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        Books in the INSANITY VERSE

        (each series needs to be read in ORDER of the series, but each series is separate in itself. You can start Carter Pillar Series without having read Alice Wonder Series and so on)

      

        

      
        ALICE WONDER SERIES

        Insanity

        Figment

        Circus

        Hookah

        Wonder

        Checkmate

        Family

        Mushrooms

        Looking Glass

      

        

      
        CARTER PILLAR SERIES

        Holy Smoke (coming soon)

      

        

      
        LILY WONDER

        Rabbit Hole (coming soon)

      

        

      
        THE GRIMM DIARIES SERIES

        Snow White Sorrow

        Cinderella Dressed in Ashes

        Blood, Milk. and Chocolate Pt 1

        Blood, Milk, $ Chocolates Pt 2

        Heartless (coming soon)

      

        

      
        I AM ALIVE

        I Am Alive book 1

        I Am Alive book 2

      

        

      
        AS NICK TWIST

        (gritty real-life thriller - no fantasy)

        The Last Girl

      

        

      
        AS R.R.KING

        (high/speculative fantasy)

        The Shadow of the Blade
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      If you read my books you know what a Mushroomer is. If not, then you’re going to be a proud Mushroomer soon. Actually, you probably are a Mushroomer, but you just don’t know it yet.

      

      Mushroomers can find me, talk to me, joke with me, and watch me write my stories in the links below.

      

      And you can always join my private group where we spoil books and discuss characters and their future fates. But you will have to ask to join, and prove you’re a Mushroomer first.

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/storykiller/
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        “Fact is persistent fiction. Fiction is inconsistent facts. Madness is inconsistent persistent.”

      

        

      
        ~Storykiller
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        Past: Wonderland

      

      

      

      Carter Pillar puffed his hookah’s smoke at the mirror in front of him.

      He had once read about the Evil Queen in that Snow White fairy tale, talking to her favorite mirror and asking for guidance. He wasn’t as powerful as the Evil Queen, but he was certainly an embodiment of evil.

      Neither the Queen of Hearts nor The Duchess could match his level of darkness. None whatsoever.

      All but one—if not darker.

      Mr. Jay.

      That blunt blotch of morbidness lurking in Wonderland since so long. So much that it was doubtful that Mr. Jay actually had a soul.

      But today the Pillar was about to put an end to it.

      How? By staring into a greater darkness on the other side. By staring into the Looking Glass, one of his most precious artifacts—and one he later lost to Einstein and other humans.

      The Looking Glass was the height of a normal human being, and as wide, enough for most people, unless they were giants, to pass through. Rumor had it that the surface rippled into water as one passed through. The Pillar couldn’t confirm it though. He never dared to cross over.

      Neither did anyone he knew. Again, all but two—and even that was doubtful.

      Lewis Carrol and Mr. Jay.

      Light and Darkness.

      Good and Evil.

      Noble and Trash.

      Some people blamed the Looking Glass for making Lewis lose his mind. That it wasn’t the mushrooms the Pillar fed him nor the migraines nor seeing Alice lose her family to the Pillar and Mr. Jay’s doing. It was simply the cross-over that turned Lewis into a stuttering lunatic who photographed children and wrote nonsensical books while still serving as a priest

      It was said that Carolus was what Lewis brought back with him from the other side of the mirror.

      A whole different theory was told about Mr. Jay though. He didn’t bring anything back with him from the other side of the mirror. On the contrary. He actually left something behind. His heart and soul. And came back void of feelings. Came back as darkness itself.

      The Pillar still puffed in the mirror.

      He was thinking.

      He didn’t think about crossing over, but about making the mirror help him be the number one villain in Wonderland.

      How could you top off Mr. Jay? The answer was almost ‘you can’t.’

      But the Pillar had another plan. He knew he needed time to ask the mirror for the gift of immortality.

      A simple dark magic he had learned. He had prepared the ritual and sacrificed many souls to have the mirror talk back to him.

      And it did.

      “I can’t make you immortal, Pillar,” the female voice of the mirror said. “Not in a soul and physical way, but in perspective.”

      "Perspective?"

      "I can make those you hurt you never forget you, Pillar," the mirror snickered.

      "Nah," he waved his hookah in the air. "I'm not concerned about that. I've done so much to Fabiola, Lewis, and the Hatter, I know they will never forget me. At least I'll forever be in their nightmares."

