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            Prologue

          

          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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            Present: The River near the Radcliffe Asylum

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            White Hearts Hospital, London

          

        

      

    

    
      “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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            Past: The Poison Garden, Alnwick, Northumberland, England

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Present: The River, London

          

        

      

    

    
      “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.
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      “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.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            The Vatican

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            A helicopter away from the River

          

        

      

    

    
       

      

      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.
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      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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            Present: Warehouse location, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            King’s Cross train station, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Warehouse location, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Warehouse location, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”
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      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.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Past: Wonderland

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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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            Present: Warehouse Location, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Past: Wonderland

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Present: Warehouse in the London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Past: Wonderland, Wedding Day

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Present: Warehouse Location, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            King’s Cross Station, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Ice-Cream Truck, Out of the Warehouse

          

        

      

    

    
      “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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            PAST: Wonderland

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Present: Ice-cream Truck, London

          

        

      

    

    
      “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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            Warehouse, an hour earlier

          

        

      

    

    
      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?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      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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            Ice-Cream Truck

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Past: Wonderland

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Present: King’s Cross Train Station

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Somewhere in Chaos of London’s Streets

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Ice-Cream Truck

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Past: Wonderland

          

        

      

    

    
      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. This pain.

      Fabiola never knew Margaret had played her. The last time she went to visit her, the house was empty. She’d been told Margaret was gone forever.

      She had wanted to ask the Hatter to help but was embarrassed by the situation. The pain and confusion lead her to take all wrong moves. 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 heard them call him the Mock Turtle.

      “Leave him be.” She asked politely, the way she’d been raised to be polite to everyone, even the people who hurt her.

      “Look at that fine piece of mushroom,” one of the guards said. “What made you leave the forest?”

      “You know me?”

      “Who wouldn’t? The young girl who married the Pillar,” he said. “How did he convince you to do it? Money?”

      “Drugs,” the other guard suggested. “Look at her shivering.”

      “You’re an addict?” the first Red asked. “That explains it. I should get into the drug trading business and find 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 hiccupy laughter. “He offended us.”

      “How so?” Fabiola inquired. “He is a peaceful man, or it looks like it.”

      “He offended us by being stupid,” the other laughed, banging the mock turtle on the head. He 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 changes into a demanding sound. He pointed his sword at her. “Go on your way, or we will hurt you.”

      “Yeah?” she said, approaching them. It seemed spontaneous, unplanned, irrational. But she did it. Her pain needed a release, or maybe she thought if she provoked them they’d kill her and end her misery. For three days she’d fought the urge to eat the mushroom. Three days! She was planning to make it seven, or as long as it takes for her addiction to stop.

      It hurt like hell. And 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. Swerve, as if she were a ballerina, snatch the sword, stab one guard, pull out, stab the other in the same moment as he’s about to attack.

      Two men dead on the ground, blood seeping everywhere, a white queen no longer white.

      “Thank you, I am Tom,” Tom had said. “I will be forever grateful.”

      She watched him turn and run away. He was thankful but also afraid if her. Hell, Fabiola was afraid of herself.
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            Present: Ice-Cream Truck

          

        

      

    

    
      I watch Constance with my own eyes throttle back so hard she hits the truck’s back. 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 has never shot anyone before, as if he was only bluffing and the bullet came out accidentally. “I didn’t want to shoot her, but now I did. Will you calm down now?”

      “I will Tom, just calm down,” I am 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 maybe dead.

      “Then come over here and surrender your Verbal Sword.” He growls, sweating 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 any time I want later, just like I have 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.

      “We’re bonded,” he says. “Through the photos from 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 particular 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 raise my hands to ear-level. 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 was bluffing. Be a man and let me save her. You have Alice and the March. It’s a good deal. Let us walk.”

      “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 says.

      “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 has seen this kind of 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. 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 is in a haze. It’s a perfect move for me, but Lewis still grits his teeth, denying me the pleasure.

      “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 o 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 her now.

      Damn my ears hurt again when I think about her.

      Fabiola continues her magic, “I have been in your situation before.”

      This phases Tom. 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 ear in 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 post 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 is 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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            Mr. Jay’s Headquarters

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Mr. Jay’s Interrogation Room.

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Mr. Jay’s Interrogation Room

          

        

      

    

    
      “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 entrained.”

      “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 an 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 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 Wall Mart 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 Kew Garden

          

        

      

    

    
      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 dump 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.”
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            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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            Outside the Kew Garden

          

        

      

    

    
      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 evert 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, a couple stumbled 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 Mushrooms in the Kew Garden

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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            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.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      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 whose got Alice in Wonderland and who has Through the Looking Glass?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.”
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      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 mush 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.”
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            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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            BBC REPORT

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            The Mushrooms in the Kew Garden

          

        

      

    

    
      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 posses 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 gush 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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            Mr. Jay’s Headquarters

          

        

      

    

    
      “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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            An Elementary school in London

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Phone Booth, London

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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            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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            Somewhere in London

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”
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            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.
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            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 it 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      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
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