all along.”

      “Give me a break, Jack,” Fabiola said. “You just love him because you’re his—“

      “Fabiola!” Lewis raised his voice. “Not now!”

      “I’m what?” Jack asked.

      “Never mind,” Fabiola said. “Look, the Pillar’s had one end game, none other than making Alice love him so when the world ends, in wherever scenario, he would win.”

      “I want to know why you think I love the Pillar—“ Jack wanted to know.

      Fabiola interrupted and neglected his wishes, “Think of it. If Alice wins, she had formed so much of a bond with him, she will never bring herself to kill him. If Jabberwocky wins, he will still be his right hand because no one has more darkness in his heart than the Pillar.”

      “We don’t have time to talk about this,” Lewis said. “We need to get going. We should—“

      “We shouldn’t do anything,” Jack was furious. “What was Fabiola about to say? I’m the Pillar’s what?”

      “Jack,” Lewis gripped him hard by the shoulder. “Fabiola is in a bad state of mind. She is bitter. The Pillar hurt her so much and she missed every chance to kill him because she wasn’t sure who he was.”

      “What does that even mean?” Jack pulled himself away.

      “It means I’m fed up,” Fabiola said. “I’m going to kill the Pillar this time,” she rushed out of the bus and left them.

      Lewis stood speechless. He looked as if deciding whom he should comfort more now. Jack and Lewis’s eyes met. Jack expected Lewis to explain what Fabiola was about to say.

      But Lewis left Jack and ran after Fabiola, leaving Jack alive and more confused than when he was dead.
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        Present:  Amusement Park, London

      

      

      

      Cheshire watched Fabiola choke the Pillar with his own hookah hose.

      With folded arms and a Joker mask, he wondered why he hadn’t ever thought of possessing a marriage counselor. That would have been fun—and eventually boring.

      Love and hate were two sides of the same coin. Still, the Cheshire was happy to stay penniless while staying away from love and emotion.

      Fabiola really wanted to kill the Pillar, which made the Cheshire feel useless. He’d come to kill him, but Fabiola was badass. He had to lay back and lean against a figure from the carousel. But then he had to jump off when he discovered the figure was that of a dog.

      The Pillar resisted Fabiola’s chokes but also seemed to let her have her way. Did he want her to kill him? What was it with him today? He seemed like he was someone else. Like all his mojo and mischievousness has flown out of the window.

      The Cheshire seriously wondered if the Pillar had already planned the end and only watched them all unknowingly follow his bait like puppets on a string.

      Which was probably the case, but why would he accept death if his plan was going well. Wasn’t he part of the winning crowd in the final chapter?

      Didn’t sound like him. The Pillar always won, whether the Cheshire liked it or not. That’s why killing was the only possible satisfaction.

      Fabiola had Pilla da Killa sprawled on his stomach and was choking him with the hose, so hard not only her knuckles whitened but her whole body and face went pale.

      On the contrary, the Pillar’s face reddened like a ripe apple—or a devil in wrath.

      This didn’t look right.

      Something was off.

      The Cheshire wished he knew what.

      All he could think of was that the Pillar would not give in that easily.

      Unless his death was actually a win.

      Could the reading children resurrect him again? The Cheshire had watched it on the news on his way here to kill the Pillar. News analyst proposed the answer to children reading Lewis Carroll’s books all over the world to being an antidote to death for the end of the word. Thus it would resurrect the good ones, or help them survive.

      The Pillar most definitely wasn’t one of them.

      “If he were a good guy, then I’d be Mother Teresa, or better, Jesus Christ,” he mumbled to himself.

      “Stop mumbling and come help me!” Fabiola yelled at him, struggling with the Pillar.

      “Nah,” the Cheshire waved a hand, occupied with his thoughts. “Stopped having threesomes after college.”

      For the love of nonsense, the Cheshire was surprised at the Pillar wheezing at his jokes. He watched the dying man wink at him with a red face and barely mouth the words ‘good one, Cheshire.’

      What kind of man was this Pillar?

      The Cheshire had known him for centuries and still couldn’t understand him. Or…

      Or was it he never actually meant to understand him. It occurred to him that the Pillar may not have had a final plan for the end of the world, but that everything he had done since Wonderland was part of a bigger plan.

      The Cheshire purred in denial. That couldn’t be. He hated books and movies when the villain or protagonist ended up revealing it was all part of a plan.

      “Part of a plan, my furry ass,” he mumbled again. “The world is a random place and all we can do is survive it as long we can—or get us some nine lives and enough milk for the ride.”

      Maybe the Pillar had no plan. Just a loon who turned madness into an art of delusion.

      As he watched the Pillar die — finally — he remembered the Queen of Hearts words about the Pillar’s curse. The deal he made with the Looking Glass.

      Whoever kills him will have to wear his body and face for life.

      The Cheshire had forgotten the old hag told him this. It sounded like some Edgar Allan Poe crap in the beginning, but what if it were true?

      “Well, it means Fabiola will turn into the Pillar’s face,” he rubbed his mask’s plastic chin—did Michael Mayers itch walking with that mask on Halloween?

      Ah, dang, he was getting distracted with nonsense.

      Back to the Fabiola wearing the Pillar’s face. What would it mean? How will she behave then?

      “Well, that will be a kick in her nuts,” he chuckled.

      The Cheshire realized how genius the Pillar’s curse was. The man couldn’t become immortal, having not found the fountain of youth. So instead of pursuing it, he made his legacy live on. You kill him, you have to wear his damn face and body for life.

      And…

      Shit…

      The Cheshire’s heart sank into his puss-boots.

      A realization struck him, so strong it wasn’t quite comprehensible. Like studying math or chemistry. Gibberish stuff that is actually useful and meaningful but needs a code to decipher first.

      He stiffened, watching the Pillar die. He needed to act fast because maybe killing the Pillar was in his favor, not against him.

      “Genius!” the Cheshire let out a wheeze.

      “Yeah, genius,” Fabiola said with gritted teeth. “That you promised to kill him with me and backed off and let me do all the work!”

      Think. Think. Think.

      The Cheshire had to think fast, but like all of us, his mouth spat the words out before he could form a comprehensible reason why he spoke, “Stop!”

      “What?” Fabiola looked like she was surely going to kill the Cheshire next.

      “Don’t kill him!” the Cheshire said.

      “Back off,” she roared. “Or I really will kill you next.”

      “If he dies he wins!” The Cheshire pleads.

      “No one dies and wins!”

      “Not unless they’re the Pillar.”

      “What are you talking about, Chesh? Come help me finish him.”

      “The curse!”

      “What curse?”

      “The Queen told me about the spell he used in Wonderland. I tried to tell you before—“

      “What Queen? My sister? Ah, that nonsense again. Come help me. I need to make sure he isn’t breathing. I need to make sure his heart stops.”

      “You need to listen to me, White Queen,” the Cheshire’s thinking hadn’t come up with an answer yet. He was trying to buy himself time.

      All he knew was that even if you can kill the Pillar with his own hose, he will never die because you will wear his body and face. And what will that do to you? You will succumb and become another version of him. How can you explain to people you’re not him. Whatever you do, no one will believe you, and in the end, you will have to become him, or another version of him.

      What if Fabiola killed the Pillar and just became another Pillar. And then someone else kills Fabiola thinking they are killing the Pillar, then also wearing his face and body and ending up being him.

      It was genius and never-ending. The Pillar was always going to win.

      The Cheshire ran ahead and jumped Fabiola, the three of them looking weird and funny and totally mad.

      “What the hell are you doing, Cheshire?” Fabiola ached as he pulled the hose back from her.

      “I lied,” the Cheshire mustered the courage to still sound confident while he was scared out of his mind. “I do like threesomes.”
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      “So the children reading books is what keeps Lewis alive?” I ask Constance after hearing her story about how they survived the bus.

      “Keep us alive,” Constance says. “And hopefully the whole world.”

      I take my time to comprehend things. When I was in the asylum I used to read some books to kill time. I remember I hated when people in the books died and came back. I always thought it was an author’s cop-out. But in this — if this is real life — I like it.

      “The question is,” I say but Constance shushes me.

      “The question is what are we going to do with this gift of resurrection.” She says.

      “Kill the Jabberwocky,” I had told her about what the March told me.

      Constance nods in agreement. “And only you can do it, bad girl,” she jokingly touches my cheeks. “You and your Vorpal sword.”

      We’re jogging the streets while we’re talking. We have become accustomed to the chaos and deaths all around us. Escaping mushrooms and falling buildings has grown as mundane as in a video game.

      I notice something though. It’s not only mushrooms that grow all around us, but also plants. Huge Tiger Lilies and more.

      Those flowers bring back memories I hadn’t remembered in a long time — I assume so, at least.

      Memories of me and Jack walking hand in hand in Wonderland.

      Among the mushrooms and talking plants.

      I never thought I knew him that long.

      “Where are we going?” Constance asks.

      “To find the Jabberwocky,” I say. “I had a scooter a while ago and now it’s gone missing. We have to run until we find a vehicle.”

      “How are you going to find the Jabberwocky?”

      “I have no idea. My best — and fastest — guess is the Reds.”

      “What about them?”

      “They tried to kill me earlier, and then tried to fool me into killing the Pillar. They did it to spare the Jabberwocky confronting me.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m not sure about anything. I’m trying to go with the flow,” I take her hand and detour farther from the growing plants. I have a bad feeling about their long sharpened green vines. I don’t remember them looking like that in Wonderland. “Come with me.”

      “So you think if we kidnap a Red, he can lead us to Jabberwocky?” She asks.

      “Wow. You read my mind.”

      “It’s actually the only thing that came to mind,” she looks suspiciously behind her.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I think someone’s following us.”

      “I think it’s the plants,” I tell her. “I have a bad feeling about them.”

      “Yeah. Where did they come from? I thought it was only mushrooms rising up from the ground.”

      “I thought so too. The March said nothing about plants with razor-sharp thorns.”

      “Maybe we should find the March.”

      “I thought about it, but look around, Constance. Where will we find him?”

      “Like you found me.”

      “You found me.”

      “But you went to the bus first.”

      “That’s what I meant by not finding the March. You, I knew where to look for you. The March fell off some mushroom.”

      “I see,” she says, running off with me.

      “So who were you really talking to on the bus?”

      “No one,” I squeeze her hand. “Forget it.”

      “I thought someone sounded like you on the bus. I heard the word Malice.”

      “Nothing, Constance. Trust me. I talk to myself sometimes when I’m stressed.” I’m not going to scare her and tell her my darkest side came out. I’m not going to tell that I suspect the mushroom incident allows us to separate our darker selves as physical beings. It will scare her.

      Besides, I have no proof I wasn’t hallucinating. Or else why did Malice escape when Constance arrived?

      “Tell me about you,” I change the subject.

      “What about me, Alice?”

      “Why separate from the others?”

      She takes some time to answer. I’m not sure if it is intentional or not. I’m looking ahead to avoid the plants.

      “I panicked,” she says. “Resurrections struck me as mad, and I left the bus running, thinking this was the afterlife.”

      “Poor girl. I’m glad you’re alive. At some point, we should find the others. I just don’t want to waste time. I wonder why they didn’t come looking for you, but I assume everyone deals with their own problems in different ways.”

      “You said you saw Fabiola.”

      “Yeah. She didn’t tell me how you survived, but her story makes sense. She wanted to kill the Pillar. I left her chasing him.”

      “I think we should find Jack.”

      I tense. “Stop asking me to find others. Do you think I don’t want to find Jack? We have no time for sentiments. Once you spot a Red, tell me and I will get him to tell me where to find the Jabberwocky.”

      Constance reverts to silence and I don’t want to look at her to know how she is feeling. I’m being hard on her, and myself, but I can’t be distracted from my purpose.

      A memory of Jack attacks me.

      We’re still holding hands in puppy lovey Wonderland. As we walk and dance, I find myself suddenly stop in my tracks, so does Jack. I’m not sure why, but I think I’m staring at some dark shadow next to me. The Jabberwocky.

      I can’t see him but I feel it. Suddenly Jack disappears and I’m alone facing the dark man himself.

      “Look!” Constance screams as she pulls me down. 

      I duck, snapping out of my memory, and looking at where she is pointing.

      We see the plants attacking people all over the streets. If the mushrooms brought down buildings, the plants are the assassins for the end of the world.

      Their long snappy vines swing all over like Godzilla’s tail and cut everything in half. People, their heads, their arms, and even cracked parts of the building and cars.

      “What the hell is this?” I am talking to myself.

      Constance is shivering next to me. I haven’t seen her as scared before. “I can fight Reds and dark souls and everything that comes my way, but how can we fight this Alice?”

      She has a point. This is not nonsense or madness. This is pure death in the shape of plants coming out of the ground.

      You can fight humans, animals, and even fight yourself, but how can you fight nature. It has no soul. Doesn’t spare. It’s unpredictable, and it has been here before all of us, so it has the mother-load of advantages. Sometimes I think we, humans, are strangers to this earth. At some point, we came and settled.

      But these plans? They’ve been here since day one. They’ve created this place.

      Constance and I drop flat on our backs and watch a huge plant sweep an inch above us. Wails and screams escalate everywhere. Blood drops from the vines edge down my face. Blotches of dark red from the sky.

      We roll onto our sides on our way to escape. I hold onto my sword. It occurs to me to cut through the plant, but who knows if it will work? What happens if you miss killing the devil? He will haunt you for the rest of your life.

      Once we find space with no overhead plants, we stand up and run as fast as we can.

      “There must be an explanation to all of this,” I shout.

      “What are you talking about, Alice. Run!”

      “First the mushrooms, but then plants invading the world and killing everyone,” I talk in chopped syllables. “Where do they come from?”

      “It’s the end of the world,” Constance reasons while ducking under an arch of a building. “It’s like raging seas or meteors.”

      “It doesn’t make sense, Constance. Someone knew the mushrooms would erupt. Someone almost knew the date. And they aren’t just a sign of the times. They are growing everywhere and now plants kill everyone. This is an invasion.”

      “Stop it, Alice. Just run,” she begs me. “You’re hallucinating. Plants are invading the world, trust me. It’s just the end of the world.”

      I don’t reply to her. I have an idea in my head. Something just hit me.

      The Looking Glass.

      The dark man in my past in Wonderland.

      The fight between light and dark.

      Between the Inklings and Black Chess.

      It just hit me.

      “Constance!” I stop running. “I know what’s happening.”

      Constance stops reluctantly, looking sideways for attacking plants. “What, Alice? Why do you want me to stop?”

      “This isn’t a fight between Black Chess and Inklings. Not a fight between good and bad. Not between Alice and the Jabberwocky.”

      Constance closes her eyes, her lips twitch and she sighs, “Then what the freaking heck is it, Alice?”

      “I know what the mushrooms and plants are for. This is a war between fa—“

      My words stay in my mouth as I watch a plant curl like a snake around Constance’s leg and pull her away into the labyrinth of the ashen-colored, mushroom infested London.
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        Past: Mushroom Garden, Wonderland

      

      

      

      The Hatter began to feel dizzy and soon he was going to either faint or die. He had to trace back the events that had happened a few moments ago when he first entered the Pillar’s Garden, also known as Mushroomland.

      “So, what are you asking me, tea man?” the Pillar puffed into the Hatter’s face.

      “Nothing much,” the Hatter said. “Just leave Fabiola alone. You’ve done enough damage to her.”

      “And hoo aaahre yooh again?”

      “You know me. You just called me Tea Man. Don’t play games, Pillar.”

      “I know you’re a Tea Man. I was wondering who are you to order me around?”

      “I’m not ordering you. I’m begging you. Just leave her alone. We all know you tricked her to think she loved you with the mushrooms. She has suffered enough.”

      “Here’s the thing, Tea Boy — since men don’t beg anyone. You’re a nobody. A delusional happily ever after piece of nothing. You think you love her and you want to protect her. You probably read too many fairy tales, thinking you’re Prince Charming. Let me tell you about fairy tales. They’re all lies.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “It is the point,” the Pillar put the hookah to the side and mustered a serious face. “Prince Charming should have been called Prince Asshole, or Prince Darkness, or better Real Man because they don’t ask. They do.”

      “I’m doing by coming to you.”

      “Well, Mushroomland is a public garden more or less. Public to the addicts. But props to you coming and uttering your devotion to the White Queen — who will never love you back by the way because she is a Queen and you’re a tea clown.”

      The Hatter shrugged and fidgeted, just a little, so little that he himself didn’t notice it. But the Pillar, with his keen eye into other’s psychologies, saw it.

      “If you were a man,” the Pillar continued. “You would fight me.”

      “Don’t underestimate me, Pillar.”

      “To underestimate, one has to first estimate. And when I think of you, I don’t even give you the slightest of values. You’re a child in a man’s body. Your happiness is a disguise for your inability to grow up.”

      “I’m a grown-up man.”

      “Grown-ups don’t throw tea parties and laugh all the time, Tea Weasel, because you know what? Growing up is painful. It’s blood and sweat and evil. You don’t get to think you can come and stare the devil in the eye and ask him to abandon his bride.”

      “Are you the devil?” the Hatter seemed curious. It had been on everyone’s tongue for many years. Either the Pillar or Jabberwocky were the devil.

      The Pillar laughed, head up, staring at the smokey skies. “I’d squish the devil like a rotten mushroom and bury him six horns under, Tea Sleaze.”

      “Listen,” the Hatter couldn’t reason with him. “Whoever you are. Whatever you are, just let Fabiola have a new life.”

      “She is mine, and will always be, whether she knows it or not,” the Pillar’s gaze returned to pierce through the Hatter’s soul. “As for you, I’m fed up with you.”

      The Hatter took a step back upon seeing the Pillar disembark his throne of mushrooms. The short, ugly Pillar had a weight to his presence. There was something about his proximity that tore through the Hatter’s soul. The Hatter soon realized it may have been a mistake to come here. After all, the Pillar was right. The Hatter was nothing but a hopeless romantic with thin skin.

      “You ever asked yourself what these mushrooms are for?” the Pillar asked, advancing slowly toward the Hatter.

      The Hatter took a few steps backward now, even trying to lean his torso back as much as possible. He looked like a man on a rope walking backward.

      “I don’t care,” the Hatter said. “I’m not here to interfere with your lifestyle. I’m only asking you…”

      “Yeah, yeah,” the Pillar rolled his eyes. “To give you a chance with your princess. But your princess is an addict to my mushrooms, Teashroomer. What do you have to offer her?”

      “Love.”

      “Don’t offend me please,” the Pillar tilted his head, advancing still. “What do you have to offer her that would oppose my mushrooms?”

      “Safety.”

      “How many times do you want me to roll my eyes, tea puss? I mean how can you offer her safety more than me? Try once more.”

      “Happiness.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “Happiness is not nonsense.”

      “But nonsense is happiness,” the Pillar wiggles his eyebrows.

      The Hatter continued retreating, now sweating, noticing how the mushrooms moved and formed a canopy above them.

      “What’s going on with the mushrooms?” The Hatter asked.

      “They’re doing what they’re meant to do.”

      “Which is?”

      “Invade the world,” the Pillar snickered. “One day they will cross over.”

      “Cross over?”

      The Pillar stopped and sighed. “Look, tea bag, you’re really boring.”

      The Hatter stopped. For some reason, this description bothered him more than all else. He had always thought his mirth and demeanor made him entertaining and far from boring.

      “I’d say leave this place and never think about Fabiola and never come back, or…”

      “Or?” The Hatter mustered the courage to oppose the Pillar with a flare of nostrils like a madman ready to fight.

      “You look like you want to sneeze,” the Pillar said. “Are you allergic to mushrooms?”

      The Hatter’s shoulders shrugged and he gave in with a feeble sigh.

      “Admit it,” the Pillar told him.

      “Admit what?”

      “Admit that you admire me.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do,” the Pillar smiled. “You live in a bubble of love and enchantment, thinking the world needs teapuppies like you, but then when you meet real men like me you wonder: why is evil always strong? Why is evil so wonderful? Why is it powerful?”

      The Hatter couldn’t oppose the argument. In truth, he admired the Pillar’s grandiose and attitude, if only he had used it for the greater good. But then part of being a good person was not to be like the Pillar.

      The Hatter’s head dizzied and the realization that he could not protect Fabiola against men like the Pillar angered and battered him. Never was he going to steep tea again. He wanted to grow up. Drink whiskey. Tell loud jokes with beefed-up men in a bar. Be feared.

      He wasn’t sure if the mushrooms had affected his thoughts but he wanted to be like the Pillar. So much.

      “Or?” the Hatter said again.

      “Pardon me?”

      “You said I’d either be a wimp and forget about the White Queen or?”

      The Pillar sneered then approached the Hatter again. This time the Hatter didn’t retreat. The Pillar gazed at the Hatter with unspoken admiration. He liked it when weak boys turned into men and realized that one has to have vampire’s teeth and stone-cold hearts to grow up from their childhood. Exactly like the Pillar’s own childhood.

      “You see this?” The Pillar pulled out his hookah and ripped its hose out then tucked it in the Hatter’s hands and closed it shut.

      A sudden move. Fast and nimble.

      “This hose is the only thing that can kill me,” the Pillar’s eyes dared the Hatter’s as if seeing through his thoughts.

      The Hatter realized he began shivering. Holding the weapon that could kill his nemesis conjured only fear, not relief.

      “I just gave you the devil’s fork, tea pimp,” the Pillar said. “You have an opportunity to stab the devil in the back and eat him for dinner,” the Pillar tiptoed, as the Hatter was slightly taller, and whispered in his ears. “It’s your only chance to win Fabiola’s heart. Your only chance to save the children in Wonderland. Your only chance to become a man.”

      The Pillar backed off and winked at the sweating Hatter then turned around, giving him his back and walking back to his throne of mushrooms.

      You have a chance to stab the devil in the back and become a man.

      The Hatter stared at the Pillar ambling away. The hose in his hands swirling like a snake, ready to attack. The Hatter trembled. He realized that what he had momentarily wished for came true.

      To save the White Queen he had to turn into a Black King.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      My lungs are about to burst out of my chest as I’m running after Constance.

      The ashen weather deprives my vision but I glimpse her every once in a while, scraping the asphalt and screaming at the snaky vines pulling her away.

      “Constance!” I shout. “I’m coming.”

      I think the plants can listen to me because they deliberately swing Constance in the air every time I call her name.

      Then they don’t only swing her but swirl her back at me as if she is tied to the tip of an Indiana Jones whip.

      Hopelessly I even try to grab her or hang on to her a couple of times but the inertia is too strong to deal with.

      It breaks my heart that she gets so close to my face and then disappears again.

      “Let her be you obscene…” my attempt to scream at the plants is futile and incomplete because I don’t actually know what it is.

      I have a feeling that it would talk back to me like back in Wonderland but I’m not sure.

      Panting, the memory of Jack and me back in Wonderland attacks me again. I’m staring at the dark figure of the Jabberwocky, a silhouette of darkness that I wish I could see clearer.

      Then another thought attacks me: who is the Jabberwocky? Is it possible that he is someone I know? No one ever reported seeing his face.

      “Alice!” Constance laughs hysterically as the plants swing her my direction again.

      I fall back to avoid the plow and watch Constance in pain. “What a rollercoaster!” She says.