      "But is it enough?" the mirror said. "You know one of them will end up killing you, don't you?"

      "I know," he said.

      "Not just them, but also Alice might be the one who kills you."

      He snickered back, "Don't worry about Alice. I'll always have her under control."

      "You're sure about that?"

      "I know her weakness."

      "May I ask what it is?"

      "Why should I tell a useless mirror like you?"

      "Because you're lonely and have no friends?"

      "Good one," he chuckled. "I like being alone."

      "Maybe you should tell me because you need my help."

      The Pillar considered. He had always feared whatever lurked behind the Looking Glass. Another world? Hell?

      But if so, what was that world like? What would it mean to cross over? Why did Lewis lose his mind and Mr. Jay return without a heart and soul?

      He reckoned he better toned down his arrogant voice when talking to the mirror. "Alice's weakness is her goodness and fierce loyalty to those who help her. People with good in their heart are weakened by the need of wanting to help--and forgive."

      "I see," the mirror said. "And that's what you've done with her?"

      "That's what I will always do. Past, present, future," he took a long drag from his hookah. "She is a powerful girl but she doesn't know it. Whenever I meet her I'll play father or big brother. I'll teach her one thing or two until she totally trusts me. She is a powerful girl. To suppress her powers, you need make her think she needs my power."

      The mirror said nothing.

      The Pillar felt like he gave away too much. He put the hookah aside and wiped his lips with the back of his hand as if hungry for a big meal.

      "So what were you offering me again?" he asked cautiously. 

      "Now you want to know?" she teased.

      He nodded in silence.

      "How about a curse that makes whoever kills you have to wear your face and body for the rest of their lives?" she said.

      Never had the Pillar heard such a proposal. He needed a moment to comprehend it. What kind of dark magic provided such a twisted curse?

      But then he slowly smiled. He liked it.

      Imagine my enemies who hate my guts being punished by looking at my face instead of their own in the mirror every day.

      "That's cruel," he said with a grin.

      "And you thought you are the embodiment of evil."

      "Touché," he tapped his hat for her then picked up his hookah and leaned back and took a long drag. "Imagine the smile on my face when my enemies kill me. I bet that's actually what you call priceless."

      The mirror allowed Pillar his privacy while his imagination ran wild. The girl inside the mirror thought: Poor Pillar, you have no idea what's going to happen to you.
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        Present:  The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      The March Hare's words hurt my ears. Did he just say 'I remember tomorrow' when I asked him about how I am supposed to save the children?

      This doesn't make sense. I've had enough with the nonsense. We've been through so much to get to this point where he is supposed to remember.

      The mushrooms are erupting from the earth and bending high all over the buildings like Godzillas. In my mind, the Wonderland War will end soon if there is no way to stop the earth from cracking up by these vicious and giant plants.

      What the heck is going on?

      "What do you mean, March," I shake him. "What tomorrow do you remember? How can you remember tomorrow?"

      "I can explain," he says but then his eyes widen and he grips my shoulders. "Duck, Alice. Duck!"

      I listen to him and do as told. Something swooshes right above our heads. The smell of fire and ashes lingers in the air. I hear screams everywhere. A few seconds later the building in front of us explodes and tumbles to the ground. Whiffs of dark ashes spurt back in our direction. The sky starts raining in black.

      "Was that a missile?" I utter in disbelief.

      "The world's gone crazy," the March says.

      "Come with me". I take his hand and stand up. "I need to find you a safe place. If the world only knew how precious you are…”

      The March follows me as I stumble in the ashen streets. I'm like a blind pied piper misleading everyone who thinks I’m the one who knows the way. What else can I do? I'm trying to play my part of 'Hero Alice' in a world that has become too confusing to live in. I wonder if the asylum was my best bet in the first place.

      What was wrong with living with the mad in a contained place where insanity was defined and recognized, not like the world outside where I can't tell which is which?

      "I need to tell you so much, Alice," the March says. "I remember…"

      "Trust me, I have to know," I grip his hand harder. "But I can't risk you dying before you tell me…"

      It's still puzzling how an old man like the March still acts like a child. The way he presses back against my hand like a kiddo in need of his mother. 

      Suddenly, I stop in my tracks. I have glimpsed the yellow bus flipped on its side. It's a dimmed yellow, plagued by the ashen air all around it. Fire flickers nearby. I wonder if it will eventually explode like I see in movies.

      I feel the March's hand squeeze harder.

      "It's not your fault, Alice," he says. "You were trying to save me."

      I shrug.

      What does he mean?

      Are they dead?

      Did I kill them?

      Why was I driving a yellow bus again? Is it true that I killed my classmates in a similar scenario in the past?
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        Present: Mr. Jay's Headquarters, London

      

      

      

      The Cheshire Cat was going crazy.

      Naked and bruised from his fight with the Pillar, he couldn't bring himself to chase his nemesis again. In a frenzy, he searched for his priest’s outfit all over the room. He couldn't find it.

      The room was pretty dark at the moment. The only light came from the weary afternoon sun outside. Soon it would sink into the earth and he wouldn't be able to see clearly. But whether sunlight or darkness, the scene of mushrooms erupting everywhere outside his window was a sight to behold. He loved such chaos. Let the humans suffer.

      This was the maddest thing he had encountered in his marathon of insanity all through the years.

      "Take this," a dark voice grunted in the dark.

      The Cheshire listened to Mr. Jay, wondering why he was still in the room. Mr. Jay had thrown what looked like a clown's costume at the Cheshire's feet. “Suits the maddening occasion," the Cheshire remarked, kneeling down.

      Up close, he realized this wasn't exactly a clown's outfit. It was the Joker's mask and a matching outfit.

      "How the hell do you have an outfit from a Batman movie in your office?" the Cheshire rolled his eyes while he put it on.

      "I'm a Joker fan." Mr. Jay said.

      "No shit," the Cheshire rolled his eyes again. "Who else would be?"

      "You're going after the Pillar?

      "I have to kill him. I've waited too long. I loved the cat and mouse -- I mean Pillar -- game, but with the end of the world outside this window, I have to avenge myself for what he did to me in Wonderland."

      "Why not earlier? You had so much time."

      The Cheshire held the Joker mask in his hand, wondering why. Why in the purry purrs hadn't I killed him before?

      "Don't tell me it's his fourteen lives," Mr. Jay said. "You could have simply shot him fourteen times in one sitting."

      "No, it's not that," the Cheshire said. "The Pillar is is a sneaky snake. He always made me think that I would benefit from keeping him alive. He always came at me with a new plan. A new friendship proposal. A new game. He never answers in complete sentences. Always half-truths. Always planning ahead," the Cheshire sighed. "He used my hatred for humankind and played me well."

      "Like he did with Alice."

      "True," the Cheshire nodded and let out an uncomfortable laugh. "Like he did to you."

      "Me?" Mr. Jay's face didn't show in the dark, but the tone in his voice scared the Cheshire.

      "You kept him alive as well, thinking his friendship with Alice would lead you and the deceased Queen of Hearts to the Six Keys, thus the secret to control the children of the world."

      Mr. Jay said nothing. He didn't roar back, nor did he try to kill the Cheshire for offending him. Which meant he agreed with his theory.

      "Can I ask you something, Mr. Jay?" the Cheshire said. "What's so important to devote your whole life in controlling children? I mean you're a mean soulless man -- I’m saying that as a compliment. Why the children? You can just use force and rule the world."

      "You ever heard of Hitler?"

      The Cheshire chuckled, "Met him once. He didn't like cats. Sadly he is dead or I would have avenged my kind. Why?"

      "After spending too long in educating his army and molding their minds to his ideology, he resorted to a project called Hitler’s Youth where he taught children that he was God, that Nazis were the chosen race. He even fabricated fairy tales where he was the good man who saved Little Red Riding Hood from the bad wolf."

      "A bit far fetched to believe."

      "But it worked. You tell a child that the world rests upon an eight-legged turtle and they will believe it for life--unless they run into a traumatic experience that shatters their beliefs at an older age and then it’s a childhood’s end.”

      “It’s called growing up.”

      “Exactly.”

      "So the children are the key to building your army, your kingdom of doom."

      "Children's hearts and souls are easier to mold," Mr. Jay said. "They believe what you tell them--and it stays with them for life. Period."

      "Fair enough," the Cheshire said. "Good luck with your evil endeavors. You’re are hardworking man. Excuse me while I go kill the man who messed up my childhood in Wonderland."