      My admiration for her grows by the minute. In her darker hours, she still finds humor. Sick humor maybe. But still humor nonetheless. I wonder if her being a child makes her stronger than the rest of us. No baggage or dark past. Fresh bones and soul thrown into the world and hardly capable of understanding the gravity and complexity of our existence.

      I stand up again and run after her.

      The plant slithers farther into a darker ruin of London, and I find myself disoriented and confused, standing still, not sure which direction to go.

      “No!”

      “Constance!”

      “Don’t leave!”

      “Come back!”

      “I won’t let them take you.”

      My succession of verbal desperation is interrupted by a voice. A girl’s voice. Not Constance though.

      “You want her, come and get her,” the voice says.

      I can’t see the girl’s face but I have heard her before. An evil girl who once lived in a mirror.

      Memory attacks and I realize this is the voice I heard entering the Looking Glass. This was the girl who lived inside—or at least talked on behalf of the mirror.

      “Show yourself,” I demand in the dark.

      “You remember me?” She teases.

      “Partially,” I circle around the invisible axis from head to toe, trying to squint and locate her. “Looking Glass.”

      “Oh, so you do remember,” the girl says. “You also know that I’m the plant that took your beloved Constance, yes?”

      “I assumed so,” I nod. “So you’re everything? The Looking Glass. The plants that talked in Wonderland? Who are you really? What are you doing in the mirror?”

      “Shhhh,” she demands. “Too many questions.”

      “At least give Constance back to me. This is between you and me.”

      “Always has been.”

      Silence.

      More silence.

      Loud enough I hear my jagged breathing. The faint beat of my heart. And the faint vibration in my sword. I think me and the Vorpal are slowly becoming one.

      “So?” I ask.

      “I will give you Constance,” the plant says. “She isn’t of much use to me, though she is a child and smart, and you know how much I like to devour children.”

      “I don’t know about that. Just let her be.”

      “Only if you tell me what you meant when you said ‘I know what the mushrooms are for.”

      I smirk, “It scares you that I’m starting to put things together, ha!”

      “You’re smarter than I thought you’d be, Alice,” the plant muses. “But also dumber than you think.”

      “Blah, blah, blah,” I stick out my tongue. “Just let her go and I will tell you what I figured out. And by the way, should I still call you Malice?”

      I’ve recognized the voice once she talked. She sounds like me but isn’t like me. It’s a slight resemblance only I can feel. Part of it is scary because when she talks, I feel like my chest resonates a little as if she is using my soul. But I understand we’re attached, yet not the same.

      “How does it feel talking to yourself?” She says. “Does it drive you insane?”

      “Nah. I’ve talked to myself too many nights in the asylum.”

      “You mean to me.”

      “Whatever. I don’t like you. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Not liking me means you’re not liking you.”

      “I don’t like my toes, a little too big, but still they’re mine. Shit happens.”

      The plant laughs.

      “So you’re me but you can also take the shape of a plant and kill people all around?”

      “I’m one of many plants, and I was bored with chopping off heads, so I decided to kidnap Constance and play.”

      “Don’t you have anything to do? Are you so much bored out of your mind you just want chaos?”

      “What else should I do? Life has no meaning and no resolution. I just want to party before the party is over when I grow old,” she snickers. “Now tell me what the mushrooms and plants are really doing?”

      “Free Constance first.”

      Constance drops from the sky right into my arms, like a piece of heavy meat. I struggle to stabilize my body while not dropping her. The poor girl is covered in sticky worms.

      “What have you done with her?” I shout upward.

      The plant descends from the dark sky and shows itself to me in the dark. It has two big weird eyes like a frog’s. The rest is just a dancing vine that is pretty much thick in diameter like five fire hoses strapped together.

      Her eyes, even though like frogs, look like mine.

      “She will wake up,” Malice the plant says. “Don’t worry. I kept my promise. Now you tell me what you figured out.”

      “This mushroom thing isn’t a war between Inklings and Black Chess,” I say.

      “Listening.”

      “Well it is, but that’s not why the mushrooms and the plants are growing out of the earth. It’s neither a precise war between good and evil.”

      “Then what are the mushrooms and plants her for?”

      “It’s an invasion.”

      “Whoo, hoo!” She tries to mock me. “Who’s invading the planet? Aliens?”

      “No,” I swallow hard. “Wonderland.”

      The creepy plant smiles. She doesn’t have a mouth or opening, but the curvature pantomimes a smirk. “Wonderland.”

      “The mushrooms are taking over this life, turning it into Wonderland. You, Black Chess, or whoever planned this long ago. That’s probably why the Pillar has so much interest in mushrooms. Not just a profitable hallucinatory drug, but a weapon to invade this world.”

      “I’m impressed, Alice,” she says .”Maybe you are the chosen one. So if Wonderland is invading this life, what is the Wonderland War about? Between whom and whom?”

      I know the answer. I should have known it a long time ago. The Pillar had always hinted at it. “This is a war,” I say. “Between fact and fiction.”
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      The Cheshire trying to explain the Pillar’s devious plan to Fabiola proved futile. He almost choked her, pulling her away while the Pillar lay face down against the asphalt.

      “Leave me alone,” Fabiola shouted. “I’ve always known you like the Pillar. You admire his evil and now you don’t want me to kill him.”

      There was no point in defending himself, the Cheshire thought. No one wanted the Pillar dead as much as him. But the Queen had told him about the plan—which he actually began remembering in detail. He could remember faint glimpses of him and the Pillar standing over the Hatter’s grave after the Pillar killed him, and talking about it.

      Such a vague memory, it was.

      Fabiola stumbled backward and rolled sideways, freeing herself from the Cheshire’s grip. The Cheshire could finally breathe. He stood up, about to celebrate his success. For some reason, the Pillar’s hose ended up in his grip.

      As for the Pillar, he spat mucus and blood as he began to stand on all fours, scurrying away like a rat.

      Light bulbs from the Ferris wheel shone over their sweaty and reddened faces, not really reflecting the gravity and tension going on.

      “Phew,” the Pillar rubbed his bleeding neck. “That was hardcore.”

      The Cheshire couldn’t help but laugh. “Was it good for you, darling?”

      “Shut up, both of you creeps!” Fabiola couldn’t stand up yet. Whatever strength she had left was withering away.

      “We should do this more often,” the Pillar dead-panned. “May I?” he stretched out his hand toward the Cheshire, pointing at the hose.

      “Easy, butterfly,” the Cheshire stepped back. “I didn’t say I’m not going to kill you. I just need a moment with Fabiola to discuss the means of doing it. We need to settle on which one of us will end up wearing your face.”

      Fabiola protested. “Stop playing games.”

      “I’m not. You would have ended up wearing his face and body for life."

      "Nonsense," Fabiola stood up. "Long ago we realized it is a myth.”

      "How do you know it's a myth?" the Cheshire said.

      "Because it's bonkers," Fabiola said. "Why would I look like the Pillar for life? No magic can do that. I believed it at some point and spread the word, but I can assure you it would never work.”

      “You don't know that." the Cheshire said.

      "Even if it were true, I don't mind," Fabiola said. "So what? I’ll have his face on me. As long as this cockroach is dead, life will be better."

      "Butterfly," the Pillar corrected her politely. "Or Cocoon."

      Fabiola ignored him. "Give me back the hose, Cheshire. I need to finish this."

      The Cheshire mused from under the Joker’s mask. "Well, I was thinking if anyone should look like him after his death, it should be me."

      "So that's what it's all about," Fabiola said. "Did you forget that I will kill you eventually after killing him?"

      "We're not sure of that," the Cheshire said. "I mean, to be honest, who doesn't want to wear the Pillar's face, and have his mind? I could get a lot of stuff done in this world."

      "I'm flattered." the Pillar said with a scoff.

      "You know what?" Fabiola said. "I don't care. Just do it."

      The Cheshire let the hose loose, dangling from his hand, and then whipped it against the ground. Lightning sparkles all around him.

      "Ah, we’re going Fifty Shades of Grey now?" the Pillar asks.

      "Do it, Chesh," Fabiola said.

      The Cheshire swung the hose back to ready himself. He was pleased to see the hose glimmer.

      "Do it!" Fabiola's demanded in an unusually dark voice. Almost demonic.

      The Cheshire whipped the hose against the asphalt one last time and then swung. It spiraled like a poison snake in the air. Surprisingly, sharp edges appeared.

      The Pillar didn't move.

      Fearless?

      Sure of his own whip not hurting him?

      None of that.

      He waited in place until blood spattered on his face.

      Not his blood, though.

      Not the Cheshire's.

      Fabiola's.

      The Pillar watched her severed head roll on the ground until it met his boots.

      He nodded emotionlessly at the Cheshire who felt mischievously good about killing Fabiola and then said, "I think I changed my mind. I never really liked threesomes.”
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      Telling Malice that this was a war between fact and fiction isn’t a big deal to me. Maybe to her, but I am more concerned with Constance's health now.

      I lay her down on the ground and breathe into her mouth.

      "She’ll be alright," Malice the plant said, snaking her path through the air above us. "I just whispered something in her ears while I gripped her. I guess she couldn’t handle it."

      "Why do that to her?" I shake my head and rub Constance’s innocent face.

      "Well," Malice said. "The Jabberwocky is right about wanting to control children. It's hard to understand what's on their mind. I had to test her strength.”

      "You mean you have to practice your authority as an adult on a helpless, young girl," I say. "Is there a way to wake her up?"

      "You have to whisper an antidote in her ears."

      "What antidote?"

      "I'm Malice. I only know of poisons. Antidotes are your department. Good and evil, you see."

      "Bitch!"

      "Did you just call yourself a bitch?"

      "You're not me."

      "That's debatable," she snickers.

      "What's the antidote?"

      "You think about it."

      "What did you whisper in her ears?"

      "I told her who the Jabberwocky really is."

      “He is Lewis’ Illustrator,” I say. “I know that.”

      “You know wrong, darling.”

      “He is someone else. Someone you know but also don’t know.”

      I hate puzzles. Fed up with them. But what does she mean with the Jabberwocky not being Lewis’ friend. I’m sure of it.

      She nods and dances in the air. “Constance was shocked."

      "I can't think of whom else he might be," I tell her. "So my antidote would be what again?"

      “Telling her the same name I told her."

      "I don't know who the Jabberwocky is!"

      "Guess. It’s a game… of life and death,“ she swung left and right, proud of her useless rhyme.

      "How would me telling be different than you telling her?”

      "When I told her, I said the Jabberwocky's real name and that he will hurt her," Malice says. "You’ll say the name and assure her that he will not hurt her."

      "You want me to lie?"

      "You want her to live?"

      "So it's only a matter of perception to Constance. If I whisper the same thing in her ears, she will awaken, only because I promised her she will be safe?"

      "Spot on," Malice says. "You see, Alice of Wonderland, we all know the world is a shit hole - ahem, pardon me - I mean a rabbit hole. Children don't need lies. They don't want you to tell them there is no monster. They want you to tell then there is a monster but that they will be alright. That they will be able to kill the monster.”

      "Fact against fiction," I nod.

      "Why do you think the human race invented books, movies, and games?" she asks. "To cope. They know the world is dangerous and hardly bearable. The books and movies are their fictional weapon against reality. Did you ever wonder why movies that end in a dark way are universally hated?"

      It baffles me that my evil side is wiser than me.

      "Wonderland and Real Life," she says.

      "Fiction against fact," I say again, buying myself time to think.

      "Nah," she corrects me. "Fact against fiction. Wonderland was once fiction, now look around, it's going to be a fact."

      "Except that no one in the world ever imagined it to be that dark."

      Malice's eyes shift back to Constance.

      "Three whispers, Alice," Malice says. "You have to get it right at least once, or she will die."

      "What?" my heart misses a beat.

      "That's the game."

      "Why are you doing this?"

      "'Because I can," she says then descends closer to my ears. "And I love to make you suffer."

      I grit my teeth.

      "You know only one of us can outlive the other eventually, right?"

      "I thought about it."

      "Did you think you’ll fight me with your fancy sword? It's a war of the mind, darling, not of weapons," she retreats upward, watching me like an all-seeing eye from above. "Three guesses, Alice."

      I have to guess the Jabberwocky's identity and whisper it in Constance's ear or she will die. In my attempt to trust my gut feeling -- and the logical turn of events -- I bend over and whisper in Constance's ears. "Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar."
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      “Whoa!” the Pillar clapped his weary hands at the sight of Fabiola’s chopped-off head. “The Queen of Hearts would have loved the sight of her sister’s head chopped off.”

      The Cheshire said nothing. Even though having killed Fabiola, he felt unusually exhausted and confused. He’d done it on a whim. On a feeling. A cat’s hunch.

      “You did good, Cheshire,” the Pillar said. “I owe you one.”

      “You owe me a lot,” the Cheshire whipped the deadly hose in the air.

      “I forgot,” the Pillar smirked. “Now we have to kill one another. You want to have my face and body for life?”

      “So it’s true. Huh?”

      The Pillar nodded. “I’m a narcissistic butterfly,” he laced his fingers together and shaped them into a butterfly flying free and breaking all the rules. “I want to live forever.”

      “But you couldn’t, so you made a devilish deal with the mirror.”

      “The guys in the dark magic departments hadn’t discovered immortality, but they have some messed up spells.”

      “And whoever gets your face and body will end up being you somehow?”

      “They should end up being their version of me. I don’t really care. My face lives, even when I’m long dead.”

      “So, for you, this isn’t about living a long time?”

      “I’ve done all I want to do,” the Pillar smiled, almost feebly, as if hiding something, the Cheshire thought.

      “The funny thing is, Pillar, is that you’re like me. You don’t really know who you are,” the Cheshire said. “I have no face and couldn’t decide whose to wear—ending up in a Joker’s mask.”

      “It sucks, by the way,” the Pillar said.

      “And you have a face but don’t know which side you’re on, Black Chess, Inklings, Jabberwocky, Alice.”

      “Oh, I know which side I’m on, Cheshire. Don’t be a smartass.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mine, you stupid furry nonsense,” the Pillar said. “Look, I’ll let you keep the hose, and even let you kill me whenever you like. I just need one last favor.”

      “You mean one more trick. I’m not buying into this.”

      “Well, you should trust me after killing Fabiola. How did you know about her?”

      “At first, I wanted to stop her from killing you until I’d figured out what to do about your curse, but then her insistence to kill you didn’t make sense.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I knew she wanted to hurt you. All that choking and stuff, I had a feeling she would never truly kill you. She wanted to test your suffering limits. To punish you for what you did to her.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. She wanted to kill me.”

      “I’m the Cheshire, Pillar. I’ve been into so many human minds and bodies. I learned that what people say and what they mean are two different things.”

      “She doesn’t love me,” the Pillar smiled in a bittersweet way, crooked curves on his lips while shyly brushing the ground with the bottom of his boots.

      “Oh, she does,” the Cheshire said. “She wanted an apology for the past, but for some reason, she loved you. Who am I to say why? I’ve never been in love with anybody but with myself.”

      The expression on the Pillar’s face puzzled the Cheshire. It was like the Pillar wished the Cheshire was right about Fabiola loving him—and also wished he was wrong.

      How the Cheshire wished to know what was going on in the Pillar’s head. What last secret or trick did he keep from the world?

      “Anyway,” the Cheshire broke the silence. “That’s when I knew she wasn’t really Fabiola.”

      “She isn’t,” the Pillar raised his head, facing the Cheshire. “She is her darker side.”

      “I figured that out, because, like I said, the real Fabiola wouldn’t want to hurt you. But how does this work, Pillar? I mean since the Mushrooms popped out of the earth, people have doppelgangers now?”

      “Nah, that’s their darker half, Cheshire. It’s a sign of the end of the world. The mushrooms are Wonderland’s way to invade the real-life through a crack in the Looking Glass. Fiction wants to rule over fact, the same way facts repeatedly debunked fiction for years.”

      “So the darker side is everyone’s fictional side?”

      “You could say that. It’s the duality of life’s nature. Night and Day. Sun and moon. Fact and fiction. Good Fabiola, Bad Fabiola.”

      “You know what,” the Cheshire considered. “I think I will let you do that last thing before I whip you to your grave. You’re pretty useful and informative, Pilly — if you don’t mind me calling you that. I can learn a thing or two from you before wearing your face and wrecking havoc all over the world. So what is your last wish before dying?”

      The Pillar ran a hand over the skin of his forearms and smiled to himself. It occurred to the Cheshire to ask if the Pillar was going to die from whatever skin disease he had before he enjoyed killing him, but then the Pillar said, “I want to find the Real Fabiola before I die.”

      “Tell her you love her?” the Cheshire raised an eyebrow. “You cheeky bastard.”

      “None of your nosey business.”

      “Okay, let’s go find the love of your life. Though I thought you’d want to find Alice.”

      “Alice doesn’t need me. She is strong enough now.”

      As they trotted out of the park in the dark, an idea nagged the Cheshire, “So if everyone’s darker side comes alive, how come you and I don’t have doppelgangers, Pilly?”

      The Pillar laughed walking next to his nemesis, “Cheshy, Cheshy, Cheshy, when are you going to get it?”

      “Get what?”

      “You and I, my friend, are already evil and dark enough there is no darker side for us—and before you ask, it’s not reversible, you will not find a goody-all-goods version of the Pillar or the Cheshire walking around. We’re remorseless.”
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      “Not the Pillar,” Malice the Plant snickers at me, holding the dying Constance in her arms. “One answer wrong. Two to go. Or Constance will be gone forever.”

      I need to think carefully to play her devious game, bearing in mind that I might be hallucinating. But how, when I can feel Constance’s body turn cold in my hands.

      I need to save this little girl. I’ve abandoned my duty of saving this world and fighting the Jabberwocky to find her. I’m not going to leave her now.

      It’s hard to admit it, but maybe I’m thinking of her as my successor, in case I die facing the Jabberwocky. Maybe I’m turning into another Pillar, mentoring a younger apprentice.

      “Tick. Tock,” Malice snickered again.

      “Stop it!”

      “Tick,” she says, descending her jagged vines down and cutting at my hand.

      I bite my lips, not wanting to vocalise my pain. Nothing is worse than showing weakness to your enemies.

      “Tock,” she swirls her vines and cuts at Constance's cheek.

      Instinctually, I raise my hand and let her cut me instead.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I told you,” she says. “I love hurting others for no apparent reason.”

      I check out my hand. It’s just a paper cut. A reminder of her tick-tocking time-constraint.

      “See? You can’t fight me,” she continues. “I’m pure evil. Pure nonsense. I have no motive. No baggage.”

      “Everyone needs salvation and redemption from time to time.”

      “Not when you’re fictional,” she reminds me of the Wicked Witch of the West. Another fictional/factual character? Who knows who’s who in this world anymore? I’m talking to a freakin’ plant.

      Which brings back that memory of me and Jack in the fields back in Wonderland. After holding hands, I see a dark figure ahead, and then Jack disappears. I’m all alone there. How could he leave me alone? I am just a child.

      In that memory, a plant dangles from above and opens its eyes. Frog eyes that look like mine. Malice has been there all along from the beginning. Her shadow draped me in more darkness as she whispers, “How can Jack leave you alone, Alice? Maybe you should kill him later?”

      I shake myself out of the memory and Malice’s eyes find me again. This time in the present time.

      “Second guess, Alice,” she urges me.

      “The Cheshire,” I blurt out in despair. “Oh, wait, no, I think it’s the Queen of Hearts.”

      “Tsk. Tsk,” Malice muses. “Two chances lost in one. You’re so bad, Alice, and you need to be punished.”

      “What?” my eyes plead. “Wrong?” What was I thinking? Why did I blurt the name? It’s hard to guess who the Jabberwocky really is. So hard when Constance’s life is at stake.

      Malice snakes around me, trying to find her way to Constance. Like a veil or canvas, I shield Constance from her by wrapping my body all around her.

      “If you want to kill her, you have to kill me first,” I say.

      “I will kill you eventually, dear Alice,” she says, her eyes reddening, “but first I want to see you cry out in pain. I want to see you suffer.”

      “Why? Why?”

      “Because I’m sick and tired of seeing you trying to do the right thing,” she spits in anger. “They’ve put you in an asylum. Your sisters wanted to kill you. The Pillar played you. Fabiola wanted to get rid of you. Every once in a while you save someone from a Wonderland monster without credit or thanks from the world. All of this and you still want to do the right thing. I loathe you. I’ve been trapped inside you for so long. You have no idea how much I’ve waited for the mushrooms to rise from the grave. Killing you will never quench my thirst. First, I have to see you pay for locking me up inside you for that long.”

      Holding onto Constance, it suddenly strikes me; Lewis Carroll’s suffering. How many years did he spend with Carolus inside him? How many nights did he stay awake not to give the devil the chance to rise out of him? My heart is with you, Carroll. There is a reason why we sometimes need makeup when looking in the mirror, so we can camouflage the darkness inside.

      “Just tell me who the Jabberwocky is,” I’m pretending I’m weak, buying myself time, trying to please her. She loves to see me like that.

      “Ah,” she circles us. “Which reminds me. I should tell you who the Jabberwocky is. It will cause you more suffering than just killing Constance.”

      My trick is working. Let her babble. Whoever the Jabberwocky really is, I’m sure I won’t be surprised. I’ve seen it all. Let her talk while I figure out an angle where I can slice her open with my Vorpal sword. I just need a moment when she is looking away so I can reach for it on my side.

      “Let’s start with that old memory of yours,” Malice says.

      “What memory?”

      “The one you’ve been remembering the last hour. The one about you and Jack.”

      “How do you know about it?”

      “Come on, partner. We’re still one. And sometimes I can see inside you.”

      “What about that memory?” I keep occupying her mind.

      “Jack and you walk hand in hand and suddenly he disappears and leaves you alone for the dark entity amidst the poppy fields in Wonderland.”

      “Bravo,” I roll my eyes. “You can read my mind. So what?”

      “Eeny meeny miny moe, who’s da Jabberwocky, do you know?” she is proud of her stupid rhyme.

      “I guess he is the dark figure in my memory,” I tell her. “He’s always been there.”

      “Of course he is the dark figure, baby fool,” Malice says. “But who? You know him, Alice. You so know him, and it will break your heart.”

      “Trust me, nothing breaks my heart anymore.”

      “So tell her, Constance,” Malice says.

      Perplexed, I lean back and see Constance has opened her eyes. I want to hug her and comfort her but she stops me with moistened pupils.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” she says. “Malice told me who the Jabberwocky is.”

      I’m utterly confused now. Constance is a strong girl but that weakness I see in her eyes disturbs me.

      “See?” Malice says. “I’m not that evil. I resurrected her for free—or maybe so she can tell you and tear your heart into pieces.”

      “Constance?” I barely talk. “What’s going on?”

      “Jabberwocky is someone so dear to you,” Constance says. “Malice is a bitch, I know, but she showed me the full memory. I’ve seen who the dark man is. I’ve seen him and you know I will never lie to you.”

      “How can you tell it’s a real memory?” I ask her.

      “I can tell, Alice,” Constance says. “I have so many suppressed memories inside me from the girls in Lewis Carroll’s photographs, remember? I’m sorry, Alice.”

      “Why do you keep saying you're sorry,” I snap, my mind racing into corridors of perpetual darkness, haunted by a past that should not have been remembered. “Who is the Jabberwocky?”

      “Mr. Jay,” Constance says while Malice won’t stop snickering with anticipation.

      “We all used to call him Mr. Jay. I don’t see what’s new about that,” I say.

      “Why do you think he called himself Mr. Jay?” Malice interrupts, unable to hold her excitement. “Because his name starts with a letter J.”

      I neglect Malice behind me and look into Constance’s sincere eyes for an honest answer. She says, “Two people we know. Actually one.”

      “This can’t be true, Constance,” I got it. “This just can’t be true.”

      “It is, and I’m sorry,” she says. “In that memory of yours, Jack never left.”

      I’m going to faint and die and get buried among the hollow skeletons of fools who died for trusting the wrong people. Malice's words ring in my head: why do you always want to do the right thing?

      “Jack didn’t leave you,” Constance says. “Jack is the dark man.”

      I feel like I’m dead already. Numbness runs through my skin like a fatal disease.. It’s as if I don’t exist. As if I’m in my mother’s womb again, contemplating whether to make it out to the mad world or just die inside the protective warmth of her cushiony canvass.

      “That is, Alice…” Malice adds her last touch of insanity. “Why you killed him. That’s why you were on the bus.”
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        Present: On the Road, London

      

      

      

      Jack Diamonds strutted all along in the wastelands of the world. Dying people, screaming children, and utter chaos. He had stolen a dead man's rifle and made sure he would make it out alive.

      Lewis had run for Fabiola after she accused him of something he didn't quite understand. But it didn't matter. Jack was all alone. No more Lewis, Fabiola, or Constance in his life. This vagabond of friends had been one hell of a ride, but all mad things come to an end.

      All he cared about was Alice. He wanted to make sure she was alive. He wanted to make sure she outlived this and found her inner self and won this war. He would help her with all his might if he could only find her.

      He didn’t mind her killing him over and over again. For some wicked reason, he wanted to be with her for life. Not necessarily life and death, but maybe life and madness.

      He was aware of the fact that the children could only read for so long before they tired or ran out of breath. If they lose hope before the Inklings do something about the end of the world, the Jabberwocky will have their souls for life.

      Time was of the essence and he was clueless about how to find Alice.

      Also, this memory of the past haunted him.

      Alice and him in the poppy fields of Wonderland, separated by the presence of this dark figure. Who was he?

      Dread came with this memory, but also love and appreciation. And an explanation.

      The memory certainly explained his devotion to Alice. They had known each other since they were kids. This was an absolutely amazing revelation.

      But why couldn’t he remember the rest of this memory? Did the memory return with the mushrooms infesting the worlds?

      He noted the presence of the jagged-edged plants in the distance. They were huge, like reptiles invading the earth and skies.

      For some reason, none of them neared him, even though he remembered them from his past memory of Wonderland. Not that they were as evil and huge, but he had seen them before.

      Amidst his exhaustion, he realized that bits and pieces from the memory came back. A slow-burn puzzle of what happened that day.

      Still blurry though, because the memory from Wonderland was like a palette of shiny purple and green colors occasionally interrupted with blotches of yellow patterns he could not fathom.

      Slowly, he realized the yellow was another memory, one that didn’t occur in Wonderland but in the real world, a few years ago.

      A memory of a bus.

      A yellow one like the one he survived hours ago.

      A memory of Alice going bonkers and killing everyone including him.

      Jack stopped in the middle of nowhere, hardly capable of breathing. A jagged-edged migraine attacked him. He cupped his head in his hands as if trying to squeeze his migraine out of his head.

      Then he fell to his knees, afraid his eyes would pop out.

      Two memories. Years apart. Worlds apart. One fact, one fiction. But with one conclusion.

      Both starred Alice Wonder and the Jabberwocky.

      It baffled Jack how this was true. Did he not want to accept it. That the dark man in the field was the Jabberwocky?

      But who was he?

      In Jack’s version, he stood next to Alice staring at the dark figure—he did his best to focus on the memory from Wonderland, as the yellow bus memory also attacked him.

      Then he heard the voice.

      He thought it emanated from his memories at first, but soon enough realized the voice was standing a few feet from him.

      On his knees, he jerked his head up and looked at the man with the voice. Actually, the boy with the voice.

      A snicker of a smile pulsed on the boy’s lips. Eyes like stones from hell. Red and firey.

      The boy was the same height as Jack. Same….

      Who was he kidding? The boy was him.

      “How ya doin’, Diamonds?” the boy leaned back against a flipped-over truck with a slight angle. He chewed on a match and held a deck of cards in his hands.

      Jack said nothing. Either the migraine was too hard on him or he was meeting his darker self, like everyone else these days.

      “You know what I like about cards?” the boy asked, chewing on his matchstick. “They will make you lose, almost all the time, but statistically speaking, people still want to play.”

      “Who are you?” Jack’s raspy voice exposed his fractured mind.

      “Ah, sorry,” the boys said. “I’m Spades.”

      “Spades?” Jack grimaced.

      “You’re Jack Diamonds. I’m Spades. You’re a big red heart full of love. I’m a black hole the shape of a spade,” Spades winked. “One round for you, five rounds for me.”

      “Why five rounds for you?” Jack found himself sucked into the conversation. Meeting one’s darker self was shocking, yet uncannily familiar.

      “I’m evil,” he whispered into the palm of his hand. “I usually win.”

      “That’s not true. Good wins as much.”

      “That’s movie talk, Diamonds,” Spades sighed. “Good guys love to celebrate their wins too loud and too much. You put Hitler to sleep after he broke the world, you make movies and talk about them for life. Little Hitler boys damaged the essence of humanity so much that none of your celebrations would top it, yet the man never made a fuss about it. Like you and me—“

      “What do you want?” Jack felt annoyed more than scared. Something inside him toughened up.

      “I want to play a game,” Spade’s voice was smooth, almost seductive, his eyes meeting with Jack’s. Same eyes. Uglier soul.

      “Of cards?”

      “A last round for the road,” Spades said, “before the world is drained down the toilet.”

      “You will not win.”

      “I always win. You know why?”

      “I can’t imagine.”

      “Cause I’m restless,” Spades flipped the cards in the air and none of them fell back as he straightened himself to face Jack. “I’ve got nothing to do. I’ve got no purpose. I barely work for Black Chess, where everyone has nothing to do but to mess with people’s lives. Do you see how you have lost before we even play?”

      “And you still want to play?”

      “I have a weakness, Diamonds,” Spades put a hand on his heart. “I’m addicted to something.”

      “Addicted to my pain.”

      Spades nodded as the cards fell back in his open palm. He looked at the last card on the deck.  A spade. “It keeps me in top form, Diamonds.”

      “I've got time to play,” Jack dared him.

      “No you don’t, Diamonds. You want to find Alice. But you know you have to get rid of me first. How is Malice doing with her by the way?”

      “Malice?”

      “Ah, you’re way behind, Diamonds,” Spades said. “Malice is Alice’s inevitable plus-one, you can say.”

      “Is she going to hurt her?” Jack looked around in case Alice was nearby. He worried about her.

      “She already did, Diamonds,” Spades flipped the cards. “You want to cut first?”

      “What are we playing?”

      “Well, I was thinking about this game,” Spades, in a swift and unexpected maneuver, hurled a card in Jack’s direction.

      Jack watched the sharp card flip like a knife in the air and slice at his neck. It happened so fast Jack had no idea how to process it. He hadn’t the chance to move. The cut was small. It felt like a paper cut.

      “But nah, I’m not a violent Spade,” Spades said.

      “What kind of game then?” Jack worried that all his None-Fu skills wouldn’t work with Spades. The cards were like flying razors. No amount of fighting or jumping was going to top that.

      “I ask you a question and you pull the cards for an answer,” Spades chewed harder.

      “Why would an answer hurt me?”

      “Words are mightier than swords, Diamonds. Cards are sharper than your IQ. They’ll strip you down of all you’ve got.”

      “If you say so, Spades,” Jack wasn’t sure if he was buying time or being utterly helpless.

      “Question one,” Spade’s eyes twinkled. “Who is the dark man in your memory?”

      “You know about my memory?“

      “Cut the crap. Alice asked the same thing to Malice. I know your memory, so who is the dark man?”

      “How should I answer that by picking a card?”

      “Oh these cards can do a lot,” Spades said. “Come here, Diamonds. Don’t hesitate. I would’ve already killed you if I wanted to.”

      Hesitantly, Jack approached, eyes on Spades. What a strange feeling, fearing your own eyes in someone else’s body.

      “Pull one out,” Spades spread the cards, face down, on his palms.

      Jack pulled one, nonchalantly, wanting to get it over with.

      “Look.”

      Jack did. It was a spade but with writing in the middle. It said, “Mr. Jay.”

      “That’s not news. I’ve guessed it’s Mr. Jay, who is probably the Jabberwocky. Is that the game?”

      Spades smiled.

      Jack thought he heard something flutter behind Spades. Did this asshole have wings?

      “Now pull one more.”

      “What’s the question?” Jack said.

      “Not a question,” Spades’ enthusiasm showed on his body language. “The cards will tell you who the Jabberwocky is—this is so exciting.”

      “The Jabberwocky is the Jabberwocky,” Jack shook his head.

      “No Diamonds,” Spades said. “Don’t you get it? How the memory with Alice doesn’t make sense? You ever ask what really happened on the bus? How was it possible that she killed the boy she loved since childhood?”

      “I don’t see how it all connects?”

      “Pull the damn card,” Spades grunted, his wings slowly showing from his back. “I mean, please pull the card, Diamonds.”

      Jack pulled the card, eyes still on Spades.

      The card showed him an answer.

      Jack couldn’t fathom it. Something didn’t make sense. This was impossible.

      Spades enjoyed the puzzled look on Jack’s face and hurled the cards up again. None of them fell back and this time Spades wings fluttered left and right.

      “This can’t be true,” Jack said. “The Jabberwocky can’t be…”

      The cards fell back and immediately Spades sliced at Jack’s neck again. “It’s true, Diamonds, and now it’s time for only one of us to live—and let die.”
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        Two Years Ago:  Yellow Bus, London

      

      

      

      Alice stood at the station waiting for the yellow bus.

      It was a sunny day. July the first. The Famous Alice Day when kids celebrated the maddening events of the book. Still, Alice rubbed her arms against the chill running through her body.

      She wasn’t cold. She was scared.

      She shook to the vibrating phone in her back pocket. Another unnecessary scare jump, she thought. She wasn’t picking it up. She knew who it was. Professor Carter Pillar.

      The students standing next to her ignored her. She had gotten used to that. She was the freak. The girl who thought she was the Real Alice and had crossed over to save this world’s children from the Jabberwocky.

      She didn’t blame them. Who would have believed her? Fiction touched people on deep levels but they still insisted on it being just fiction. Because what if fiction was true? With all its adventures and heroes and bittersweet stories, it would have made human in real-life look dull and boring. No real fun. No real emotion. No real life. And no gran purpose.

      Only those who had crossed over with her from Wonderland believed her, but then most of them were loyal to Black Chess.

      Alice checked the schedule on the station and saw the bus would arrive in two minutes.

      She gasped.

      Jabberwocky was going to be on the bus.

      Even though all she had to do was to drive it against some wall or something and kill him in his human form — the Pillar reckoned the Jabberwocky’s weak spot was when in human form; he’d die like any other human, though he’d be able to resurrect himself as the dead, but then he wouldn’t be as effective. He wouldn’t be Jabberwocky anymore.

      Her phone vibrated again.

      The Pillar sent her a message.

      The bus is coming.

      She typed back, annoyed.

      No shit.

      The Pillar wrote.

      You have to make it work this time.

      She wrote.

      Alice has to save the world, again! I know.

      The Pillar wrote:

      We can’t afford to cross over through the Looking Glass anymore. Every time we do it, something happens to us. Something happens to Wonderland.

      She hesitated to write back. As much as she loathed the Pillar at this point, never knowing his intentions and watching him hurt a lot of people, he was the only one who believed in her—and accepted her for whom she was.

      But this wasn't the first time she tried to kill the Jabberwocky. This had been happening for so many years. Since she and Lewis and the Jabberwocky first crossed over through the Looking Glass. Since the facts of life stained their naive and pure souls of fictional Wonderland.

      The Pillar had only crossed recently when she realized she needed him to kill the Jabberwocky. Though Nemesis, it was the perfect collaboration. She wanted to save the children. The Pillar wanted to rule Black Chess—she had always known she would have to deal with him later, but the Pillar was nothing compared to the Jabberwocky’s darkness.

      The bus arrived.

      I see the yellow bus, she wrote.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Funny how college kids still get a yellow school bus.

      Alice wrote:

      It’s a substitute bus. There aren’t supposed to be yellow school buses in London, but I suppose even reality has become a distorted version of itself when visited through the Looking Glass. Anyway, the original one broke down yesterday.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Believe in yourself, Alice. You can do it.

      Alice wrote:

      I remember you saying this to me before.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Yeah, about five times now. Every time we cross over in this endless time loop through the mirror. I’m bored of remembering tomorrow by now.

      Alice was just as bored. More like frustrated. They had made up the term ‘Remember Tomorrow’ mocking their repeated attempts to cross over and save the children. They had failed so many times that they joked Alice would end up in an asylum eventually—which actually happened that year. Most of the time, they couldn’t remember what had happened in the previous journey, not until they spent enough time in the Real World to adjust.

      She stood up and took a deep breath as the bus stopped and then she stood in line.

      Up the yellow rabbit hole, The Pillar wrote.

      Alice wrote:

      You mean the yellow brick road :P

      Maybe Lewis Carroll and L. Frank Baum knew each other, The Pillar wrote.

      Alice wrote:

      I wouldn’t be surprised.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Can you see Jack?

      Alice shrugged. She had avoided looking, but now she was forced to check.

      Yeah, he is waving at me from behind the window. Lorena and Edith are inside as well.

      The Pillar wrote:

      It’s always a bonus to kill your stepsister, Cinderella.

      Alice said:

      This is the hardest part. That I have to kill others.

      The Pillar said:

      Don’t worry, no good souls are on this bus. I manipulated everything. All Black Chess or Inklings. This is pure Wonderland. No real-life students, though they pretend to be.

      Alice wrote:

      I have to go, I’ll call you when it’s over.

      She stood right in front of the yellow bus, ready to embark when the Pillar sent her:

      No need to call me later.

      She didn’t understand and got inside.

      The first smile she caught was Jack’s, waving at her enthusiastically and probably wanting to kiss her soon. He was her boyfriend at the moment.

      Right behind him, in the last row by the window, sat the Pillar, ridiculously wearing a tennis bandana, white shirt, blue shorts, and sneakers, pretending to be a student — maybe one from the 80s era, since he missed the note the world had moved on.
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      I’m Alice’s bits and pieces of her long-gone shadow. I’m Alice’s forlorn puppy lover with Cupid’s dagger in her heart. I’m Alice, insane, confused, not looking for happiness as much as wanting the pain to go away.

      Holding Constance still, I remember getting on the bus. I remember the time loop. I don’t quite remember the rest yet, but it seems plausible. Mr. Jay is Jack. How did I miss that?

      Of course, I missed it because I love him. Because he always tried to save me. Because it doesn’t make any sense.

      “Hit the road Jack, and don't you come back,” Malice sings like an annoying demon next to me. “No more, no more, no more.”

      Constance kneels in front of me and dries my tears. “It’s going to be alright.”

      “Nothing is going to be alright,” I hate myself sobbing. “Why is everything so blurred? Why can’t I simply tell good from bad?”

      “Welcome to the real world, darling,” Malice says. “It’s all shades of grey upon shades of mud.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” Constance pulls me in her tiny arms and promises me what I doubt she believes herself.

      I grip my sword and pat her back then wipe my tears. “Well, I know who I want to kill now.”

      Malice claps with hand-shaped vines next to me. “I told you. You’re as evil as I am.”

      “I’m not,” I say. “I’m just doing my job.”

      “Are you really going to kill Jack?” Constance asks.

      “I killed him before, didn’t I?”

      She nods in agreement. “Only you didn’t kill him with the Vorpal sword so his soul lived on.”

      “I don’t really understand,“ I mutter. “How come he was with me and with the Queen of Hearts. Why did he save me? It all doesn’t make sense.”

      “It’s the time loop, darling,” Malice says. “Every time you failed, you came back through the Looking Glass and lived the whole story again, except, every time the characters change.”

      I can’t comprehend this and don’t want to.

      “So what is in it for you, Malice, if I kill Jack?”

      “I told you, I love to see you in pain,” she snickers. “Trust me, Alice, so many of the people around you want you in pain, even your dearest friends, only they will never tell you to your face. I’m your most authentic enemy.”

      “But you support Black Chess. How would you benefit from killing the Jabberwocky?”

      Malice descends and whispers in my ear, “Because you will fail. Jack is like the Pillar, they all played you, girl. You have an issue with men, darling.”

      Her words cut through.

      I stand up, gripping my sword harder. “I assume you know where Jack is?”

      “I do, darling,” she muses. “He is talking to Spades, but he is nearby.”

      “Who is Spades?”

      “His version of Malice,” Constance explains.

      “How do you know that?”

      Constance looks confused. She stares into nowhere then says, “I’m not sure Alice. I just know.”

      “I spilled things into her head when I kidnapped her,” Malice says. “Now follow me to kill Spades.”

      “But if Jack is two people as well, who is the Jabberwocky?”

      “Both, darling,” Malice says.

      Constance says, “You have to hurry though, Alice. If Spades kills Diamonds, you’re facing the darker him, and it will be harder to kill him.”

      I follow Malice, Constance beside me, not sure if I can kill Jack.
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        Present:  Near the Ferris Wheel, London

      

      

      

      The Cheshire enjoyed the Pillar’s whip more than any other toy he ever had. Not only did it glitter in his hands and make him feel like a lion, not a cat anymore, but it killed instantly.

      Whenever one of the crazed people tried to attack them, the Cheshire whipped them to death. It even worked with the attacking mushrooms sometimes. And even better, some of the plants with razor blades.

      “You surely are into whipping,” the Pillar mused, looking for Fabiola.

      “The sexual innuendos are getting a bit too on the nose.”

      “What are you talking about, Cheshy?” the Pillar amused himself.

      The idea that he knew more than anyone else wouldn’t leave the Cheshire alone, and it ate at him. So much that maybe killing the Pillar wasn’t a good idea before he knew what the damn butterfly was up to.

      “Actually, I’m talking about you… Pilly.”

      “I love how we could have both become Bonnie and Clyde,” the Pillar teased him, but with eyes focused on the road. “We would make a brilliant buddy cop movie.”

      “Cops are good. We’re far from it.”

      “Good and bad. A matter of perception.”

      “I do believe this is how you think about it, actually,” the Cheshire considered. “I’m really in for the bad. All the way.”

      “You’re not bad. You’re bitter that humans killed your ancestors.”

      “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Why are you sneaky, manipulative, and eventually bad?”

      “Ass.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not bad. I’m badass.”

      “You sound like a four-year-old now.”

      “I don’t think four-year-olds can say badass.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s the end of the world, Cheshy. Chillout.”

      “We’re all gonna die. And come back again.”

      “Ah, you know about that?” the Pillar sounded nonchalant, though the Cheshire believed it to be crucial information.

      “I’ve been remembering things since the mushrooms came up.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like that, I’ve seen this happen before.”

      “You’re right. We’ve done this before. It’s how the story goes.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Trust me, I’m not really sure, but since the damn Looking Glass came to Wonderland and we’ve been in and out in this loop, trying to find the best meaning for our lives as fictional characters that factual humans don’t respect.”

      “I’m not a character in a book. I’m real.”

      The Pillar said nothing but he smiled. “Look, Cheshire, no one really knows what this whole universe is about. We do our time and hope for the best, enjoy the moment, and if lucky we put a smile on someone else’s face or leave a legacy to be remembered.”

      “That’s deep nonsense,” the Cheshire whipped a man dead for no reason.

      “I shouldn’t have said that,” the Pillar said. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Enlighten me. You seem to know everything.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Why you want to see Fabiola for one last time before we all die.”

      “Well, I’m not sure we all die this time—not if Alice makes things right.”

      “She is a tough cookie, but still a cookie. We die, Pilly. And come back again. Start from scratch. So why look for Fabiola?”

      “I need to tell her something.”

      “That you were an ass back then in Wonderland?”

      “Badass,” the Pillar teased. “But nah, I want to tell her who I am.”

      The Cheshire stopped in this tracks. He had always suspected something. “You’re the Jabberwocky.”

      The Pillar stopped and smiled at him. “You think so?”

      “You must be, or how do you know so much?”

      “Me, you, and Jabberwocky were in the same room a day ago.”

      “Me, you, and a man in the dark, you mean. I’ve never seen him. No one has ever seen his face.”

      “If I were him I’d have killed Alice when I had a chance earlier.”

      The Cheshire itched his Joker’s plastic nose, thinking. “That’s true.”

      “See? I’m not him. I want him dead. I hope Alice can do it.”

      “Then who are you, and why does it matter to tell Fabiola?”

      The Pillar lowered his eyes and stared at his boots. “You won’t understand.”

      “Cats are smart, Pilly. I’ve outsmarted you many times before.”

      “True, and I see you have calmed down lately, but you wouldn’t understand because you’ve never loved someone.”

      The Cheshire purred with mockery. “Not again. Oh my. You never loved Fabiola, Pilly.”

      “Oh, I did. I do. Always.”

      Had the Cheshire sensed the sincerity in the Pillar’s voice, he would have interrupted him again.

      “Then why did you do all you did to her?” the Cheshire asked.

      He didn’t expect to see the Pillar’s eyes as moist as he did when he looked back at him. Never had he seen him this way. Vulnerable and in need of forgiveness.

      The Pillar said nothing for a while and then, “I never hurt her—”

      Though the Cheshire was keen on listening to what the Pillar had to say, a loud squealing of tires nearby caught his attention.

      He and the Pillar saw a car flip against a rising mushroom and cow-tip in the middle of the road. A family of five were inside. Parents and three children. They were screaming.

      “Another bunch of losers,” the Cheshire rolled his eyes. “What were you saying again, Pilly?”

      The Pillar wasn’t listening. He had his eyes fixed on the family.

      “Pilly?” the Cheshire whipped the hose in the air to wake him up from whatever he was daydreaming about.

      “Give me that,” the Pillar gripped the Cheshire’s hands.

      “Whoa,” the Cheshire pulled away. “We had a deal.”

      “I’ll give it back,” the Pillar grunted, nodding at the children. “I have to save them.”

      “Says who?” the Cheshire said.

      “They’re chanting,” the Pillar pulled the hose harder, leaving the Cheshire with bloody palms behind.

      “What’s gotten into you, Pilly!” the Cheshire couldn’t understand the situation. “Since when do you care?”

      “They’re reading Lewis’ book!” the Pillar said running toward the car. “We need every child reading the book, or we will lose.”

      “I thought you wanted to lose—I mean win—I mean whose side are you on, man? Why does it matter?”

      The Pillar whipped at the plants roaming around, catching their attention. Swiftly they surrounded him and wheezed at him.

      “Double-you-tee-eff?” the Cheshire said.

      “Come help me!” the Pillar demanded.

      “Why? For the children? For Lewis? I never cared, man.”