      The Cheshire turned to leave when Mr. Jay growled, indicating he wanted him to stop.

      "I have a question for you, Chesh."

      "Oh, me?" the Cheshire turned around, about to cover his Vatican Priest's face with the Joker's mask. What was his name again? Ah, Angelo Carleone. That was fun, but it was time to turn the page.

      "Yes, you," Mr. Jay said. "What is this?" he pointed at the mushrooms outside his window.

      "The end." the Cheshire shrugged his shoulders.

      "You know there is no end," Mr. Jay said in perfectly pronounced syllables.

      The Cheshire shook his head, considering. "That's true. Since the Looking Glass came into our lives, there is no end. But this is the end of this story--until further notice."

      "What does that mean? I don't know how to deal with this kind of madness. All I want is to know how to control the children."

      The Cheshire smirked, then approached Mr. Jay, as much as the dark man would allow him. He still couldn't see his face in the dark, so he talked to the blackened void in front of him. "You know there is only one way to get what you want boss, right?"

      "Which is?"

      "It's what Lewis Carrol predicted in his Through the Looking Glass book."

      Mr. Jay said nothing.

      "Do I need to remind you, boss?"

      "I know the part you mean," Mr. Jay said. "But I don't want to confront Alice myself."

      "It has to be done," the Cheshire said. "It's the prophecy. Lewis was reading into the future, and now you, Mr. Jay, have no choice but to…"

      "Stop reminding me. I know... "

      The Cheshire shuddered to his boss’s angry tone. He took a step back. He could hear movement in the dark, and he didn't want to made him madder.Like mentioned in his poem about Mr. Jay, no one wanted to piss him off.

      Who dared to piss off the Jabberwocky?
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        Present: Takayashi Elementary School, Tokyo, Japan

      

      

      

      The bright-eyed twenty-something teacher organized the class. Due to the lack of Alice in Wonderland English versions, she had to gather groups of four students to read from one book. The reading had to be in English--and in unison.

      These were the Hatter's orders since they’d received the phone call from Mother Bird.

      "In English, please," she told her students.

      The teacher's English wasn't the best either, but they were trying.

      "Why can't we read it in Japanese?" a little girl protested. She had her black hair knotted in a blooming pink scarf.

      "We must read it in English," the teacher said, calming the rest of the class down. "It has to be in Lewis Carroll's language."

      "Who is Lewis Caroll?" a boy with thick-rimmed glasses asked.

      "He wrote Alice in Wonderland," the teacher sighed, doubting herself. Why was she actually doing this? All she was told was that making the children read will save the world.

      "I thought Alice in Wonderland wrote Alice in Wonderland," the girl said.

      "Even if it were Alice, she spoke English as well," the teacher argued politely.

      "That's not true," the boy argued back. "The original Alice in Wonderland is a Manga turned into a TV series. I have it back home."

      "Can you please do as I said," the teacher begged them. "If you want the mushrooms to stop from growing and bringing down buildings and killing people, we have to read."

      "Okay," some of the students murmured.

      "We have to synchronize  as much as possible with others reading all over the world." She added. “I know it’s nearly impossible but it’s said that the more we keep reading, the magic will occur.”

      "Is that why we had to wake up at four in the morning to read this?" the boy asked.

      The teacher nodded. "Now pay attention. We'll read each chapter, but every thirty minutes we'll recite those two phrases ten times."

      "Which phrases?" the students asked.

      "“If you don't know where you are going, any road will get you there'” The teacher explained.

      The girl with the pink scarf snickered.

      "Something wrong?" the teacher asked.

      "Well, if you don't know why you're reading, any words will sound so lame," she cupped her mouth laughing.

      The teacher sighed again. Why were children so smart? Or maybe adults were so dumb. All she had to do is look outside her window at people killing each other for no reason at all. Children didn't do that.

      "All right," she said to the class. "And the second phrase we have to repeat is…"

      "I know it!" the boy raised his hand, winking at the girl in the pink scarf.  “We’re all mad here!”

      The teacher felt as if she were struck by lightning, "How did you know that?"

      The girl in pink answered on his behalf, "Well look at all this nonsense happening, teacher. That is the only phrase that actually makes sense."
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      I'm in the middle of a nonsensical fight, punching and kicking people I don't know.