      The Pillar attacked the plants while they wounded his arms simultaneously. “I do care, Cheshy,” the Pillar shouted between whips. “I always did.”

      The Cheshire realized that he could finally put two and two together. The Pillar’s mystery from the beginning. His curse. Whoever kills him wears his body. Of course, it was clearer now what happened.

      “And I thought I was so smart,” the Cheshire ran to help him, “Nothing is really what it seems.”
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      When Constance, Malice, and I find Jack, we meet only one Jack, not two. Jack Diamonds is drenched in blood and sands awed with shock and disbelief.

      “Alice,” he mutters, showing me his blood-soaked hands.

      “Jack?” I quiz. Is it him, really?

      All that talk about killing him evaporated when I see him as vulnerable.

      “What happened?” Constance asks.

      “I killed me,” Jack says. “I mean I killed Spades.”

      “Where is he, then?” Constance asks, arms folded.

      “He evaporated when I cut him with a diamond card. I slashed through his neck and he disappeared,” he begins to sob. “It felt so…”

      “He is lying, Alice,” Constance says.

      “You felt like what, Jack?” I ask him.

      He gazes back into my eyes. God, it feels so good. He can’t be the Jabberwocky. I’ve loved the way he cares for me every time he looks at me this way.

      “It felt horrible,” he says. “But also good.”

      “Nonsense,” Constance says.

      “It felt like pulling out a tumor,” Jack elaborates. “It was so painful.”

      My attempt to approach him is stopped by a silent Malice, blocking the way. “You said you will kill him,” she whispers.

      “Get out of my way,” I say.

      “He is the Jabberwocky.”

      “He just killed his darker side, the same way I wish I’d eventually kill you.”

      “You can’t kill your darker side, Alice,” Malice sounds unusually serious. “Because if you kill it, you die. If your darker side dies, there is no good side in you. Light is a response to darkness. Darkness has always come first. Dark or not, he is the Jabberwocky.”

      I turn to face Jack for one last time, “Jack, I trust you.”

      “I know, love,” he says. “It’s just so confusing meeting your other self.”

      “You never called me love before,” I tell him. “I've never even been sure of what we are.”

      Jack looks perplexed. Have I pushed it too far while he just killed Spades?

      “Okay, scratch that,” I wave my hands in the air. “They say you’re the Jabberwocky.”

      “What?” he looks like he is going to fall apart. I’m not even sure he heard me right.

      I take a step closer to him even though Constance tries to stop me.

      “Do you know that we’ve known each other since we were kids back in Wonderland?” I stare right into his eyes.

      To my surprise, his eyes glitter, “Yeah, I just remembered a while ago.”

      My heart flutters like butterfly wings, ready to conquer the world, “You remember me and you walking hand in hand…”

      “In the field with the mushrooms and plants all around, yes I do,” he says. “I didn’t think you knew we knew each other earlier.”

      “I didn’t,” my moist eyes scan his whole being, making sure he isn’t acting his part. “I remembered it a while ago as well. How far does your memory go?”

      His face dims, “Until we see him.”

      “The Dark One. The Jabberwocky?” I take another step forward.

      “He is the Jabberwocky, Alice.” Constance sighs in frustration from behind me.

      “Why is she saying that?” Jack says.

      “Because you are, darling,” Malice says.

      “Forget about them, Jack,” I almost reach for his hands but the blood on his makes me hesitate. It still proposes the possibility of him being the Jabberwocky.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” he lowers his head in shame. “I’m really sorry.”

      His words alert me, but my legs are frozen with disappointment and shock. I can’t retreat. What does it mean that he is sorry?

      “I guess I let you down,” he continues, not staring back in my eyes.

      “See?” Constance says. “It’s him…“

      “I guess I couldn’t control myself,” Jack says. “I’m really sorry.”

      “What didn’t you control, Jack? What are you sorry about?” I say.

      “Same old. Same old,” Constance says. “He’ll have reasons why he is a villain or dark being. A reason for why he did that to you.”

      “I’m not a villain, Constance,” Jack raises his head and stares at her. I can’t tell if it’s an innocent or malevolent look. The blood on his face makes it harder to judge. “I just gave up on the one I love.”

      “Love. Love. Love,” Constance rolls her eyes. “Since when was Jack so sentimental, Alice. Just kill him.”

      When Constance says the word ‘kill’ the Vorpal sword in my hand glitters. I find myself gripping it harder.

      “He will sweet-talk you and kill you before you know it,” Constance says.

      “I’m not a bad guy, Alice,” Jack says.

      My sword is already in the air. It might be a bad move. Irrational and reckless. But if the world is saved by killing the Jabberwocky, would I miss the slightest of chances? I know if I’m wrong I will suffer greatly, but I killed him before in the bus. What’s new?

      My inner thoughts distracts me from the fact that my sword is on its way to Jack’s neck. It’s hard to stop myself. No power I know of can stop the momentum of my swing and my hungry sword.

      “I’m sorry I ran and left, Alice,” I hear Jack say. “I was a coward. I left you alone with the Jabberwocky. I’m sorry…”

      This time, I was too late.

      I've already chopped his head off.
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      “Whoa! Off with their heads!” The Queen of Hearts cheered with a white wine glass in her hand. “That was brilliant!”

      “Wasn’t it, my Queen?” Margaret Kent, the Duchess cheered back.

      They sat sweating on a black leather couch in the resting room. Other residents sat next to them, exhausted and trying to catch their breath. Not to mention all of them were repeatedly burned, and their skin was peeling off.

      As for the Queen and Margaret, they enjoyed their lunch break with white and red wine and a lot of bacon. God bless the guards of hell for providing a TV. Everyone in hell enjoyed watching the end of the world. Business was doing great as so many people died and so many were about to be punished. Even in hell, it was all about supply and demand.

      The scene of Alice chopping off Jack’s head was being broadcasted on the BBC. Who knew you could still watch the news in hell?

      “She’s done, my Queen,” Margaret was talking about Alice. “Seeing her on TV chopping Jack’s head off will only show the world that she and the Inklings are the enemies.”

      “I don’t care about her being guilty,” the Queen chewed on some of her favorite nuts, which had been provided to her specifically. Who said you can’t use your influence and prestige in hell? “I care about the misery in her eyes, having killed the one she loved.”

      On the screen, Alice was on her knees crying next to Jack’s chopped off head. Malice the plant swung but didn’t talk, waiting for the BBC cameras to leave. Constance the small girl hugged the broken Alice.

      “How come we couldn’t make her suffer like that when I was alive?” the Queen mused.

      “We’re still alive, my Queen,” Margaret said. “Only we’re in hell.”

      “Don’t remind me,” the Queen sipped her wine. “Soon it will all be over.”

      “I hope we win this time.”

      “Who cares?” the Queen said. “Sometimes I wonder what happens if Black Chess keeps winning. I’m mean it gets boring. Let them win for once.”

      “But if they win, we might never win again.”

      A loud knock came from behind the door, which fumed a smoke from underneath. “Lunch break is over.”

      “Sad,” the Queen said. “Watching the news is even better than Netflix.”

      “Maybe they should turn our lives into a series,” Margaret said. “I’d be paid a lot.”

      “Nah, they won’t believe it. People want cupboard heroes, happy endings, and they certainly don’t want madness.”

      “I wish I had time to stay and see the Pillar suffer for killing me,” Margaret said.

      “He is going to suffer, darling. Don’t worry. Besides, I don’t care about his suffering as much as I want to know who he really is.”

      The guard ramped the door again. “Time’s up!”

      “Blimey,” the Queen said, putting down the wine. She turned and looked at Margaret. “Ready?”

      “Not really,” Margaret pointed at her burned arm. “Can we switch seats this time, my Queen?”

      “You want the one next to the window?” the Queen mocked her.

      “I just don’t want to be squeezed between two people like everyday. Can I burn in the big bed of yours on top of the hill?”

      “I’m a Queen, Margaret,” the Queen rolled her eyes. “When I burn, I burn high in my throne. Accept that, darling.”

      The door opened and the fumes from hell plowed into the room. The heat was enough punishment already.

      “Don’t worry, Margaret,” the Queen’s last words. “It’s just fire. Count sheep, meditate, or think of it as medicine. Until the next lunch break, that’s if the world survives this long.”
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      On my knees, I cry my heart out, unable to understand what I’ve just done. I realize that I’ve chopped off Jack’s head out of confusion more than anything. I want the sounds and noises in my head to stop. The utter illogical world that surrounds me succeeds to drive me to insanity. No matter how much I oppose it, insanity prevailed.

      Constance’s hand is tender on my shoulder, but it only adds to the pain. Sometimes the closest people to you will fail with their sympathy because the pain inside has already consumed you.

      From the corner of my eye, I notice cameras. TV news? Why catch this specific incident on film? Where did they come from? Their microphones say BBC.

      They’re packing and leaving already, so it’s too late to investigate. And I’m exhausted as hell.

      I guess someone wants to capture the death of Jabberwocky on film.

      My mind reels, staring at Jack’s head. It still puzzles me how he is the Jabberwocky. Why? How?

      “You did the right thing, Alice,” Constance says. “Soon the world will be saved.”

      Her words remind me that nothing is saved. That it’s still a crazy world around me with mushrooms and swirling plants all over the place.

      “I don’t see any change,” I tell her then turn to Malice. “When will it happen?”

      Malice musters a sympathetically disappointed face. “Soon, darling. Soon.”

      “Wait a minute,” I stare at her. “How are you still alive?”

      Malice says nothing.

      “My darker side should die when I kill the Jabberwocky, right?”

      She still resorts to silence.

      “Besides, you wouldn’t have let me kill the Jabberwocky,” I’m mostly talking to myself, not Malice. To my stupid, reckless, impulsive self. I stare back at Jack’s head. “What have I done?”

      Malice snickers. “We duped you. Isn’t it fun?”

      I slash my Vorpal sword at her but in vain. Malice will not be killed in an act of anger. I have to ambush her. Besides, why has my Vorpal sword dimmed? Where is the light that emanated from inside of it?”

      “Alice is so stupid,” Malice sings and dances. “Alice is so stupid.”

      I grit my teeth, trying my best to postpone the feeling of suffering and guilt. If I’ve wrongfully killed Jack, it won’t help thinking about it now. Why did Malice make me do it?

      And why the heck did Constance help?

      When I turn to look at Constance this time, a shriek escapes me.

      The Constance next to me isn’t the innocent and lovely one I know anymore.

      Her eyes have changed and she stares at me with dark intent. Her head is lowered and her eyes slightly upward. What happened to her?

      Then I remember Malice saying, ‘We duped you.’ She didn’t say ‘I duped you.’

      “Why, Constance?” I ask. “Why did you make me do it?”

      Constance says nothing, still staring at me. She only shows a gap in her mouth which exposes her ugly sharp teeth from underneath.

      “Because, Alice,” Malice whispers in my ear. “This isn’t Constance. This her darker side. I sedated the real Constance under the mushrooms back where we met.”
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      The Cheshire watched the Pillar fight the devilish plants all around him. It was like watching David fight Goliath, if Goliath had tens of tentacle arms slithering at him.

      It surprised the Cheshire how the Pillar was a master of his hose, even better than Indiana Jones.

      The Pillar whipped at the plants with his hose left and right, enough to stay alive, but not enough to avoid their cuts.

      His suit had been torn and tattered, blood dripping out everywhere. His face--and already suffering from his skin disease--had been adorned with lines of the same blood. However, his hat was still intact. The Pillar’s hat never fell off, just like in the movies.

      The Pillar had also stopped asking the Cheshire for help. His priority was to protect the children in the car from the tentacle plants of Wonderland.

      Cold-hearted and calculating, the Cheshire stroked his plastic chin with his thumb, assessing the situation. What in Wonderland's madness was going on?

      He didn’t even bother to help the children.

      Their father had already died under the weight of the car, and their mother was trapped, trying to free herself before the car exploded.

      But no, the children kept reading Alice in Wonderland.

      One of the plants drummed the flipped car like a dinosaur from Jurassic Park and flipped it over again. The mother screamed, hitting her head against the window and fainting.

      The children, however, flipped, dropped the book, but waited until the car settled again. They soon picked up the book to keep reading, as if their lives depended on it.

      The Pillar turned and whipped his hose at the plants, trying to get hold of the snake-like creature.

      “Let me be,” the huge plant grunted. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m the one who’s going to kill each and every one of your species today,” the Pillar said with a firmness the Cheshire had never experienced before. The blood didn’t bother him, not even the pain, and probably not even death. “Let the children read.”

      A shimmering light began to fill the car as the children continued reading.

      “Whooo aaaahre yooooh?” the choking plants asked. Even though the sentence was an exclusive phrase of the Pillar’s.

      Which confused the Cheshire.

      These plants had always existed in Wonderland. They should have recognized the Pillar, owner of Mushroom Garden, and seller of Mushrooms. How come the plants didn’t know him?

      “He is Carter Pillar!” the Cheshire yelled, intentionally wanting the plant to hear him. “How come you don’t know him?”

      “No, he isn’t!” the plant whined as the Pillar squeezed the hose harder and watched the giant thing plump to the ground.

      “You didn’t want her to tell me who you are!” the Cheshire dared the Pillar who had already turned his back to him to fight the other tentacles.

      “Stay out of it, Cheshy,” the Pillar said.

      The children in the car began to elevate inside. It seemed like the light was a ghost that protected them and now turned into a huge hand that pulled them out of the car. They sat as if upon a transparent flying carpet, reading in midair.

      This drove the plants crazier.

      In fact, the children’s reading escalated. They sounded as if there were thousands of them.

      The Plants began to retreat.

      “Thank you…” a child said to the Pillar.

      The Pillar nodded back with a heartily smile but said nothing. He still whipped, then nodded in the Cheshire’s direction.

      The Pillar didn’t want the children to pronounce his real name, the Cheshire guessed.

      “Who is he?” the Cheshire asked the children. “Tell me.”

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” one of the children, the little girl, told him then continued reading and ignored him.

      Now the light filled the streets. A coning shimmer as if from an alien species, surrounding the children.

      “You’ll have to leave,” the Pillar told the children. “I can’t keep the plants occupied longer.”

      “We will,” a child said. “Thank you for all you’ve done for us.”

      The Cheshire was losing his mind. “Did you children just thank Pilla da Killa? Do you even know who he is?”

      One of the children, a boy this time, turned his head to the Cheshire, “We know who he is, but we think you don’t know who you are.”
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      The day Alice got on the bus to kill the Jabberwocky, Carter Pillar sat in the back, wearing his tennis outfit, trying to blend in. Alice looked away from, wondering if he would risk his life being nearby.

      Jack, on the other hand, wouldn’t leave Alice. As her boyfriend at the time, he wanted to stick around. Alice didn’t mind. She liked him, even though she had become his girlfriend to get to the Jabberwocky first, but then she realized how good a person he was.

      She had faked loving him arriving to the real world, but then fell in love with him, so much that it compromised her judgment.

      Jack was a good soul, her childhood friend, raised by bad parents and had no memory of he really was.

      Right now, she had no time for love. She waited to spot the Jabberwocky in human form so she could drive the bus off the bridge. But what did he look like in human form?

      She turned and blinked at the Pillar who shrugged his shoulders out of disappointment. He meant to say, I don’t know who the Jabberwocky is. She had counted on the professor’s cunningness to recognize the Jabberwocky in human form.

      Alice bit her lip and fisted her grip. This had to work.

      She continued her investigative gaze all over the bus.

      Fabiola was disguised as one of the teachers in front. She made brief eye contact with Alice as well, saying ‘Nah, I didn’t find him.’

      Alice turned to Lewis who faked being a professor on the bus. Lewis blinked. It meant he couldn’t tell as well.

      They were all on the bus to help her find the Jabberwocky. The plan was to get off once they spotted him and leave her with the mission to kill him.

      Disappointment shrouded Alice. Not that it was a perfect plan, but she had thought that spotting the Jabberwocky was going to be easy. Evil can’t hide, even if it tries to look good, she had thought. She was naive.

      The Pillar mouthed ‘We’re getting off at the next station, maybe you should too.’

      Fabiola and Lewis were leaving as well. This wasn’t the first time they had failed to find the Jabberwocky.

      ‘Maybe ask Jack about him,’ the Pillar mouthed as the bus stopped.

      ‘I’m not going to use Jack to get to the Jabberwocky’ Alice mouthed.

      ‘I know you love him but he can help.’ the Pillar said, disembarking with Fabiola and Lewis.

      Alone in the bus, Alice stared at Jack. She wondered if he would cooperate, and worried about the pain it would bring onto him if he did.

      “All good?” Jack smiled at her with his dimples.

      “I guess,” she let him hug her tighter. “I was just looking for someone and can’t find them.”

      “I know,” Jack said, rubbing her shoulder.

      Alice tilted her head and stared at him. “You know?”

      “He is not coming.”

      Alice’s eyes widened.

      “Did you warn him?” Her face tightened as she slipped away from under his hands.

      “I didn’t.” Jack looked forward as if this conversation wasn’t happening, probably not to attract attention. “He is just too informed. Killing him isn’t going to be that easy.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that you remember Wonderland?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to remember how much you loved me.”

      “What?” Alice grimaced. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I can make you win this without having to kill him.”

      Alice said nothing. Jack was being cryptic, and she sensed too many lies thrown into the equation. She wanted to leave the bus.

      Jack gripped her hard. “Wait.”

      “Let go of me,” she grunted. “I should have known from the beginning that you would lie to me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you’re the Jabberwocky’s son,” she hissed. “Why should you be any different?”

      “You remember me in Wonderland,” he said. “You remember us walking in the fields, hand in hand. You remember seeing him stop me from being with you.”

      “We were kids. People change when they grow up. They mostly become a version of their parents.”

      “You remember him torturing me not to come near you?”

      “I do, but let go of me, Jack.”

      Jack’s grip began to hurt her. He said, “I won’t. I’m not like him. I will let you win.”

      “You keep saying that. How can the Jabberwocky’s son save the world?”

      Jack let go of her, his eyes still piercing through her. “If you can’t kill the devil, kill his offspring.”

      It was a hard sentence to swallow. Alice stood in awe, not sure what Jack was suggesting. Did he just ask her to kill him to get to his father?
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      My guts burn with self-loathing, looking at the darker version of Constance. It’s mind-boggling seeing this sweet girl’s darker side. But all I care about is the real Constance now.

      “Malice, where is Constance?”

      She keeps snickering like she is keeping a secret.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I tell her. “You tricked me into killing Jack and I’m not going to make you pay for it if you let me find Constance.”

      “Killing Jack will only bring you wrath like last time,” Malice says. “The Jabberwocky will be upset, that’s all.”

      I’m not sure what she means. The memories that have attacked me about the bus don’t confirm I killed Jack to get to his father. I wish I could remember the rest.

      “As for Constance,” Malice says. “I know you see yourself in her. She means a lot to you. The first girl you’ve ever saved. Not finding her will break you and shatter you into pieces—and you know how much this pleases me.”

      I spit on the ground, disappointed. Also, why has my sword dimmed after killing Jack?

      I turn to face Constance. “You don’t want your better side to die, right? She is still you.”

      “She isn’t dead. She is only suffering.” Constance snickers as well.

      I grip my sword and point it at her.

      “Are you going to kill a little girl?” She is as annoying as Malice. I’m in a madhouse of doppelgangers.

      I take a moment to think things over. Instead of going on with my purpose, I have been double-crossed by the darker sides of people since the mushrooms erupted.

      I take a deep breath.

      The hardest thing when catastrophe occurs is to take a step back and reconsider. We’re all trapped in our temporarily spiked emotions, we end up responding in the most ridiculous ways.

      I needn’t go that route.

      The greatest revenge against evil is to neglect it. It will take a piece of you, but you will not feed its fire. And then you will cross over. Wounded a little, but you will have survived—and you can always heal with time.

      The slight glitter to my Vorpal sword proves I am right. It resonates with my attempt to escape the moment and think.

      “I will find her,” I tell the two lunatics in slow, calculated syllables. “She won’t be far from here. I will go back to where she was kidnapped by Malice.”

      The look on Constance and Malice’s faces are priceless. Ironic how evil is dumbfounded when you don’t pay attention. Imagine a demon snarling at you and you just wish it good luck and go back to sleep. Malice and Constance aren’t angry at me leaving. They don’t even try to provoke me. They just stand silent and in awe. Frozen, would be a better description.

      Surely they won’t give up that easily, but for now, I am winning by not participating.

      Then suddenly someone snatched my Vorpal sword from my hand.

      I snap, turning, upset at my weak grip. This sword has to return to me. Now!

      It surprises me that it isn’t Malice nor Constance who have taken it. In fact, there is no one else around on the ground.

      Because the sword isn’t nearby anymore, but flying in the air.

      I raise my head and squint against the gray sky, glimpsing my sword pulled up, as if tied to a loose rope, with almost invisible hands.

      Puzzled, I look further upward at the enormous, dark shadow, blocking the skies. At the end of my stare, I see two coal-red eyes.

      If Malice and Constance haven’t shrieked and lowered their bodies to the floor asking for forgiveness, I would have taken the time to study the beast.

      Now I am as scared.

      “Please don’t hurt us,” Malice says.

      “We can explain,” Constance follows.

      Nothing comes out of my mouth.

      I haven’t seen a monster this huge. A monster? An entity? An unholy bigger mushroom?

      Then I hear the flapping of large wings. I don’t see them, but a foul smelling wind rattles the air and blows Constance a few feet away and makes Malice curl around herself.

      I stand my ground, balancing with my hands, refusing to fall, though I’m about to.

      Glass shatters in the buildings all around me. Mushrooms slowly melt like lava from a volcano, and only few people shriek because most of them have died instantly.

      My eyes don’t leave the line of my Vorpal sword in mid-air above me.

      I still stand my ground with memories swirling around me. Too many to absorb, but easily deciphered. The message is clear. This is the final battle. The one that didn’t happen the last time.

      I am staring at him.

      In the flesh.

      The one who rocks the cradle of evil.

      The Jabberwocky.
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      The gust of air flipped the car two more times on its axis. The Cheshire felt as if someone had punched him in the chest. His mask barely hung on his face, causing pain to his cheeks and nose.

      In the distance, the plants the Pillar fought ducked as if in a praying position. They looped downward and flattened onto the earth. Mushrooms behind them began to melt into hot lava the color of marshmallows.

      Even the Pillar was blown off his feet to the ground, gripping his hose as it flailed and pulled its jagged edges inward.

      Only the children stood protected in their bubble of light, lifted upward as they sweat while reading louder and louder.

      The Cheshire heard them read a different phrase all over again. It wasn’t from Alice in Wonderland, but from a well known poem by Lewis Carroll.

      They read, ‘Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!’

      “Is this real?” the Cheshire asked the Pillar.

      “I haven’t seen him with my own eyes in beast-form before,” the Pillar said, frightened and covered in blood.

      “So it’s happening,” the Cheshire could feel the fear in his gut. He had never seen the Jabberwocky too, but had only heard of his atrocious looks and enormous beast size. Now he had to ask the Pillar a question. “So the Jabberwocky never appeared in any of your and Alice’s previous attempts through the Looking Glass?”

      The Pillar shook his head. “Never. He always managed to have Alice’s final battle with another evil force.”

      The foul wind with fiery fumes attacked the Cheshire’s nostrils. The odor of all demons combined, he thought.

      The children kept reading. “Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!”

      “You’re only alive because the children are reading,” the Pillar said. “I hope you understand now.”

      The Cheshire began reciting, “Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!”

      The Pillar laughed, “Not you, you moron,” he said. “You mean nothing. You and I are adults with exhausted souls. They are pure and have the power of both ignorance and hope.”

      “Ignorance of what?” the Cheshire’s words hardly sounded in the whizzing whirlwind of stinky air.

      “Ignorant of how evil the Jabberwocky is,” the Pillar said. “They think he is a villain in a book, thus they’re not afraid of him.”

      “I see,” the Cheshire clung to a lamp pole that didn’t yet give in. His legs elevated but he held on with his hands. “One last question.”

      “You’re being boring, Cheshy,” the Pillar said. “Just try to stay alive.”

      “I need to know this before I die,” the Cheshire insisted. “Why now?”

      “Why now what?”

      “Why did the Jabberwocky show himself now?”

      “Alice provoked him somehow. He has no choice but to confront her.”

      “And she couldn’t provoke him the previous times?”

      The Pillar took a moment to think it over. The memory of the last time in the bus came to him. Still, it puzzled him why the Jabberwocky hadn’t shown before, even when Alice did the unspeakable to save the children of the world. “I don’t know, Cheshy. She had done everything last time. And it cost her a lot. This time, I have no idea how she provoked him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Past: Yellow Bus, London

      

      

      

      “I’m not going to kill you, Jack.” Alice gritted her teeth.

      Jack’s grip was as hard. “All you have to do is run the bus into a wall or off the bridge, then jump or something.”

      Alice’s eyes moistened. “No way.”

      “I know you don’t love me,” Jack said. “I know you thought I forgot and made me your boyfriend to get to my father.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “I know, Alice.”

      “Okay, only in the beginning, but then I realized that I…”

      “Don’t say it,” Jack insisted. “Don’t lie to yourself.”

      “But I do…”

      “Think of it. When were you there for me? I’m always there for you. You never come to save me. I’m not blaming you. I’m saying you have a duty toward the children and yourself. I’m not on the list. Hardly.”

      “Jack, it’s not the time for melodrama. You have to know that I love you.”

      “Stop it,” his grip hurt her now. “If you kill me, my father will go crazy. He will show up and you will kill him. It’s your only chance. None of the others can. Fabiola, Lewis, and the Pillar, they are barely dealing with their troubles. I can help.”

      Alice finally pulled her hand away, her eyes as moist as before, but focused on Jack’s eyes. She admired his strength. His no bullshit stare. There was no tinge of hesitation in it, and he wasn’t suicidal. He wanted to help. He wanted to play his part in saving the world.

      He wanted to be remembered as Jack Diamonds who saved someone, not as Jack Jabberwocky who had changed his name to Diamonds for the love of cards, and to escape the shame of being the son of evil itself.

      “I won’t kill you, Jack,” Alice said firmly.

      “You will,” he said and pulled out a mirror.

      In an instant, he pulled her again and forced her to stare into the mirror.

      The other students said nothing.

      Why?

      After the Pillar, Fabiola, and Lewis left, only followers of Black Chess were on the bus. Disguised as students. Some of them were human but with loyalty to Black Chess.

      They watched Jack force Alice to stare in the mirror, unaware of his plan.

      They thought Jack had awakened the darkness in himself, after resisting for years, and began torturing Alice by making her darker self, Malice, resurface.

      Everyone knew Alice feared mirrors because of Malice.

      It was time to bring her back.

      Alice had been taken by the noose and had little time to comprehend. It only took one look in the mirror to see the white rabbit which resembled Malice in her face.

      “Missed me?” Malice snickered.

      Alice would have fought the change, hadn’t she been totally shocked by Jack’s doing.

      Little did she know of his plan.

      Once Malice snickered in the mirror, Jack removed the mirror and tucked it back into his backpack.

      This prevented Malice from appearing but left Alice in a state of fear with a tinge of evil and with little reason in her system.

      He stared into her eyes and said, “Get in the driver’s seat and drive the bus over the bridge.”

      Hesitant, hypnotized, she surrendered to the evil inside her, aware of Jack’s theory. Sometimes one had to use evil to fight evil.

      She found herself running to the driver and kicking him off his seat.

      That was when the members of Black Chess on the bus realized the devilish plan of Jack’s. They were too late.

      When they went to stop Alice from driving the bus over the bridge and killing Jack to provoke his father and force him into a final battle, Jack stood in their way.

      Jack began slicing at them with his edgy playing cards.

      He could only sustain the fight for so long before the members of Black Chess themselves attacked him, and in an ironic twist of fate, killed him.

      Alice hadn’t known Jack was killed by them when she drove the bus over the bridge and jumped out before it hit the ground.

      She lived the rest of her life thinking she had killed Jack like he asked her. A guilt so strong she could not handle reality anymore and subconsciously gave in to her mind preferring to reside in madness and not face the pain of real life.

      Madness had this strange quality to it, one that people rarely consider; it made you forget the pain.
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      The world is turning into a whirlpool of spit and rotten ashes. The Jabberwocky’s presence not only scares the public but his own followers from plants and mushrooms to everything.

      I’m standing still, cementing my feet to the ground, arching my back, staying low, spreading my arms for balance and staying focused on the entity in the sky.

      “I’m here!” I scream at him. “What are you waiting for?”

      I’m afraid my words can’t reach as high, not under the reign of hell he is bestowing upon the world.

      “I want my sword back!”

      In the far distance, I can’t see it anymore. How was I so stupid to let him have it. I need to provoke him to get it back.

      “Stop flexing your muscles and come down here!” 

      Nothing.

      The Jabberwocky continues to spread wind that is spewing sparks of fire all over the place.

      I wish he would talk to me. How can he be so big?

      Lewis Carroll’s poem depicted him as big but not this big. In some illustrations, the Jabberwocky looks like a medium-sized dragon. But then I have to remind myself that the Jabberwocky is Lewis Carroll’s personal illustrator. He could have deceived us all and drawn whatever served him best.

      “Duck down!” Malice roars at me.

      “Yeah?” I sneer back. “I didn’t think you were such a pee-in-your-pants plant.”

      “You don’t understand,” Malice says. “He never shows himself to anyone.”

      “So why is here then?”

      “Who knows,” Malice whimpers. “This has never happened. He has always been like the Devil. His greatest power is you never know who he is or see him.”

      “You never knew he was this big?”

      “I’ve heard stories,” she says. “But I know it’s him because of the smell. Whenever I was near him in Wonderland, this is how he smelled. Rotten.”

      “From what?”

      “The smell of the corpses he has on his hands. The stink from their bones in the graves.”

      None of this is helping me. I turn to evil Constance. “You know how to get him to talk to me?”

      Constance can barely speak against the wind. Evil or not, she is smaller in size. “I’m puzzled why he showed himself. You provoked him.”

      “I’m glad I did,” I say then shout at him up there. “So you’re all show no action?”

      “Please don’t!” Malice says. “What did you do to provoke him?”

      I stare at Jack’s chopped off head. “I could say that it's because I killed his son, but I apparently did this before.”

      “No, it wasn’t you,” Malice says. “You drove the bus, but the other Black Chess students killed Jack when he tried to protect you.”

      The revelation doesn't help. If I hadn’t killed Jack back then, those two doppelgangers have just duped into killing him now. It’s all pain to me, and I have no capacity to think about it now.

      I turn again and speak to the sky. “So that’s it? You’re pissed because your son is gone?” My heart breaks when I remember but I keep my composure. To silence the mourning pain in my heart, I kick Jack’s head like a football. “Like that?”

      “No, please,” Malice is losing it. “You have no idea what he can do.”

      “I don’t give a damn,” I say, thinking. “Apparently he isn’t pissed I killed his son, or he would have huffed and puffed more and more.”

      “He has your sword, so you have no chance anymore,” Constance says.

      “Then why doesn’t he try to kill me!” I shouted higher and higher.

      The sky cracks with lightning this time.

      Malice and Constance look like they want to bury themselves alive under the asphalt.

      “He will play games with you and kill you slowly,” Constance says. 

      “Why play games?” I ask her, still staring above.

      Constance doesn’t answer, and I don’t care. The same feeling from earlier returns. The moment where I take a look at the bigger picture without sentiment to the current moment. 

      That’s when I realize why the Jabberwocky finally appears to me. If only I had done this so long ago.

      With hands on my waist, I talk to him in the sky. “So that’s it?” I say. “You came because a few minutes earlier I decided not to let the evil affect me? When I was talking to Constance and Malice and decided to reside to silence and take a step back? When you realized I may neglect evil and move on?”

      This time the lightning strikes turn into a roar in the sky.

      “I get it,” I shout at him. “The Pillar told me this before. If I feed my fear it wins, if I act as if it doesn’t even exist, it blemishes and withers and dies.”

      The red eyes show against the ashen skies again. This time nearer. I can see the real size of the Jabberwocky. Not as big or as high. He is standing up there somehow. In actuality, he is the same size as a small dragon like in the books. I’m not sure if I can confirm he looks like one, but he has wings and claws.

      I stare into the red eyes, “I’m not afraid of you. That’s what bothers you. When I killed your son before, I was wrong. You don’t care about your son. All you care about is me, your victims. If we don’t feed you, you wither away.”

      His growl deafens me for a moment as he lowers his head to meet my eyes. Well, now he is big. He also has a tail. A cliched look of evil and ugly as fuck.

      The Jabberwocky dragon thuds onto the ground before me, his stench wafting through the air, I almost feel the need to vomit. The death and the pain lingering on his body.

      I see his wings fluttering slowly behind him. The mucus of a melting substance dripping off his body. He doesn’t talk. Eyes red with anger.

      Now I don’t only feel the need to vomit, but also to pee in my pants. I don’t show it.

      “Ugly fuck,” I raise my chin up against my real feelings of dread. “Are we just going to stare at each other?”

      And finally, he talks. He sounds hollow with a centuries-old grudge, as if thick saliva is stuck in his throat. Still his voice is low, more like a drone that thuds against the ground. “No one walks away from my fear.”

      “I just did, didn’t I?” I say, glimpsing my Vorpal sword attached to his beastly wings. Jagged edges run along its edges.

      “It took you so long,” he growls, mucus falling from his mouth. “And here I am.”

      “The question is,” I say. “Why didn’t you kill me so far?”

      “You have to fight me,” he says. “It’s the prophecy.”

      Deep inside I know I will never win fighting him, and it still puzzles me why he hasn’t chopped off my head or eaten me alive, turning me into a stinky slime running off his lizard-like skin.

      While thinking, I hear them from far away.

      I hear the children. They sound so near now.

      Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

      Their voices flutter like butterfly wings inside my soul. Their voices give me strength. Knowing so many children are on your side is refreshing and empowering, yet a huge responsibility.

      I take a step forward, not taking my eyes off of him, “Give me back my sword, Jabberwocky.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you know you have to fight me, or the prophecy doesn’t work. To have the children you have to kill me in this battle while I have the Vorpal sword.”

      “I will only give it back if you…”

      “I know,” I cut him off. “If the children stop singing. That’s why you chickened out of killing me. The children, while they are what you’re after, they are also your weakness against me, as long as they are reading. The irony. Let’s make this final scene epic.”

      Begrudgingly, he drops the sword on the ground. “Me against you, Alice. The final battle.”

      I grip the sword and smirk, “You’re wrong Jabberwocky. It’s you against me and the children.”
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      Hadn’t the children been reading, the Pillar and the Cheshire would have been swept away by the wind already. Eventually, the wind lessened and both stood to their feet.

      Immediately, the Pillar circled the children in the bubble of light and made sure they were safe. The Cheshire stood prefixed nearby.

      “Can you tell me when this whole mess ends, please?” he asked the Pillar.

      “I guess the Jabberwocky is fighting Alice already,” the Pillar considered. “And all of this ends when either one of them dies.”

      “Jabberwocky or Alice, you mean.”

      The Pillar nodded in agreement. “And then it’s a good life after or hell on earth.”

      “The human race,” the Cheshire shook his head. “So dramatic. Why couldn’t you just all go to hell already?”

      “I have to find Fabiola like I told you,” the Pillar said. “The children are safe. Soon they will gather with other children who are also reading.”

      “Where will you find Fabiola in all this mess?” the Cheshire said. “Besides, gimme back that whip. We had a deal.”

      The Pillar handed it to him nonchalantly, which only added to the Cheshire’s continued puzzlement.

      “You can’t kill me before I find Fabiola, deal?”

      “We said that before. But let me ask you, is that all about telling her who you are? I mean the same person the children think you are?”

      The Pillar nodded. “Just don’t worry about it, Cheshy. Curiosity will really kill the cat. You don’t care about anything. Don’t pretend you do.”

      “I’m not pretending I care,” the Cheshire said. “I just have an itch that I keep scratching. You!”

      The Pillar noticed him staring at the children. “Don’t bother. They will not tell you who I really am if you ask them. They’re busy reading and fighting the Jabberwocky with Alice.”

      “So why don’t you tell me?”

      “Why would I?”

      “The world is ending,” the Cheshire shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing’s left to care about.”

      The Pillar smiled. “If I tell you who I am now, it will defeat the purpose of you wanting the hose. Does that make sense?”

      “None whatsoever,” the Cheshire said, staring at the hose in his hands now.

      “Look, Cheshy,” the Pillar approached him slowly, the old look of mischievous Pillar returning on his face. “A wise man once said that one’s value to others is in his mystery. Expose it and you’re just another disposable John Doe.”

      The Cheshire didn’t really get that. Metaphors and overcooked words weren’t his thing. A product of humankind’s desire to be perfect. He liked straight words that hurt and told the facts.

      But even though there was silence between them, he began to have an idea of whom the Pillar might be.

      “I think I know who you are,” the Cheshire said. “It’s the only explanation.”

      “Yeah?” The Pillar looked like he was going to kill the Cheshire right then. “Tell me.”

      “You’re the…” the Cheshire said.
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      The Hatter still held the hose in his hands.

      With the Pillar strolling in front of him, flaring his hands sideways in a pompous way, the Hatter had to make a decision.

      To save the White Queen, he had to become the Black King.

      The Black King was the man who will kill the Pillar.

      Not that it wasn’t handy or possible. It was just the fact that the Hatter had never killed anyone, not even an ant. In fact, he let ants run around his teacups on the table whenever he heads a party.

      What would he tell the children if he killed someone? Who would he become? Was it the right move to fight evil with evil?

      The Hatter’s hand stiffened midair. The Pillar was strolling away.

      “Leave the hose by the mushroom,” the Pillar laughed. “I will come collect it later.”

      The Pillar’s confidence pained the Hatter. Evil’s greatest privilege was knowing you, the good guy, prided yourself by being good. It meant a lot to you. It made you sleep better. It made you tolerate the turmoils of life. It made you feel better about yourself. Being good was an idea. A big one. Not just action. It granted survival by insinuating gave hope. Evil knew it was the good man’s weakness.

      The Pillar had the Hatter figured out, and it was heart wrenching.

      The hose glittered in the Hatter’s hand, urging him to make a move. To slice evil in two. To kill it and bury it in a grave.

      A plant cautiously leaned down to whisper in the Hatter’s ears, probably worried the Pillar would notice her and torture her, “Kill him, Hatter.”

      The Hatter shrugged. Neither could he say I can’t, or I will.

      “How many children will be hurt if you don’t kill him?” the plant said. “Do it.”

      The Hatter turned to face the plant, slowly. He worried that the plant was one of the Pillar’s tricks. But then another plant whispered.

      “We hate him but no one stands in his face,” it said. “No one dares.”

      “Then why should I?” the Hatter whispered back.

      “Because you care,” it said. “People always say they care but very few do.”

      “How do you know I care? I’m like everyone else, if not lesser.”

      “Don’t underestimate yourself,” it said. “You care for the children. You make people laugh when you feel the pain. You came here to help Fabiola. You do care.”

      “I thought I could reason with him.”

      “You don’t reason with evil, Hatter,” it said. “The hose in your hand will help. It won’t give in. Let it guide you. All you have to do is to choke him with it.”

      The Hatter burned from inside. Never had he been in a fight or choked someone. “So all I have to do is trust the whip?”

      “Trust it,” the plant said. “Choke the Pillar and bury him in the grave. We promise we’ll unleash maggots and insects upon him and make them eat him before he dares wake up again.”

      “Grave?” the Hatter wondered.

      “He had dug a grave this morning, knowing you will come to see him.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means he plans to kill you if you don’t,” the plant hissed. “It means this grave will be closed with either your body or his inside.”

      Another plant leaned forward, “The Pillar even wrote your obituary on the back of a mushroom this morning. He has it all planned. If you leave, he will kill you.”

      That was the moment when the Hatter felt it for the first time. Raw survival instinct. Not only was killing the Pillar a savior to the world, but also his soul. He didn’t want to die. 

      His legs moved on their own toward the Pillar’s back. As he did, the whip glittered more and more.

      Step after step in the muddy grounds of the garden.

      Mushrooms on both sides leaned back to give way. Everyone was on the Hatter’s side. It felt reassuring.

      Only a few feet behind the Pillar, he gripped the hose with both hands. Just choke him and the hose will help you.

      Three feet behind him, the Pillar stopped.

      So did the Hatter, swallowing hard.

      Comfortably slow, the Pillar turned around.

      Make no mistake. He was shocked by the Hatter’s audacity of even trying. He stared at the Hatter from top to bottom then smirked, “Are you really trying to kill me?”

      “You asked for it,” the Hatter said.

      “I didn’t ask for it. I gave you no choice.”

      “I have a choice. To rid the world of your evil doings.”

      “Poetic and naive,” the Pillar said. “I guess the plants played you.”

      The Hatter shrugged. “It’s my decision to… let’s say make you promise me not to hurt anyone else, or I will kill you.”

      “Is that so?” the Pillar said. “So show me your move. How are you going to kill me now?”

      The Hatter took a last assuring look at the hose in his hand.

      “You’re a coward,” the Pillar said. “You won’t dare lift it.”

      The Hatter did. Its power ran through his veins. A burden more than a power. One that needed release. Now holding it with one hand instead of two, he slashed at the Pillar.

      Who surprisingly didn’t move, though it slashed at his shoulder.

      This provoked the Hatter. He stepped forward to choke him.

      This time the Pillar ran.

      The Hatter followed.

      In a fast maneuver, the Pillar took a right and disappeared behind the mushrooms.

      Too fast for the Hatter to reorient himself. Hardly stopping, he realized why the Pillar detoured.

      The Hatter’s legs slipped deeper into the mud. Deeper into a void. Into a grave, the one the Pillar had dug for him this morning.

      He fell to his demise.

      Lying defeated on his back in the bottom of the grave, the Hatter not only realized the Pillar had killed him, but he listened to the plants and mushrooms laughing at his naivety. Oh, how they played him and convinced him to march to his own death.
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      While my weapon of choice is my Vorpal sword, the Jabberwocky’s is fire he spits from between sharpened fangs.

      I am not sure about what I am doing but I swing my sword anyway. With every swing, light emanates from inside out. The color of lightning.

      The Jabberwocky barely makes an effort, treading sideways to evade my swing. In all honesty, I am a joke. My sword would barely scratch him, even if I hit a vulnerable spot. He is too big to get wounded by it.

      I realize I need help. And I can’t think of a better savior than the Pillar now. He must have a trick but I’m not even sure if he is on my side anymore.

      “You’re a joke, Alice.” Malice swings all around us, cheering for her boss. “A tiny ambitious girl with a little wand.”

      “I’d run if I were you,” Constance says.

      None of their comments phase me. My eyes are targeting the Jabberwocky who smirks and seems to enjoy my predicament.

      “Had your fun yet?” He growls and then spews fire from his big mouth in my direction.

      “Shit,” I duck and roll on the floor to evade the heat. 

      “Tell me, Alice,” he growls. “How would you like me to burn you? Medium rare or Crispy dead?”

      I scramble on all fours, looking for a place to hide. No sense in swinging at this time. I need to find cover.

      Malice snickers with joy as I crawl underneath a mushroom. Since Jabberwocky descended, the mushrooms stopped melting so I have plenty of them to hide behind and even ascend if needed.

      Jabberwocky spews more fire now. I think I pissed him off hiding behind the mushrooms. However, they melt like marshmallows when they catch fire. I need to keep running and hiding.

      “How far do you think you can run, Alice?” Malice follows me everywhere, snaking between the mushrooms and remnants of a few buildings. “Give it up. Be reasonable.”

      “Since when did reason help me?” I mutter, crawling like a soldier on the asphalt.

      I can barely think so I keep on moving forward. There must be a way out.

      Jabberwocky spews more and more. A bit frantic, I think. Pissing him off is good. This is a war of minds more than anything. Sure everyone’s power is considered but it’s the emotion behind everything, the mindset, that makes it or breaks it.

      I remind myself that the Jabberwocky only showed himself when he saw that I gave up being provoked. It’s a paradox that he needs me yet wants to kill me. Evil can’t survive without good, still, it has to demolish it.

      My head is spinning as I crawl further. A melted blotch of mushroom splashes down my back. Heat pains me and I scream. I nudge it away with my sword and realize I have no time to rest or take my breath. 

      The Jabberwocky fires again.

      I keep on crawling, realizing the heat has seeped through and my skin is slightly burning on my back. “Alice do this, Alice do that,” I mutter as I crawl under the fire. “Alice save the world. Alice your the chosen one,” I spit in frustration unable to stop. “Everyone thinks I can do it; no one ever says how.”

      Then I hear a laugh under the darkened shade ahead where the Jabberwocky hadn’t bestowed his anger yet.

      “Alice you’re so funny even when it’s raining fire,” the voice mocks me but in a good way.

      Is that who I think it is?

      I crawl farther toward the darker part under the mushrooms. Whoever spoke to me is crawling back toward me. I can see his shadow.

      “Alice will kill you if you don’t say who you are,” I say gritting my teeth.

      That someone crawls nearer and now I can see his face under the light of the fire.

      My mouth hangs open and my moist eyes contradict the smile on my face. I listen to him as he says, “Don’t worry, I'm used to it. You like me but you always kill me.”
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      “Stop!” Constance interrupted the Cheshire as he was about to suggest the Pillar’s identity.

      Both the Pillar and the Cheshire stood surprised she cared to come over. The Cheshire, in particular, hated her. She was too enthusiastic and entitled for his taste.

      “What are you doing here?”tThe pillar asked. “Where is Alice?”

      “Exactly,” Constance said, walking around and investigating the children hanging midair and reading. “Malice took her.”

      “Malice?” the Cheshire asked.

      “Her darker side,” she sighed. “Am I going to have to explain?”

      “You don’t have to,” the Pillar says. “I know who Malice is. What form did she show up in?”

      “One of the plants. She took and sedated me then when I woke up Alice was gone. I got lost trying to find her. Had I not seen the children floating in the sky I wouldn’t have found you guys. What’s going on?”

      “I was about to tell the Pillar who he really is,” the Cheshire began.

      “Alice is definitely fighting the Jabberwocky.” said the Pillar to Constance, totally overshadowing the Cheshire.

      “How do you know?” Constance said.

      “The wind, the fire, the foul smell,” the Pillar said. “Had you walked toward the fire you would have found her."