      I'm not sure how or when things escalated in the ashen city of London, but some strangers want to kidnap the March. My fighting skills have sharpened, I must say, and I'm able to protect the March. My heart has hardened and molded into a ruthless killer who doesn't care to ask why she is fighting.

      Both he and I escape the madness and hide behind the remains of a building with a heavy mushroom on top.

      "Catch your breath, Alice," the March says. "We just need to find a closed space where I can tell you everything I know."

      I’m caught between heavy breaths and tense cheeks. I stare past him for a long time, neglecting his words. I’m glad that not everyone recognizes us as the Inklings or they would attempt to kill us. Now that we have a few minutes, I find my eyes fixed on the yellow bus in the far distance.

      How strange is it that I did run far off and still see it everywhere I go. If any of them were still alive they would have come out, shouted, asked for help, called my name or something.

      How did I manage to kill them?

      How come it's a yellow bus again?

      Why did Jack bring a yellow school bus?

      I have a feeling I will never find the answers. You know why? I vocalize the reason to the March Hare, "Tell me, March. Am I mad?"

      "The Cheshire once said we're all mad here," the March says with his curious big eyes.

      "That's not an answer."

      "Well, Alice, let me put it this way: if you're mad then I'm mad," he looked around. "And everyone else is mad."

      "Which is practically true," I say. "What's the meaning of life if we're all mad?"

      "Madness is not a disease, Alice. It's a coping mechanism."

      I let out a hollow laugh. "You sound too serious. So unlike you."

      "I made you smile, didn't I?"

      I nod with grateful eyes.

      "Let me tell you what I remembered then…" he says.

      But then I see something I can't neglect. Two kids, probably thieves, emerge out of the yellow bus with all kinds of loot in their hands. Stolen money. Clothes. Even the steering wheel--why steal the wheel?

      "Forget about them," March says. "I need to tell you--"

      "They just left the bus," I tense, standing up. "I have to ask them if everyone is dead."

      "They're far away," March argues. "It's dangerous to cross over. We could have gone and checked it out ourselves if it weren’t so dangerous."

      "I have to," I grip his hand. "I have to know."

      Unexpectedly, the March Hare pulls me back. "I have to tell you what I know, Alice. You have one last battle to finish. People die for the greater good."

      I look into his eyes, wondering if the screws in his head, the Six Keys, messed with his psyche. "You don't sound like you at all, March. Since when have you been so cruel."

      "Since I know that only you can save the world."

      His words don't sit well. I can't even hear him when I see the two child thieves having stolen another important item from the bus and fleeing away with it.

      "They have the Vorpal sword," I tell March. "Whatever last fight I have to endure, Fabiola told me I need the Vorpal sword."

      The March's ears prick up again. His eyes almost bulge out. "It's like Lewis predicted in his poem. Let's go after the kids. You convinced me."

      Now it's him eagerly leading the way, and I'm the one who's following. 

      "What did Lewis predict, March?"

      "That you will have to fight the embodiment of evil with the Vorpal sword."

      I hit an attacker with the back of my hand as we run, "Who am I going to fight, March? Is that what you remembered?"

      "The Jabberwocky."

      Of course, I remember that poem, though I have never given it a lot of thought. Also, I've never met the Jabberwocky.

      And there is no time to ask since I'm a few inches away from gripping one of the kid's arms.

      "Do it, Alice!" the March cheers.

      I do and pull the kid back. His friend stops a few strides away.

      "Leave him alone," the other kid says. "Go steal something else. This is our loot."

      "All I need is the sword," I tell him. "Or I'll kick your friend's ass."

      The boy smirks. "No way, the sword looks expensive. I can make a fortune selling it."

      "Sell it to whom, smartass," I ask him. "Look around. Do you think anyone will care about money in a few hours from now?"

      The boy's face dims as if he hadn't given it a thought before.

      "Give me the sword," I demand.

      "Why do you need it?"

      "It's mine."

      "It can't be yours," he says. "I found it on the bus."

      "I was on the bus."

      "You couldn't have been on the bus," the boy sneers at me.

      "Why are you so sure?"