      Constance looked in every direction. It was hard seeing the fire through the ashen sky. Not from here. She had to keep walking, but not before she asked, "Why are you here, not helping Alice?”

      “I did already help her,” the Pillar said. “This final chapter is hers. Nothing I can do.”

      “Why do I have a feeling you are planning something?” Constance grimaced. “I mean you sound ... unlike you.”

      “That’s because he turned out not to be the Pillar,” the Cheshire said.

      “The Pillar is not the Pillar?” She gazed back and forth between them.

      “This one is an imposter,” the Cheshire said. “Though he really pulled it off.”

      Constance considered for a moment. “I have to go help Alice but it makes sense. So who are you, Pillar?”

      “Ask the Chesh,” the Pillar smiled mischievously.

      “Who is he, Chesh?”

      “The one who killed the Pillar,” the Cheshire said.

      “And how does he look like the Pillar?” Constance said.

      The Cheshire told her about the curse.

      Constance considered. “At least the Pillar is dead.”

      “Hold your horses, little girl,” the Cheshire said. “If he isn’t the Pillar, but just pretending to be the Pillar, don’t you think you want to know who he is?”

      “That’s easy to figure out now,” Constance said, ready to leave.

      “Why easy?” the Pillar looked curious.

      “Well for one, you played it well, and used the Pillar’s name and darkness to help the Inklings, which means you’re one of the good guys, which makes it only a few choices; someone from Wonderland who wanted to do good,” she said. “And that someone has to have been dead for a long time.”

      “Touche,” the Cheshire said to Constance. “You’re sure you’re not a cat?”

      “You wish, loser,” Constance shook her shoulder and walked away.

      “Wait,” the Cheshire asked. “So who is he?”

      “The one and only,” Constance said from afar. “The Mad Hatter. Can’t you see the children like him so much?”
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      Never have I imagined myself kissing someone in this position, but I couldn’t help tasting Jack’s lips. He kisses me back as passionately. It is him. This isn’t a game this time.

      “Slow down, Alice,” Jack jokes. “You’re killing me.”

      “Shut up,” I wave my Vorpal sword at him, realizing it’s an aggressive move. I guess he has to get used to my temper. 

      Jack pulls me closer and in a strange maneuver spoons me under the darker mushrooms.

      “What’s on your mind, Jack?” My eyes widen.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” he says. “We need to stay together to stay alive.”

      “Such an excuse to be so close to me,” I raise an eyebrow.

      “As long as you don’t go crazy on me.”

      “You remember I’ve spent time in an asylum, right?” I pinch him jokingly.

      “The best part, actually,” he smiles. “Most girls don’t let you know they’re crazy. You come with a chip on your shoulder. Refreshing.”

      “That wasn’t romantic.” I pout.

      “It wasn’t meant to be,” he shows me his tongue then his eyes darken as a spew of fire lands nearby.

      “Come with me.”

      We stand up but crouch as we start to run hand in hand, protected by the mushrooms.

      “Just like when we were kids in Wonderland,” I say.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Jack seems alerted. “All touchy-feely and puppy-eyed. We have to find a way to kill my father.”

      “I’m just happy you’re here.”

      “Alice, we’re going to die if we don’t do something about him.”

      “Well, he is your father,” I say. “You must know his weakness.”

      Jack says nothing. I have a feeling he has an idea.

      We sneak into a burned-out building. It’s pretty dark inside. Next to each other, we lean against the wall to take a breath. It’ll only be a few minutes before the Jabberwocky attacks again.

      “Who did I kill then?”

      “Spades,” Jack says. “I escaped him. He was trying to kill me. I assume he pretended he was me and the plant told you I was the Jabberwocky.”

      “Yes, how do you know that?”

      “He tried to convince me the same. I only remembered the connection, that the Jabberwocky was my father when I escaped and spent some time alone.”

      “Why did they make me kill Spades? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “It makes sense. It’s Black Chess’s ultimate trick, to drive you crazy and dupe you into thinking you killed or hurt someone. Their best weapon is to convince you you’re no different from them.”

      I consider and agree actually. “To make us think we’re not on the good side. Is that what the Pillar did for me?”

      “I’m not sure about him, but my heart tells me he is on our side,” Jack stares at me. “Listen, I think I know how to kill the Jabberwocky.”

      “Not with this, right?” I point at my useless Vorpal sword.

      “Actually, with it,” Jack says. “The thing is we have to defeat him the way he defeated each one of us.”

      “How did he do that?”

      “By sneaking into our minds and souls and confusing us into madness.”

      “You want to get into his mind?” I grimace.

      “Something like that.”

      A moment of silence lingers between us.

      “What’s on your mind, Jack?”

      “I want you to trust me.”

      “Who is getting emotional now?”

      “He is my father, I remember little of him, but I have a gut feeling of how to kill him. You have to promise me, though.”

      “Promise you what?”

      “To never hate me after what I’m about to do.”
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        Present: On the Road, London

      

      

      

      The Cheshire and the Pillar decided to accompany Constance. The Cheshire, out of curiosity to see how it all folds out. The Pillar, in hopes to find Fabiola—or whatever plan he had on his mind.

      “Are you okay, Pillar?” Constance asked. “I mean you look sicker and sicker. And that skin of yours, what’s happening?”

      “He is dying,” said the Cheshire. “One of the reasons I’m worried about killing him and taking his face and soul. What if I die with that sickness if I become him?”

      “Why do you even want to be him?” Constance says, walking faster.

      “It’s the freakin’ Pillar,” the Cheshire says. “Always two steps ahead. Knows more than anyone. You can never get an answer from him. He is so cool and nuts I’d like to be him.”

      Constance glared at the Cheshire then turned to see what the Pillar thought about this.

      “I’m not flattered,” the Pillar said, this time coughing blood.

      “See?” the Cheshire said. “What if I kill him and become that weak version of the Pillar?”

      Constance had no time to delve deeper into the mystery. She cared more about Alice, hoping she hadn’t given up on her mentor and let her die.

      Still, she knew how much Alice liked the Pillar—even with every shitty thing he has ever done.

      “Do you need help?” She asked him.

      “Keep going to find Alice,” he said, limping now. “And pray for me to find Fabiola.”

      “Pray?” the Cheshire said. “You never pray, Pillar.”

      “Just leave him alone,” Constance said. “I mean I want to find Alice. He wants to find the love of his life. What the heck are you doing here?”

      The Cheshire shrugged then said, “I’m a cat. I like to watch.”
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        Present: Beneath the Mushrooms, London

      

      

      

      Now that Jack told me about the plan I needed time to process it, but the Jabberwocky’s fire deprived me from assessing the situation.

      Jack pulls my hand and we snake back through the fire. Crazy as it seems, we are going back to face the Jabberwocky.

      Dodging the fire, we stop at a free space between the mushrooms and Jack confronts his father.

      As for me, I’m supposed to sneak behind the Jabberwocky while Jack distracts him.

      “I’m here, Jabberwocky!” Jack waves his hands in the air.

      The Jabberwocky says nothing. I can’t see the expression in his eyes from here. But even though I want to hear more, I have to face another enemy first. Malice.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Alice?” Malice snickers. “Do you really think I will let you climb the Jabberwocky’s back?”

      “Who said I’m here to climb on his back and kill him?” I snickered back, trying my best to be as annoying. “I’m here to kill you.”

      “Blah, blah, blah.”

      “Thing is, I don’t like to hurt plants,” I say. “How about I see you as Alice?”

      “I’m not Alice.” She sounds offended.

      “Actually you are. Nothing but a shadow of mine,” I say. “A copycat at best. A wannabe. A reflection in a dirty mirror.”

      “Don’t dare me, Alice.”

      “Who said I am daring you?” I wave her off and look away toward where Jack is talking to his father. “I knew you were a coward.”

      In a flash, when I turn back, I see Malice in my form again. Her lips dripping blood. Her teeth pointed. Nice shoes, though.

      “So beautiful,” I smile at her. “How about we finish this, once and for all?”

      “I will finish you once and for all. What was I waiting for?”

      I raise the sword but she does something I haven’t seen before. She lifts up her hand and clenches her fist in the air and then twists nothingness.

      At first, I think she is crazy, but then my sword drops. I can’t grip it anymore. Not only that. My stomach churns with incredible pain.

      “What the hell?” I touch my abdomen and kneel on one knee.

      “I’m you, remember?” She snickers. “I was inside you and I know how it works inside.”

      I can’t even talk. I can’t breathe. I have to think fast. If she is me, am I not her as well? I hope Jack distracts the Jabberwocky long enough that I can figure this out.
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        Past: The Hatter’s Grave, Wonderland

      

      

      

      The Hatter laid on his back in the bottom of the grave.

      Tears filled his eyes. Not only was he a coward and loser, he realized he might have permanently damaged his skin, as it fractioned against the walls of the grave while he fell. 

      The snickering plants making fun of him made him want to die right away. How come he was such a loser? How come he was so foolish. His father used to tell him that growing up hurt, but he should have told him that sometimes growing up kills.

      The Hatter could only move his hands, so he clasped them together and began to pray.

      Even though he had never believed in anything in particular, he loved the idea of someone—something—larger than life taking care of him. Not that he believed it. Since he was dying, he could hope.

      But what would he say? What prayer would he utter?

      Help me imaginary man in the sky? Help me universe?

      Tears continued to flow like rivers, unable to wash away his shame. He imagined the next day, people gathered around his grave and describing him as just another one of the Pillar’s victims.

      The words that came out of his mouth were far from coherent, but he was trying to tell the universe that if he lived, he would avenge everyone hurt by the Pillar and Jabberwocky.

      Nothing happened.

      No prayer was answered.

      No one came for him.

      His words changed a little. He began to promise the universe he would use the Pillar’s cunningness to help the good. He would learn the ways of darkness so he could later fight it. The same way Alice had tried by becoming the Pillar’s apprentice. True, she had failed, but that’s because she didn’t pull back in time. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake.

      Suddenly, he heard footsteps in the mud.

      Was he imagining them? Nah, it was true.

      Someone was coming, and the plants and mushrooms went silent. It must have been someone they feared.

      The footsteps neared but then stopped.

      “I’m down here in the grave,” the Hatter pleaded. “Make sure you don’t fall in.”

      No one answered him.

      No one moved.

      He must have imagined the footsteps.

      “Who is there?” The Hatter asked.

      No one answered, but the footsteps came closer.

      The Hatter breathed with relief. Finally.

      The footsteps were so near now. Soon he’d see who came for him and get out of this grave, and hopefully fix his back.

      Who was it? he wondered.

      Lewis?

      Nah, he rarely came, and he was lost in his addiction and war against Carolus.

      Fabiola?

      Could be, but she didn’t know he came to see the Pillar.

      The Children?

      He would have loved that, but he wouldn’t even want them to come near the Pillar’s lair.

      His best bet was the March Hare, his one and only true friend, and the one who wouldn’t reply to his pleading.

      The footsteps were so close now. Soon the Hatter was going to leave.

      And boy was he right about the March Hare when he saw a teacup tumble from the edge of the grave down on the muddy ground beside him.

      “March!” the Hatter cheered. “You will need to find a way to lift me up…”

      The Hatter’s stopped talking once he saw the hookah’s smoke swirl around the edges of the grave. In from the smoke shone a face. The Pillar’s.

      With a cigar tucked in the corner of his mouth, he stood smirking with a shovel full of teacups. “You think someone is coming to save you?”

      The Hatter felt an invisible stab in his heart.

      “I wanted to bury you in mud but then realized you’ll suffocate and die too soon and without much pain--and no irony. You know how much I like irony,” the Pillar said. “Then, in all my genius, I realized the real irony was burying you alive in teacups. Not only are they heavy but also sharp when broken at the edges. Have a great tea party, Hatty.”

      And so the Hatter took the first shard of a teacup, stabbing him right in the heart.
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        Present: Jabberwocky War, London

      

      

      

      Jack is still occupying the Jabberwocky with ridiculous talk about how he likes him so much and is pissed off he left him as a child. Somehow it’s still working. I guess fathers always want to bond with their sons. Problem is, I’m too late for the plan we discussed, the one I’m not supposed to hate him for after finishing.

      Trust me, he told me the plan but never told me why I would hate him after.

      Right now, my guts are churning to death in the palm of my own nemesis’ hands. Malice.

      “Why don’t you just get done with it?” I spit my pain back at her.

      “I’ve gotta give it to you, Alice,” she says. “You’re strong because I’ve been squeezing hard. Let me see,” she acts as if trying to look into my guts. “Is that the liver? Kidney? I guess I should hit the kidney. You have two anyways, which makes your death slower.”

      Her next squeeze hits harder. I don’t care whether it’s a kidney or a liver. I’m being gutted from the inside out.

      “Ever wonder why I haven’t squeezed the heart?” She snickers.

      The idea itself scares me. That would be the end of me. Surely enough if I let her squeeze my organs long enough.

      I’m down on both knees with the Vorpal sword on the ground beside me. It’s glittering, wanting me to use it, but how?

      Malice is a bit too far away for me to stab her. If I throw the sword at her and miss, I’m without it. It’s like betting on my last card. My brain is frozen from the pain inside. I can’t think clearly.

      All I know is that she can squeeze inside me because she is a part of me. Does that mean I can squeeze her guts as well?

      It takes effort to lift one arm up while the other holds my stomach. My veins are protruding in blue on my arm as if I’ve been to the gym, lifting the heaviest of weights. My palm is clenched and I'm begging it to loosen up so I can squeeze.

      Not that I’m sure how this kind of magic works. I guess I’m going to focus my intentions on Malice’s guts.

      A deep breath helps me loosen up my hand. Now it’s all about the effort to squeeze these numb fingers. I search my mind and soul for Malice’s insides but can only picture maggots and eels.

      “You’re not trying to squeeze my guts, Alice, are you?” She mocks me. “It doesn’t work like that. You’re too stupid to figure it out.”

      In the distance, I hear the conversation between Jabberwocky and Jack escalating. It doesn’t sound as planned. This is getting out of hand.

      Back to Malice.

      There must be a connection. If she is a part of me, then I must have access to her physically like she has to me. What is it?

      Pain surges and numbs my peripherals.

      My mind races back to the idea of Good Alice and Bad Alice. The reason why Fabiola at some point wanted to kill me—I don’t blame her now, having seen Malice. The thing I’m looking for is whether good came first or bad. Light or darkness. I know everyone supports the idea of dark coming first and then turning to light.

      But I don’t believe that, or Malice would have been the original and I would have been a copycat. And I damn well know I’m the original me.

      Which means she can reach inside me because I’ve encompassed her, like a rotten apple on a tree. The apple is rotten, but not necessarily the tree. To stop the apple from infecting the rest of the tree, the tree has to shake it off.

      I need to shake Malice’s grip off. I mean out of my guts.

      The Vorpal sword glitters harder now, and the craziest idea comes to mind. An idea inspired by the Pillar when we were in Russia. When he was fighting a giant in the snow and let him hit more and more until he lured the big giant to his demise.

      I get it.

      It’s madness.

      What’s new?

      Instead of squeezing my fingers, I reach for the Vorpal sword.

      “Not going to help,” Malice snickers.

      She has no idea what I’m about to do. I don’t even know if it’s the right thing, but I have no choice but to follow the Pillar’s theory.

      Side thought; did he show me these things to let me use them in the future?

      I grip the Vorpal sword as hard as my feebleness allows me and raise my eyes and flare my nostrils at Malice.

      “You like my kidney so much, eh?” I ask.

      This time I see she might have an idea what I’m going to do. It not only baffles me, but it baffles her.

      I twist my hand and stab myself in the back right next to the kidney. I might miss, and it might kill me, but I have to. Never thought I’d be stabbing myself like this...

      But foolish me thought I could penetrate my skin so easily from this weird angle and with my feeble grip. I only wound myself but not deep enough.

      Ironically, I can’t feel the pain, compared to my shredded guts.

      But it works.

      Malice loosens up her grip and steps back.

      The pain leaves me and delight of freedom fills me all over, except the pain of flesh in my back. Either the sword gives me power or I’m so into killing the Jabberwocky the pain means nothing me to me.

      “Crazy bitch ,” she mutters to herself, but of course I hear her. “You were going to kill yourself to kill me?”

      I stand up and raise my sword. I feel darkness inside me. Darkness I can use to find light. “I’m not afraid to die, Malice. You know why?”

      She takes another step back, not saying a word.

      “Because I have a purpose I can die for. You have nothing to die for.”

      I didn’t expect her to run away. Was it that easy? I mean it wasn’t that easy but I thought she’d fight back. While running away, I hear say, “I’m not let you this to me again.”

      “Again?” I ask, perplexed.

      “I won’t let you use me, Malice the darkest of all darkness, to do good like you did to me back in Wonderland.”

      I’m not sure what she is talking about, but Jack screams distract me. When I turn, fire spews all over the place.
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        Present: On the Road, London

      

      

      

      “I see fire!” Constance pointed and hurried up a bridge of broken mushrooms.

      “I think I’ll stay behind,” the Pillar said.

      She stopped and turned around. She saw him leaning against an old furnace in the remnants of a house without a roof.

      “Don’t play games, Pillar,” the Cheshire said. “I need to kill you.”

      “Then what’s stopping you?” the Pillar asked.

      Constance was concerned about the way the Pillar said it. He didn't give a damn if someone killed him. She suddenly realized that he wasn’t lying. He had accomplished what he came for.

      She stepped down and knelt next to him, “Is there something you want me to tell Fabiola if I see her?”

      The Pillar raised his eyes to meet hers.

      She would swear she had only seen this kind of look in Alice’s eyes. The look of concern. Of wanting to help. Of not wanting anything in return while regretting the mistakes made in the process.

      “No,” he said and leaned back to the furnace, staining his whole costume with ash.

      “Is there something we can do, then?” She touched his hands, but he pushed her away. She had never seen him like that. Ever.

      “He is pulling an act so I can’t have his face and body,” the Cheshire reasoned.

      “He told you that you can kill him if you wanted,” Constance roared at the Cheshire who actually feared her.

      “That’s the thing with the Pillar,” the Cheshire hurled the hose in the air. “You never know what he really wants or planned.”

      Constance shook her head at the Cheshire’s actions. However, she didn’t blame him. Since when did anyone understand the Pillar? But that wasn’t the point now. The Pillar, more or less, was an Inkling, and she wanted to help a man who was in pain. She wasn’t sure he was dying though.

      “I have to go, Pillar,” she turned back to him. “Still I will do what you tell me to do.”

      “I want you to…” he said.

      “To what?” she said. “I’m listening.”

      “To understand…”

      “You’re not going to waste our time, eh, Pilly?” the Cheshire said. “Spit it out.”

      The Pillar laughed from the corner of his mouth. It was hard to tell whether it was a smirk, a laugh, or madness.

      “To understand that one of the…”

      “Dear God of cats and not dogs,!” the Cheshire couldn’t take it and went to get the hose again. This time he decided to kill him and stop the mysteries.

      “One of the what, Pillar?” Constance asked.

      “One of the privileges of not knowing who you are,” the Pillar said as the Cheshire was about to come closer and choke him. “Is that you can pretend to be whomever you want to be.”

      This stopped the Cheshire in his tracks. It hurt.

      He knew the Pillar might have been hinting to his real identity, but it sure made the Cheshire feel self-conscious. He wasn’t anyone after all, and his whole journey was looking to be someone else, probably someone cool. Was this why he wanted to be the Pillar?

      He loosened his grip on the hose and stood silent.

      “Whatever you say, Pillar,” Constance said, leaning his weary head against the bricks of the furnace. “I want you to know that it’s been a pleasure,” she kissed him on the forehead.

      The Cheshire realized he might cry, but he resisted it. Why the hell would he cry and show emotion? If he ever did he wouldn’t cry over the Pillar.

      The Pillar closed his eyes and breathed slowly in a serene peace none of them understood.

      “Is he dead?” the Cheshire asked.

      “Nah,” Constance stood up. “He is terribly exhausted, or broken. I’ve never imagined seeing him this way.”

      “And you’re sure he is not faking it?”

      “I’m young enough to be fooled but I’m also young enough to feel it in my heart that he isn’t playing games. Why didn’t you kill him?”

      The Cheshire fidgeted, “I have no freakin’ idea.”

      “I guess you should pull off the mask as well,” Constance said.

      “What do you mean, kiddo?”

      “I mean if you’ve finally decided to accept who you are, whatever you are, you may as well not hide behind the Joker’s face.”

      “He is kinda trending now,” the Cheshire aimed for a joke to break the tension, but this child was something special. She felt as if she were his mother. He pulled the mask off. “It’s a priest’s face.”

      “I know,” she said. “I saw you on the TV. Actually, I should’ve killed you for framing us, but as a fellow Wonderlander… well, forget it, Cheshy. Just find yourself.”

      He watched Constance walk away toward the fire in the distance and the Pillar sleeping next to the unlit furnace. He was stuck between life and death, standing at the fork in the road.

      Helpless.

      Had the Pillar not called for Constance one last time, he would have left and never come back, but Constance came running back.

      “Yes, Pillar?” she knelt again. “How can I help?”

      “Tell Fabiola…” the Pillar said then noticed the Cheshire listening so he whispered the rest in Constance’s ear.

      Not only didn’t the Cheshire hear, but he couldn’t understand why Constance’s eyes lit up as if the sun suddenly shone in the dark of night.

      “I will,” she said with the broad smile on her face, “and I always knew it.”

      The Cheshire and Constance watched him doze to his eternal sleep, and then, in a most unexpected scene, blue butterflies came from nowhere and circles his body.
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        Present: Jabberwocky War, London

      

      

      

      Jack is calming the Jabberwocky down, as I tread lightly upon the beast’s back.

      “I’m sorry father,” Jack says. “I didn’t mean it.”

      “Get out of my face or I will burn you to the ground,” the Jabberwocky growls.

      “I love you, you know?” Jack says.

      In the back, I’m about to laugh. Now that Malice ran away into the dark, and the evil Constance is nowhere to be seen. Still, I think it’s a good move on Jack’s part. Keep distracting your father, Jack.

      The Jabberwocky doesn’t notice my first few steps, which is promising if I want to reach the back of his head.

      “What did you say?” the Jabberwocky growls.

      “I love you,” Jack says. “You’re the love of my life.”

      Now I have to cup my mouth to stop the wheezing laughter, so much that my wounded back hurts again. A little too much, Jack.

      “I mean, I don’t know how to express that I missed you,” Jack says. “Forget about Alice now. Make me your apprentice.”

      “You never wanted anything to do with me,” the Jabberwocky growls.

      Perfect. The beast is getting emotional. As he is considering, I can keep climbing up to his head.

      I do it on all fours, biting the sword between my teeth. I’m barefoot but my insides still hurt a little, too.

      If only he didn’t stink so bad, though the layer of mucus on his back may be the reason why he can’t feel me climbing.

      “I was wrong, Dad,” Jack says then shrugs and says, “I mean, Father.”

      Who calls Jabberwocky Dad?

      I’m still climbing upward when the Jabberwocky decides to have an intimate moment with his son and lowers his gigantic head and half of his torso down.

      I hold onto some of the sticky jagged edges on his back barely stopping myself from sliding down.

      And though I can’t see what's going on between Jack and his father, I see Constance arriving in the distance with the Cheshire following her.

      Perfect. Bad. Timing.
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      The Cheshire followed Constance more confused than ever. However, it was a spectacular scene ahead.

      The sight of Alice sliding down--or up?--the back of the beastly Jabberwocky who was lowering his head to talk to Jack while the world was set on a hot grill of fire all around, that was an epic palette he had never thought he would see.

      He stopped, watching Constance run around the Jabberwocky’s tail, probably trying to climb up to Alice. Smart girl, she was silent all the way, not distracting the Jabberwocky from Jack distracting him.

      As for the scene of Jack and the Jabberwocky, the Cheshire had to hide in the shadows as he laughed.

      “Do you really mean it?” the Jabberwocky said to Jack.

      “I’m your son, and want to do anything to please you,” Jack sounded fake like a ninety-year-old’s makeup.

      Still, the Cheshire enjoyed it. Why weren’t the BBC’s cameras around anymore? This was hilariously epic.

      Alice tried to shush Constance away as the little girl climbed up toward her. The Cheshire couldn’t hear but she was probably telling her it’s dangerous. He doubted this little annoying girl feared anything.

      He wanted to listen to what the Jabberwocky was telling Jack but he noticed the children’s voices were filling the air. Not only was wind whirling everywhere, lightning hit occasionally, but the words read by children all over the world somehow sounded nearby as a soundtrack.

      Constance was still climbing up — which now was down — after Alice who had reached the back of the Jabberwocky’s head.

      It puzzled the Cheshire what Alice’s plan had been in the first place. Sure Jack was there to buy her time, but she didn’t try to stab the Jabberwocky from behind — not that it would have worked due to his enormous size.

      He wondered what her plan was?

      Also, why were Alice and Constance so determined to make things right, enough to sacrifice their lives? Since he had made up his mind to become a real person and choose a side, those guys in the Inklings confused him. Wasn’t it easier and reasonable to be a Black Chess? Pure evil. To the point. A ton of fun and power. All he had was to look to Black Chess’s boss, some terrifying beast that looked like a dragon.

      Why Inklings? Too enthusiastic, little resources, and hardly winning.

      All he had to do was to look at the small sizes of Constance and Alice on the back of the big beast. He really had to reconsider.

      Suddenly, he heard what the Jabberwocky told Jack.

      “Well, that’s a good one,” the Cheshire told himself, enjoying the last show on earth.

      “If you want to prove your loyalty,” Jabberwocky told his son. “Kill Alice.”

      Dun. Dun. Dun. The Cheshire thought. The plot thickened.

      Jack, the fake, hesitated, but then mustered the courage to say, “I will, father, once I find her.”

      “Then go find her and bring me her chopped off head.” the Jabberwocky growled.

      The Cheshire admired that dark voice of the beast. If only he had one like that.

      But Jack seemed disappointed when the Jabberwocky began to turn away. Sure he still wanted to distract the beast, but it seemed like there had been more to his plan than the obvious.

      “Wait!” he called. “You have to lift me up, Father.”

      The Jabberwocky stopped turning with frowning eyebrows. “Why?”

      Jack shrugged, “Because,” he hesitates some more. “I see her on your back.”

      The Jabberwocky’s eyes reddened and looked like he was about to shake his whole body to ruffle her away—and probably kill everything within a few miles radius, including the Cheshire himself.

      “Wait, no!” Jack pleaded. “Lift me up,” he said. “Let me kill her for you and prove my loyalty.”

      The Cheshire was surprised to see a large smirk on the beast’s face, with a lot of lava-saliva drooling. Funny how even an evil beast favored having sons and daughters in their reign.

      Slowly the Jabberwocky pulled Jack up toward his face, the same moment Alice was clawing right above the beast’s forehead. The Cheshire saw Alice and Jack nod at each other.

      What in whacky Wonderland’s name did they have in mind?
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      Jack’s nod was the sign we had agreed upon. Without thinking, and knowing this will be the death of me, I glide down the Jabberwocky’s forehead, stab him in one eye, blotches of blood splattering back on my face while Jack continues his part.

      The Jabberwocky screams in agony while Jack jumps off of his hand and into the open mouth of the beast.

      My plan is to pull the sword back and follow Jack, and I do, but the Jabberwocky’s pain makes him move violently while his roars deafen me.

      I tumble and almost fall off the edge of his nose while Jack shouts, “Here! Take my hand.”

      “Go in first!” I tell him in case I can’t make it.

      “I think you have to stab the other eye,” Jack says. “His gut is still on fire.”

      I scramble back, hardly balancing upon the angry beast’s face and stab the other eye.

      This drives the Jabberwocky crazy. Not only is he shaking his enormous head but his whole body. I can easily fall off now.

      Irrationally, I decide to run down his face and figure an acrobatic way to jump down into his open mouth.

      Foolish, I slip and now I’ll fall…

      But Jack’s hands catch me, and my own other hand grips my sword harder.

      “Gotcha!” Jack says and pulls me up.

      The Jabberwocky’s mouth looks like the entrance to hell.

      “We have to risk it,” Jack says. “Or he will bite us with his fangs. It’s only a few seconds and his gut will cool down. He can’t keep the fire when his eyes are bleeding.”

      “Jack,” I shout against the noises, especially the kid’s voices filling the air all around. “If we don’t make it, please remember me the next time.”

      He smiles, “Funny how I’ve never forgotten you, even though I forget me.”

      And then he pulls me inside.
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      Not far away, the Pillar’s eyes popped open. Had he looked into a mirror he would have seen tiny bloody veins throbbing inside. But he had already known his end was near.

      His skin was literally peeling off now. He didn’t bother looking inside. At least he was going to die without anyone killing him and taking his face and body.

      He felt old. The fire inside him had faded and he missed it. He missed the madness.

      But it was all good. He was grateful. He did good. He didn’t need a medal or applause because no one was supposed to know who he was. It was part of the deal.

      A deal he cherished with his very being, heart, and soul.

      He promised her once, and kept his promise.

      Why wouldn’t he when that deal back in Wonderland was the one that gave him hope and purpose. He had agreed to play the game knowing he would never get the credit for anything. It could only be done this way and made his purpose even more meaningful.

      You could only know this is your purpose when your ego doesn’t need gratification accomplishing it, because only then is it a purpose with the greatest value.

      What value? To help? To give? To ascend beyond the self and help others. The children.

      The only disadvantage was that Fabiola wasn’t around. It would have been a nice touch having her next to him dying. He would have broken the rule--the promise--for only her. But at least Constance knew who he was. Constance would tell Fabiola when the Pillar died.

      The noises and war in the distance pleased him. He could faintly hear but knew it was Alice doing her job. He trusted she would kill the Jabberwocky. He only worried about the consequences. Boy did she have to suffer so many times?

      Nothing new to that, he thought. Real heroes aren’t comic book heroes. No flashy capes, over the top origin stories, or worldwide recognition. Heroes worked in silence. In the shadows. Because they wanted to do it, not to be appreciated. A mother in a rural house, an underpaid cop, or a young nurse in hospice, among others were the Pillar’s real heroes.

      The circling butterfly made him smile inside.

      He hardly managed to stand up while his cheek peeled off the side of his face and fall to his shoulder.

      He didn’t look.

      He couldn’t stand to look.

      He stood for one reason.

      Because he wasn’t one to die on his knees, even if he stood alone. Besides, he actually lied to everyone. He wasn’t finished. He had one last trick under his skin--he meant his sleeve. A trick he himself hadn’t thought of before but made all sense now.
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        Present: Inside the Jabberwocky, London

      

      

      

      The insides of the Jabberwocky had cooled down, not much but Jack and I can walk and hopefully tolerate the heat, as long as we evaded a few hotter spots.

      “Where is it?” I ask Jack.

      “We’ll find it,” he says. “You can’t miss it. It’s a black heart pumping. The size of a big dining table.”

      “You’ve been inside your dad before?” I scoff jokingly.

      “I just know,” he said. “And please don’t call him dad.”

      The beast doesn’t make it easy for us to crawl inside him as he is moving with anger and wrath. I am not sure what he wants to achieve by screaming and shouting. He is probably mad he can’t spit fire anymore. And the fact that he is probably half-blind now.

      But that isn’t going to kill the Jabberwocky. I have to stab him with my Vorpal sword in the heart.

      Jack entertains himself by kicking the beast’s guts wherever we walk.

      “It’s not going to hurt much but imagine a flea is biting your insides.” He said.

      “Trust me, I know the feeling,” I said, pointing at my abdomen Malice was gutting earlier. “I know the feeling.”

      Crawling on all fours in a strange position, I glimpse the black heart nearby. My own heart races. Was I finally going to make it happen and kill him?

      I crawl through his gut full of maggots and tentacles and eels to reach his heart. I have to chop these insignificant little obstacles on the way, but it comes as easy and unusual because I have my eyes on the Jabberwocky's black heart.

      Jack stands far behind, examining the beast’s tongue and throat. I wonder what’s on his mind.

      “I found it,” I shout back to him. “It’s time.”

      Jack stares back at me with eyes that are keeping something from me—or are the fumes inside alluding me?

      “Once you stab it a few times and the Jabberwocky begins to unbalance, you will have to crawl back fast to me,” Jack demands. “You understand?”

      “And then we’ll do what?”

      “I pinch his tongue and throat forcing him to open up again and jump out. I think it’s not the craziest distance down to the ground. We’ll survive.”

      “Okay,” I nod.

      My Vorpal sword’s glitter is the color of lightning again. The purest I have ever seen, so much that I think I’m not only going to stab the beast but electrocute his heart. The same way I’ve suffered in the Mush Room. The irony doesn’t escape me.

      This is what the March Hare meant when he said the Jabberwocky returned from the Looking Glass without a heart. It’s simply a black substance coating his real heart. Disgusting.

      “Do it,” Jack demands. “Now!”

      I raise my hands in the air, gripping the sword, and take a deep breath.

      With all my might I stab his heart.

      “This is for the mushroomers!”

      Volcanoes of blood erupt inside and the Jabberwocky’s screams echo inside of his skeleton. I wonder how he sounds outside, but I grip on his guts with one hand, avoiding to fall into his disgusting guts.

      “Hold tight,” Jack says, hardly keeping his balance.

      “I think it’s not enough,” I tell him and balance myself to stab the Jabberwocky again.

      “This is for the Children!”

      The children’s voices gain power again when I stab him. Louder and louder.

      “He is not dead yet!’ Jack shouts as rivers of blood flood the Jabberwocky’s inside. “Harder, Alice.”

      I raise my sword again, and remember the past. Almost all of it. Including what happened to the Hatter and the Pillar. But another memory brings me anger--and strength.

      The memory of my dead family killed by the Jabberwocky. The memory is about to give me a heart attack. I have never remembered it so vividly. The night Lewis began to stuttered upon seeing my family slaughtered.

      “This is for my family, ugly fuck!”

      I stap him.

      Then again.

      Again.

      And again.

      With each stab, the Jabberwocky goes bonkers and we barely keep our positions inside. His deafening roars will stay with me in my nightmares forever. The only antidote will be the enchanting, happy voices of the children. It’s as if they feel the victory.

      “Enough!” Jack says.

      But I can’t stop.

      Again.

      And Again,

      “Enough, Alice,” Jack is worried. “You’re turning into Malice.”

      His final words stops me. I turn and look at him, hardly seeing him clearly across rivers of blood. But his fear is unmistakable. I think I was turning to Malice and he stopped me.

      “Don’t worry. It’s the line between good and evil,” Jack says. “Now crawl over or will drown inside this river of blood.

      I’m paralyzed with shock--and gratification to having avenged my family.

      “Now!” Jack demands.

      I crawl back.

      Eels and tentacles try to wrap themselves around my legs but I cut through. I’m alive but in a haze. Winning and killing the Jabberwocky feels like a dream. Like everything we wait for so, so long. When it happens, we can’t believe it finally did.

      Jack pulls my hand to help me up then pushes me past him.

      “Go near the fangs,” he says. “I will pinch the roof of his tongue and he will open up.”

      I run toward the big teeth and plan on jumping outside as they part open.

      Then I stop.

      Jack isn’t following me.

      I turn around, quizzically.

      Jack isn’t even looking at me. He is knotting the beast’s insides with his hands and pinching them to increase the pain.

      “Jack!” I scream.

      “Just go!”

      “Not without you.”

      “I have to do this.”

      “You don’t,” I say. “I stabbed his heart. He is going to die soon.”

      Jack turns and looks straight into my eyes. This is when I realize he lied to me. “It’s not how he dies,” he says. “I mean it is, but I have to keep him in pain from the inside to make sure, or he will wake up and mend his black heart.”

      I’m without words. Without meaning. Without heart.

      Now I remember Jack asking me not to hate him earlier. I’m worried this is what he is talking about.

      “I’m not leaving you,” I say, attempting to crawl back.

      “Stop!” He shouts. “Think about it. You’re Alice. You mean a lot to the children. You have to live. I’m his son, and evil is in me. I have to finish this. No one wins if you die as well.”

      “Nonsense!” I say and stand up to him, the Jabberwocky’s mouth behind me.

      Jack looks at me. It’s a confident look that worries me. As if he knows what will happen next, and I don’t.

      “It’s been a pleasure, Alice of Wonderland,” he approached and touches my face and then runs his hand through my hair. “You’re the bravest I’ve met.”

      “What are you talking about?” Saying that I’m puzzled is an understatement.

      “What I’m about to do now,” he says. “You’ve done the same back in Wonderland. You did it to Malice.”

      “What are you talking about?” I remember Malice hinting the same.

      “My respect, Alice. I only learn from the best.”

      I have no idea what he is talking about.

      Then he slowly pulls his hand from under my hair and, like a magician, shows me a card.

      I stare at it. It takes a moment to put two and two together.

      The card is not a Jack of Diamonds like he usually does. It’s the last kind of card I’d ever expected to see.

      A spade.

      “I’m not Jack of Diamonds,” he says. “You killed Jack of Diamonds with your sword. Malice played you.”

      “Holy shit…” I’m cupping my mouth with my hands.”

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “My diamonds part isn’t mad at you.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Jack Spades,” he says. “The Jabberwocky’s favorite version. The darker side in all of us. The darker side evil loves in us.”

      “You’re lying,” I hold back the tears. This isn’t happening. “If you’re Spades, then why are you helping me and sacrificing yourself for the children?”

      “Because of what Jack told me about you, about how he loves you, about how strong you are and what you went through,” Spades says.

      “I don’t believe a word,” I punch him in the chest. “Why are you doing this? You’re Jack Diamonds. You have to be,” I’m crying in his chest now. In the chest of Jack’s darker side. A gut feeling tells me he is telling the truth because Jack’s heart isn’t beating, like his father it must have a black coat to it. I just don’t want to believe it.

      “Would Jack Diamonds know the secret of his father’s black heart?” Spades challenges me.

      Then he pushes me violently to the back.

      I might be the chosen one, and I have stabbed the Jabberwocky in the heart, but I’m a fragile girl when it comes to my heart. Thus I have no power pushing back.

      At the edge of the Jabberwocky’s mouth, I feel like I want to tell him that I love him, but I see it in his eyes. It’s not him. I killed Jack Diamonds. This one is Spades, a dark soul who wants to do good, and is my only hope to kill the Jabberwocky once and for all.

      “Thank you,” I say as he pushes me out. “For saving me.”

      Then he says, “Don’t thank me. Thank you--or Jack. One day you will remember that you have done the same in the past.”
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        Present: Outside the Jabberwocky, London

      

      

      

      Outside, I topple backward midair, wondering if my life is a long night of hallucinations.

      Whether it is or not, I land on the ground almost safely, which puzzles me. Having little time to comprehend what just happened inside the Jabberwocky, I’m as confused outside.

      The world is still in chaos. Nothing has been solved. The only difference is that the children chants are higher angelic voices.

      It takes me a few seconds to realize that I’ve landed safely because the Jabberwocky’s head has already dropped to the ground. It wasn’t a great distance.

      The Beast is still growling and aching in pain, but lying almost-dead on the ground.

      Propped on my elbows, I see his pain comes from inside. Jack is still hurting him from inside-out. It’s unclear to me how long it needs. All I know is that his black heart has the capacity to heal itself unless Jack—I mean Spades keeps him in pain.

      “Alice!” Constance comes running into my arms. “You did it.”

      I barely lift an arm to hug her, wondering if she has enjoyed the ride on the Jabberwocky’s back. In my mind I think Constance doesn’t need supervision. She will get through this life on her own. She just doesn’t know how strong she is yet.

      Her hug however is like a healing touch. 

      There is a bubble of light in the sky where children read the poems and books, right above the beast. Maybe this is what’s keeping him weakened. Whatever it is, I just learned a lesson. Defeating evil isn’t a one girl’s job. It takes a team. Evil only kneels to numerous hits from all sides of the good people.

      “I’m born again,” the Cheshire says next to me in his priest face and  outfit. “After what you’ve done, Alice. I’m an Inkling.”

      “Too late,” I tell him, the one who once was my enemy—and probably still is. “We’ve done it. Inkling’s job is over.”

      “Better stay a stupid cat,” Constance says, then she turns to me. “Where is Jack?”

      Her question is incapable of bringing words to my tongue, only tears to my eyes. Conflicting emotions that I have no idea how to deal with at the moment.

      And like all good nonsensical endings, loose ends simply tighten all of a sudden. I see Lewis and Fabiola approaching me in the distance.

      Fabiola is limping. I know she has suffered greatly. That must be why they’ve disappeared. Lewis must have been tending her.

      The look on Lewis’ face is priceless when looking at the sleeping, yet breathing, Jabberwocky.

      “You killed him,” Lewis cheers.

      “Jack did.” I say.

      Fabiola feebly asks, “Jack?”

      “Yeah,” I nod. “His darker side.”

      Lewis pats Fabiola while telling him she was wrong about Jack. I guess Fabiola thought Jack’s dark side would never heal, like she thought about me.

      She blinks, her pride taking over. She isn’t bad or reckless. She just doesn’t trust anyone anymore. Once she wanted to kill me because the evil inside me, now the evil inside Jack decided to be good.

      “Son kills father,” she nods. “I didn’t expect he would do it.”

      I’m not in the right mind to explain Jack Spades killed Jabberwocky with me. We should simply celebrate the win.

      “So is the world better now?” I ask Lewis.

      “I don’t feel Carolus inside me, so I believe it is, but it will take some time,” he says. “They will have to rebuild.”

      “They?”

      “We don’t belong here, Alice,” he says. “We should go back to Wonderland.”

      Even though I’ve never comprehended the fine line between Wonderland and Real life, I agree. I don’t feel like I belong to this place. Wonderland is my childhood, and I’d rather go back there in the comfort of peace and naivety. Maybe I can go back to yesterday where I was someone else then. Who  knows?

      Then I ask about him, the one and only, “The Pillar?”

      Constance taps my shoulder, “I’m sorry, Alice.”

      I think she is saying he died. “How?” I ask.

      “His sickness,” she says. “I tried to help but he really wanted to go,” Constance turns to Fabiola. “Which reminds me. There is something he told me to tell you?”

      Fabiola is taken aback. In her darkest hour, her eyes widened with curiosity. “Me? I don’t want to know. I’m just glad he died--if he died.”

      “Trust me, you have to know.” Constance says.

      Fabiola looks reluctant. “Whatever.”

      “I have to whisper it in your ears,” Constance says. “His orders.”

      Constance scooches over and is about to tell her when the Jabberwocky spews fire again.
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      We scatter like rats when this happens.

      I thought Jack told me the Jabberwocky can’t spew fire when stabbed in the eyes. On all fours, my heart races, as one conclusion comes to mind: Jack Spades failed. The Jabberwocky’s heart is self-healing again.

      I stand up with my sword in my hand, watching the beast rise again. I have no clue what to do this time.

      “Here we go again,” the Cheshire rolls his eyes. “It’s like the Terminator movie. Is this real or fiction? Evil has to rise for one last time.”

      “Except that I have no clue how to kill him,” I say.

      In the air, the children’s voices diminish with the Jabberwocky’s rise.

      “We ” Fabiola coughs, barely being audible. I guess she hadn’t time to listen to Constance’s words from the Pillar.

      “Alice!” Constance screams behind me.

      I don’t pay her attention, thinking of a way out. I’m not going to run away. I have to kill the Jabberwocky. How can I kill something as big?

      “Alice!” Constance insists.

      I turn and look at her.

      She is pointing at something.

      Someone.

      A limping, worn out, almost dead, Pillar.

      “Why do I have to always put the final touch,” he says with his beady eyes.

      “Cockiness isn’t helping now, Pilly,” the Cheshire says. “You’re barely alive. Look at you.”

      Beside me I see Fabiola looking like wants to kill him now, if only she isn’t worried about the Jabberwocky.

      I watch the Pillar walk as if drunk with skin peeling off everywhere. Not only that. I think his guts are bursting open like a pillar turning into something else. A butterfly?

      In all his drunkenness, he nears me and says, “Alice, darling, take care of my hookah. Put in the louvre, next to an Egyptian mummy.”

      I have no strength to smile, but his don’t-give-a-fuck attitude while dying will be something I will never forget.

      The Jabberwocky spews fire again, as if jealous the Pillar stole the show from him.

      We run away again.

      But the Pillar doesn’t. He stays facing the beast.

      “Jabby, Jabby, Jabby,” the Pillar shakes his head. “You ever wondered what becomes of a pillar?”

      The Jabberwocky dismisses him and looks for me.

      But then the Pillar pulls his final trick. The greatest of all. A trick that he has been cooking for so long. This wasn’t a magic trick because it was himself in his final transformation.

      With awe and wonder we watch the Pillar’s inside open up.

      I think I finally understand the Pillar’s sickness. It’s not really a sickness. It’s He a time bomb. A lifelong transformation. His wiry insides grow into the air with thousands of butterflies flying around.

      Now the dead Pillar has caught the Jabberwocky’s attention.

      In a morbidly beautiful metamorphoses, the butterflies from the Pillar’s inside knot together and begin to shape into something.

      Something larger than the Jabberwocky.

      An enormous beast made of butterflies.

      You ever wondered what becomes of a pillar?

      All of us are staring at Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar, the beast.

      In awe and shock, we stand and watch as the Pillar’s after-death beast devours the Jabberwocky like an afternoon meal.

      In the back the Cheshire says, “So this is what happens when he dies on his own. I should have killed him. Shit, I should have been this monster!”

      The children in the bubble of light stop reading and high five each other. That’s when I know that we won.

      Then beast of the Pillar splatters into millions of butterflies flying all over London. From the corner of my eye, this brings a tear to Fabiola’s eyes. She doesn’t understand how he did this?

      Frankly, neither do I. I will have to ask Constance later, but as for now, I can smile with a peaceful heart at everything he had done for me--even though I’ve only understood half of it.

      “So we’ll never know who he really is?” The March arrives finally, wondering what the hell happened. I guess he had been asleep after falling from the mushroom.

      “You mean the Pillar?” Constance says.

      We all nod.

      She looks at Fabiola and takes her hand again to tell her. I’m dying to know. We all are, but we have to respect his wish, and Fabiola’s privacy. 

      Later, I sit in farther corner of a building remnants alone. I try to put back some of the other missing pieces. Even though I know that part of the insanity is to never have an answer to everything—like life itself—I can’t help but want to know what Jack Spades meant: you have done the same, Alice, back in Wonderland.

      But then it hit me. I remember what I saw inside the Jabberwocky. I remember what Malice said by me using her to do good.
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        Past: The Hatter’s Grave, Wonderland

      

      

      

      With closed eyes, the Hatter gave in.

      The pain had numbed him already and dying was only a matter of time. Ironically, losing his life was the least of his worries. It was the shame of having not stood up to the evil named Carter Pillar. Had he known that death isn’t that much of an issue, he would have been another man entirely.

      Another teacup broke on his knee. The Pillar was taking his time. He enjoyed seeing the Hatter in pain.

      The Hatter couldn’t wait for death soon enough. His heart was eating him out. With no help from above or below he would soon turn to stardust like everyone else. The pain intensified with the pillar’s pleasure.

      “You know what annoys me. Hatter?” The Pillar said enjoying the burial of teacups. “That none of you ever stand up for yourselves.”

      The words cut through the Hatter they made guy have as well cut his tongue off.

      “I mean Lewis is a giddy old man who loves children and loves puzzles and fun. I get that,” said the Pillar. “Fabiola was under the influence of my Mushrooms. But look at you. You’re neither an addict or an icon. In fact you’re a threat to the children surrounding you in those tea parties.”

      The Hatter closed his eyelids harder and tried not feed the Pillar’s ego by screaming.

      “What kind of man gathers children around him and can’t protect them,” the Pillar said. “If you think that raising kids is all about fun and games then you missed the point. I was raised in the gutter. I was bullied and left behind and had no one to care for me as a child. But you know what it made me? Grow up into a man in real life. Why? Simple? I wasn’t alluded into thinking this world is a purple colored wonderland by every elder around me bringing me toys and singing me songs. I was given the real deal soon enough. That’s why I am winning now.”

      If anything really killed the Hatter then it was those last words. He felt like he had betrayed everyone being who he was.

      Even Fabiola.

      His puppy live approach to live was a disguise to his cowardice, to his apathy. Not that he had ever understood that before today. The revelation came with a punch and came too late.

      It pained him to know what will happen to the children of wonderland after he died. They will grow to be like the Pillar and Jabberwocky, spreading evil all over the world with the excuse of having grown up and become real adults.

      There had to be a balance between goody good and slightly evil.

      But it was too late anyways. He was being buried under the weight of his own teacups.

      One teacup after another.

      One.

      And another.

      Then another.

      Then..

      Something heavy landed beside him in the grave. Another corpse thudded against the mud. A lighting cracked in the sky. The Hatter could hardly move to check out on the Pillar’s other victim.

      He hoped it wasn’t Fabiola.

      Noticing that the Pillar had stopped dropping his teacups, the Hatter opened his eyes.

      The Pillar’s silhouette stared down at him from above. He didn’t talk which scared the Hatter who waited for another lightning strike to see his face.

      The lightning strike came and he saw it wasn’t the Pillar.

      The Hatter was staring at Malice, Alice’s darker side.

      He hardly recognized her, thinking she was some kind of demon looking like Alice.

      “Give me your hand,” Malice said. 

      This was definitely Alice’s voice.

      He hesitated.

      “Give me your hand before he wakes up and we can’t kill him.”

      The Hatter finally understood. It was the apillar’s corpse lying next to him. Who dared to push the Pillar into the grave? Not even Alice, but her darker side.

      He stretched his hand out and she took it. Incredibly powerful, she pulled him up. He screamed from the pain in his body and his wounded skin.

      “Toughen up,” she told him. “You can stand on your feet.”

      The Hatter tried and was able to stand on his feet. Alice tucked the hose in his hand.

      “All you have to do is choke him,” she instructed. “He had made this deal with Looking Glass that whoever killed him wore his face and body for life.”

      “What?” the Hatter shrieked. “I don’t want that.”

      “You will do that or I will bury you next to him:”

      He had always adored Alice but this version of her scared him. Rumors had it that she had this darker side since she crossed over through the Looking Glass.

      “You will live as if you were him,” she said. “You will live in his garden, study his books, and learn of his secrets. Then you will become him.”

      “You mean pretend I am him.”

      She shook her head and slapped the Hatter on the face,” You will become him. You will have his darkness and cunningness but still remember who you really are. You will do what I failed to do when I volunteered to become the Pillar’s apprentice”

      The Hatter nodded, noticing that Malice herself was struggling.

      “I’m not going to be able to do good for long in this form. You see we all have this other side, and somehow I found a way to sometimes control it and do good things using dark powers, but it doesn’t last. I’m hoping you can make it last with your Pillar face.”

      “But why should I do this?”

      Malice neared his face and looked into his eyes, “You come find me in the Real World, Pillar,” she was already calling him by his new name. “You come and find me and play the Pillar’s dirty games while deep inside helping me grow up strong enough to kill the jabberwocky. You come and raise me good, with pure heart but with sharp fangs. You come and confuse everyone, the Queen of Hearts and the rest. Let them think you’re the Pillar playing games, and use it against them.”

      “I will cross over through the Looking Glass?”

      She nodded. reaching for a smaller mushroom nearby. “I’m afraid the darkness in me will take over me. You coming to me as the Pillar will suppress it, make this Malice I’m controlling now think she is following the dark Pillar while you help me save the world. We will do good but always do little bad here and there to feed this Malice in me. This or I’ll turn all dark. Fabiola already knows about my darker side and wants to kill me.”

      The Hatter barely understood but he liked the plan: Malice--or Alice--came to him in a time when he needed someone to offer the hard equation. Being good while being bad in the most nonsensical way.

      He saw her eating the mushroom and escape. She ate so she--Malice--wouldn’t remember this conversation in the Real World. Now he understood the gravity of his mission. He will have to play devil and angel and guide Alice while she didn’t know the plan she ordered him in the first place. Let alone the fact that if he ever succeeded no one can ever know if he was really the Hatter.

      She saved his life and gifted him with another chance.

      He climbed down and killed the Pillar, wore his face and lived in depression for some time. Waking up every day with his most hated person on his own face was a struggle. But soon enough he felt comfortable in darkness’s skin, trying his best to remind himself everyday that he was doing it for the sake of the children.

      Reminding him of the day Alice controlled the darkness of Malice for a few minutes and forged the greatest trick good had ever known against evil.
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        Future: Bus Station, London

      

      

      

      Never have I heard of a chapter in a book labeled: future. But this is my world, as insane as it gets—let alone that I’m talking to you, dear reader—or listener-right now.

      It’s been a few years, and though I’m confused whether I’m a character in a book or not, I’ve come to accept the illogically absurd life we live in. Who knows, maybe you’re a character in someone else’s book? Watch out.

      Right now, I am sitting iat the same bus station all over again. It looks newer. Touched by recent technologies of the new world, though I’m not sure what year it is yet.

      I’ve just arrived, and I’m not sure what will happen next. I have been looking for Jack for sometime. I thought I might find him on the bus, as usual. Maybe this part of the story never changes.

      The air is crisp with the scent of early autumn, and the sun is struggling to stay alive. But I’m glad that I’m not in an asylum. I’m a regular girl waiting for a bus full of students.

      An old lady greets me with a crumpled but genuine smile. A couple of student girls high-five me saying, “Yo Alice, what’s cooking?”

      I don’t reply but they say, “You coming to the party tonight?”

      “Sure,” I play along, not used to fitting in. “How would I miss it?”

      “You’re so funny,”  says the girl on my left.

      When I turn, I suppress a great shriek and collect myself. Lorena and Edith, my sisters, quite uglier than I remember them are talking to me.

      “You have to come to your party after all,” Lorena says.

      I’m baffled. My party? I’m cool enough I host my own party now?

      “I wanted to ask you if my sister, Edith, can join,”’ Lorena hisses, almost begging me.

      I stare expressionlessly at Edith, remembering she and Lorena tried to kill me so many times. It occurs to me that maybe it’s one of their games again.

      But when other students greet me and a hot guy winks at me and gestures for me to call him, I realize that this is happening.

      I’m about to tell Edith, yes she can join me, but I’m interrupted with someone else’s voice.

      “No,” the man says. “Lorena has to study.”

      I don’t need to turn around to recognize the Pillar’s voice, though he sounds unusually sane and collected.

      “Of course, professor Pillar.” Lorena says and pulls her sister away.

      When I turn, the Pillar smiles at me. Handsome old man, I have to say. Still wearing a hat, a blazer, a black one this time with a vest and tie underneath. An expensive Rolex is wrapped around his hand that grips his cane.

      No hookah?

      No nerdy professor?

      I see how the young girls are infatuated with him.

      “Professor?” I play along, trying not to burst out laughing. Does he remember? Why have we even crossed back to this life? I remember Lewis suggested we all go back to Wonderland. Apparently, part of my memory isn’t helping again.

      “Alice,” he nods seriously. “It’s an enchanting day.”

      Did he say enchanting? I must be dreaming. I think I loved him more when we were insane.

      My lips are sealed and my eyes are glued to his.

      He says nothing, staring back. I can’t tell if he is puzzled. What if this is the kind of Pillar I will have to deal with in this life? Who is going to answer my questions? Who is going to drive me crazy and keep me on my toes?

      But then I follow professor Pillar’s eyes, as he stares at his sleeve in wonder. My eyes don’t adjust easily, as I’m not sure what I’m looking at. I squint and near his arm as he discreetly indicates with blinking his eyes.

      “Is that ketchup, professor Pillar?” I say with half a smirk.

      “What else could it be? Blood?” he whimsically whispers in my ear. “Had to kill a three-legged monster, with two noses, and one eye in the back alley.”

      “With a hookah, I suppose?” I whisper back, giggling.

      “A chess piece,” he sighs. “I don’t smoke. Bad for you health.”

      “A Black Chess piece, I assume.”

      “You assume correct, Alice,” he says, sitting on the bench and leaning on his cane. He looks so elegant, I’m so pissed off. “That’s why you’re my best student, Alice. Come sit with me.”

      I sit next to him, both of us staring at the street. I notice we are a few feet away from the Alice Shop in Oxford.

      “So we’re professor and student in this version of the War?” I say as polite as possible, not looking at him.

      “I like being a professor,” he still sounds posh and aristocratic as a respected professor would be. “It’s like being Indian Jones, except I’m cooler.”

      “And you killed a Black Chess in the back alley?”

      “Nah,” he leans back. “I ate pizza. It’s ketchup, only I don’t want to be seen gorging on pizza as I’m being called Sir at the moment.”

      “Sir Carter Pillar,” I muse. “No more Pilla da Killa?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “No more Waltraud Wagner, the asylum warden?”

      “She cleans toilets in the university,” he says. “Still fancies roller blades though.”

      “Tom Truckle?”

      “The dean.”

      “That’s not good. No Mush Room?”

      “It’s a toilet now,” he says. “where student secretly sniff ‘mush’, the newest version of drugs.”

      “In Oxford University?”

      “Sherlock did Cocaine, Lewis did pills. Things never change.”

      “So why are we here again? Didn’t I do a good job the last time--of course you as well?”

      “You did, dear Alice, but evil never dies.”

      “Lame, don’t you think?”

      “Lame is the name of the game. Always has been.”

      “But how come I’m aware of what’s going this time?”

      “You didn’t eat a mushroom to forget this time.”

      “Fair enough. No Jabberwocky?”

      “Not so far? Things seem pretty chill in this life. A Harry Potter reboot is in the making.”

      “And the Queen of England?”

      “Alive and kicking. Touch wood.”

      “The Queen of Hearts?”

      “Haven’t found her, neither did I find Margaret. They’ll show up.”

      “The Cheshire?”

      “Can be anyone walking around us.”

      “You’re right about that,” I look around. It’s a scary thought that the Cheshire could be anyone. “Lewis?”

      “Is pretty much dead in this version.”

      “The March?”

      “My assistant,” the Pillar smiles. “Works in the library now."

      “Still paranoid?”

      “If you mean the light bulb in his head, yeah, he still can’t sleep at night because he can’t turn off the lights, you know.”

      “Fabiola?”

      The Pillar doesn’t answer me.

      I turn and look at him.

      “Still looking for her.” he admits.

      I nod. "And Jack?”

      “On the bus, as usual.”

      “I guessed so. Why doesn’t this part change?”

      “I’m not God. I’m just a dude who likes tea.”

      Funny how I’m never used to him actually being the Hatter. “So can I ask a question, professor?”

      “The answer is no. I didn’t kill anyone yet.”

      “That wasn’t it. I still wonder what this was all about?”

      “Meaning?”

      “I know I saved the world from the Jabberwocky last time. I know I had to go on a journey and grow into my adulthood and powers. But in the end, a lot of things still don’t makes sense.”

      “Life isn’t supposed to make sense.”

      “Really? That’s all you got for an answer?”

      “Ask anyone if they know what this life is all about,” he slightly waves his cane at people as if they were lost sheep. “We just like to pretend that we do, though. That’s why our fiction has to make sense. You have to tell the reader why the hero was able to use this kind of magic at that certain point in time. You have to logically explain to them why the heroine fell in love with the hero while in real life it’s never so clear.”

      “Again,” I remind myself. “Fiction is our way to save our souls from the fact. So no purpose, huh?”

      “Even if there was a grand purpose to life, I’d say make your own box-sized purpose. One that fits and is achievable. Trust me, it’s called happiness.” he sighs and pulls out a cigar, tucks it in his mouth, but doesn’t smoke.

      “You said you didn’t smoke.”

      “But I started.” He winks.

      I shake my head and laugh.

      “Do you know how many people wish to have lived that adventure of yours down the rabbit hole?” He says.

      A wider smile lights up my face now. He is right. It’s been painful, mad, and bloody, but I’m grateful.

      The Pillar puffs one last smoke and then winks at me and leaves.

      But I stop him, “Should I call you Hatter this time?”

      He doesn’t turn around and says, “You call me professor, kiddo,” he waves his cane in the air. In a larger than life attitude, he tips his hat at his students and tells me, “Wait for the bus, girl. Fall in love with that Jack boy. Don’t complicate it. You don’t need to have logical reasons to love him. Have kids and tell them about nonsense. They will love it.”

      The yellow bus arrives. My eyes are still glued to the Pillar walking away. Part of me wants to run after him and thank him for all he has done. Father, friend, mentor and pain-in-the-ass. Part of me feels like Alice in the books when the journey end and she has to say goodbye to the great characters she met.

      But I understand. I have to let him go. I understand I have to grow up. I understand that at some point I will have to complete the circle and mentor someone else — maybe I will meet Constance somewhere in this new life.

      I blow him a silent kiss at the back and attempt to get on the bus.

      “I felt that!” He says, still walking away. “Just don’t kill the boy in the bus.”

      Then he walks away…

      The bus arrives and I see Jack behind the window, standing all alone. As handsome as always, yet he looks more collected, and kinda shy.

      I get on the bus snake my way to deliberately stand next to him. He shrugs when I look at him and looks away.

      Oh, that’s not the Jack from before. He definitely doesn’t remember.

      I find an empty seat, still staring at him. Sooner or later, I’ll have to leave this bus. I don’t feel comfortable here. The question is should I leave with or without Jack.

      The student next to me get out on the first stop.

      I rest my hand on the seat so everyone knows it’s reserved. Another sideway glance at Jack shows me that he was looking at me. Still, he shied away.

      Calling him by his name would scare him. I clear my voice then say, “Hey,” I pat him on this back and he turns to look at me. “Do you want to sit?”

      “Me?” He says, looking sideways as if I have better options.

      I forgot that I’m a cool girl in this life. He probably thinks it’s a mistake. I lightly tap the seat one more time, twisting my lips in awkwardness.

      He finally nods, “Thanks.”

      Jack sits next to me, holding his backpack to his chest.

      I have to break the silence, so I stretch out a hand, “I’m Alice.”

      He takes my hand and says, “Jack.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jack.”

      “You too,” he blinks while staring at me. “Ah—”

      “Yeah?” I show him I’m interested. “You want to say something?”

      “I was looking for a companion to attend the Alice Day,” he kinda mumbles, but I got it—though I cringed at the world ‘companion.’ “Would you like to—”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’d like to.”

      He must have thought I’m the easiest girl on the planet. I take him by the hand and we leave the bus. I can’t risk killing him again this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue Part Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Future: The Alice Shop, St. Aldates Street, London

      

      

      

      The bell on top of the door rang when professor Carter Pillar entered the Alice Shop. He walked toward the desk where Fabiola stood selling gifts.

      The Pillar smiled, knowing that she had no idea who she really was in this version of life. She stood there as beautiful as ever, selling toys and outfits.

      He had lied to Alice, saying he hadn’t found Fabiola, but he had, and he was hesitant to ask her out.

      “Fabiola?” he nodded respectfully.

      “Frabjous professor,” she loved to call him. “What brings you to my humble shop today?”

      To see you. To damn see you. “I was thinking I would buy an outfit for the festival. You know my students want me to attend.”

      “Oh,” she looked surprised. “I’m going myself.”

      Silence saturated the air. Things got smoother that he had anticipated. The Pillar shrugged. He had waited so many Looking Glass travels for this moment.

      “Alone?” he said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have assumed-”

      “Are you asking me out, professor Pillar?” she smiled.

      God, her smile turned him into a little butterfly.

      “If you’re not going with someone else.” he said.

      She eyed him for a while. Sometimes he wondered if she would still like him if she remembered all of the conflicts from the past. He also wondered if not telling her was cheating. But would she have believed him if he told her he killed the real Pillar for her?

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t.”

      He swallowed hard, “I understand,”

      It was such a disappointing moment after all they have been through. At least she didn’t want to kill him in this version, and it was time he excused himself. It was a shame that being as handsome in this version of life didn’t work out its charms.

      “Unless you wear a costume,” she said with a tease in her eyes.

      His eyebrow hung high.

      “You look. Well, too elegant,” she said.

      You should have seen me showering in blood, he thought, but said nothing.

      She said, “You know Alice Day is all about insanity, right?”

      “Insanity,” he considered. “Didn’t know that you like to be…”

      “Insane?” she laughed. “Catch me After Hours in a bar next door and I’ll show you insane.”

      He liked this side of her.

      “So what will it be?” she asked.

      “The costume?”

      “Mad Hatter or the Pillar?” she said

      His heart almost stopped. Did she know? “Why those two?”

      “You don’t look like Alice to me,” she wrinkled her nose.

      “I don’t,” he said, his heart beating faster. “Which costume do you think suits me better?”

      “I’ve always had a crush on the Hatter,” she rubbed her chin, sizing him up.

      He wondered if should confess being the Hatter, but he wanted to tease her  back, “I’ve always had a thing for the Pillar. He is badass.”

      “Not badass, but one insane fella, I admit.”

      “You like insane, remember?” he blatantly flirted with his eyes.

      She shrugged this time. It pleased him to know she liked him. Did she have a crush on the elegant professor already?

      “Insane is good but also dangerous,” she tapped the desk with her nimble fingers, considering.

      “You  look like you like dangerous.”

      “Sometimes,” she leaned forward and rested her face on her fist. “But you can’t go wrong with the Hatter.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He is the second most famous character after Alice,” she said, devouring his eyes. “Also children love him a lot. He is such a crowdpleaser.”

      The Pillar took a moment to think it over. He stepped closer to the desk and leaned forward. They were only inches from each other’s lips.

      “I’ll take the Pillar’s outfit,” he said.

      Fabiola leaned even closer, “But I told you that you can never go wrong with the Hatter. He is crowdpleaser.”

      The Pillar smiled. Well, smirked. Mischievously. Dangerously. Insanely.

      “Fabiola,” he said. “Do I look like a crowdpleaser to you?”

      “Nah,” she said. “And I like it.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Idea

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I finish a book I just read, I still think about it in my head for hours, sometimes days. And since I know you read a lot of books, I’d fully appreciate you writing your FRESH THOUGHTS down.

      

      WHAT BETTER WAY THAN AN HONEST REVIEW?

      

      Here is the LINK

      

      Don’t hold back. I don’t care about the five star. I care about communicating with you. I’m a reader like you after all. Just don’t mistake the series as a Shakespearean Masterpiece. I wrote this for entertainment, and nothing would make me happier than having succeeded. Let other know if liked the book or not, and the reason behind that.

      Review Looking Glass

      

      
        
        ~Storykiller

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, it’s been a long, long journey. I hope you enjoyed the ups and downs down the rabbit hole for four years now. I have to admit it’s been a greater journey for me. Not only did I enjoy writing it, but I enjoyed learning.

      I did a few unforgivable mistakes, like taking too long to finish the later books—and other things. But all’s good because I feel incredibly hyped to write more books this year. My upcoming two serieses should show a lot of improvement in writing and storytelling. Still, one can’t stop learning, but my heart is yearning to tell you my stories. Stay tuned around January 2020.

      If you’re interested in reading the newer books, make sure you’re on my mailing list or follow me on Facebook to get the announcements.

      

      Also here is my Pinterest HERE

      Instagram HERE

      

      If you want to chat with me personally, I’m most active on Facebook. I’d love connecting with you, because without you, none of this would’ve been possible.

      Visit me at my official Facebook Group HERE

      OR my favorite group:

      My Storykiller private group HERE

      

      Thank you, for everything.

      

      SUBSCRIBE TO CAMERON'S MAILING LIST HERE

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Cameron Jace accidentally lies for a living, but  all he wants to do is to escape with a story to a time and place that’s familiar yet different—and mess a little with your head.

      He calls that being a Storykiller. The act of  killing your prior perception of everything  you previously knew about history, folklore, vampires, witches, wolves, famous writers, and traditions.

      Don’t worry, he is not sick—well, kinda.

      He just happens to travel a lot and come across original and vintage books about folklore from the backyards in churches and old libraries and sometimes villagers in Europe.

      Ah, and if it matters, Cameron is a Top 100 bestseller of more than 12 books. He was on Amazon’s Top 100 Reader’s Favorite for a couple of years. He lives in San Fransisco (barely, as he still travels) and studied architecture for a few years.

      But none of that really matters, because readers make you who you are. Cameron is just grateful to have gotten a chance to express himself while most don’t.

      

      
        
        - Storykiller, Cameron Jace

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Cameron Jace

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Books in the INSANITY VERSE

        (each series needs to be read in ORDER of the series, but each series is separate in itself. You can start Carter Pillar Series without having read Alice Wonder Series and so on)

      

        

      
        ALICE WONDER SERIES

        Insanity

        Figment

        Circus

        Hookah

        Wonder

        Checkmate

        Family

        Mushrooms

        Looking Glass

      

        

      
        CARTER PILLAR SERIES

        Holy Smoke (coming soon)

      

        

      
        LILY WONDER

        Rabbit Hole (coming soon)

      

        

      
        THE GRIMM DIARIES SERIES

        Snow White Sorrow

        Cinderella Dressed in Ashes

        Blood, Milk. and Chocolate Pt 1

        Blood, Milk, $ Chocolates Pt 2

        Heartless (coming soon)

      

        

      
        I AM ALIVE

        I Am Alive book 1

        I Am Alive book 2

      

        

      
        AS NICK TWIST

        (gritty real-life thriller - no fantasy)

        The Last Girl

      

        

      
        AS R.R.KING

        (high/speculative fantasy)

        The Shadow of the Blade
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