      "If you had been then you would be dead like everyone else on it."
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        Present: Mother Bird abandoned bar, London

      

      

      

      Carter Pillar stood naked in front of the bar. Mother Bird was nowhere to be found. The streets all around were a mess, so much that no one notices a naked man standing nearby.

      After his fight with the Cheshire, he couldn't find clothes to wear, but help was coming. In fact, it had just arrived.

      The Pillar's limousine driven by his favorite mousy Chauffeur slowed down in front of him.

      "About time," the Pillar said and pulled the door open.

      "Sorry for the delay," the Chauffeur said. "The world has gone mad."

      "You just noticed?" the Pillar asked, sitting in the back and putting on the pants of his favorite blue tuxedo with the golden stripes. "It's always been mad. We've put it under a magnifying glass."

      "Your hat is next to you, sir," the Chauffeur said. "Also the gloves."

      "I don't care about the gloves anymore," the Pillar said. "Look at my skin."

      The Chauffeur checked it out by twisting his neck and looking toward the backseat. "It's getting worse."

      "Yeah, it's time."

      "It is?" the Chauffeur showed no emotion.

      "I've been sick for so long. I'm going to die pretty soon."

      "I thought you would transform, like a pillar into a cocoon then into a butterfly."

      "I will die," the Pillar said. "I'm not worried. My mission is accomplished. I'm also fed up with the human race. I'd like to see where I'm going to go next."

      "You sound like the Cheshire, sir."

      "Well, his hatred has a point. I just don't like him. Otherwise, we could have been friends," the Pillar finished dressing. "Where is Alice?"

      "With the March Hare."

      "Does she know?"

      "He should be telling her at any moment," the Chauffeur said. "Not that I know what he is going to tell her."

      "Neither do I," the Pillar said. "At least not everything. I just know the part about the Jabberwocky."

      "You think she can kill him, sir?"

      "She is a tough cookie. She can."

      "If so, why haven't you told her from the beginning? I'm sorry to ask, but you could have just told her and said she has to fight a ruthless monster to save the children of the world from a terrible madness."

      The Pillar fancied a moment of silence. His face showed little expression, but the subtle twist to his lips gave away an untold mystery. "The same reason why we don't tell an infant to go get a job, get married, make a family and be useful to society."

      The Chauffeur scratched his three little hairs on the top of his head. "Pardon me, Sir?"

      "A child needs to learn to speak, to walk, to enjoy life, to love and then while growing up he has to learn to lose it…"

      "And?"

      "That's when a child grows up to be a boy or a girl," the Pillar said. "It's the moment in life when you have experienced the fun, irresponsible side of life and then realize that it has all been taken away from you. That's when you've grown enough to fight."

      "You mean she needed the journey to be able to kill the Jabberwocky, Sir?"

      "She needed to grow up and accept the madness as an adult to fight darkness and save the children, Mousy. I could have made Fabiola give her the Vorpal sword from day one. She wouldn't have used it probably. Now she has been scared enough to stand up to the Jabberwocky."

      "May I say something, sir?"

      "Please, but drive us to Alice as you do."

      "If I may say, Sir, you don't sound anything like when you were in Wonderland. I mean I've seen you grow yourself, Sir, into someone different. Wiser, if I may say."

      The Pillar smiled and peered out the window, "I can't go back to yesterday because I was a different person then."
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        BBC News

      

      

      

      This might be our last broadcast!

      The world is in turmoil. Whatever the Wonderland War is, it's now pure madness.

      What started with the brutal assassination of the Queen of England by the ruthless Carter Pillar, also known as Pilla da Killa, escalated from a mere terrorist attack to a grand -- and mass -- hysteria where everyone is killing one another in the streets.

      London, New York, Tel Aviv, you name it. THE WORLD HAS GONE BONKERS.

      And apparently--in the weirdest ways--Wonderland is real. Whatever that means.

      As a news channel, we strive to tell the truth. With the unlikely scenes going on in the streets at this moment in time, we would like to summarize the series of insane events.

      It appears that the Inklings are the terrorist organization that started it all. Led by the uncatchable Pilla da Killa and his protege Alice Wonder, both previous patients of the Radcliffe Asylum in London.

      What we know so far about Black Chess is that it is an ancient organization the Queen herself took part in. The leader of the organizations is a man who goes by the name Mr. Jay. At this moment in time, there is no further information about his true identity available.

      The only information available is that it is claimed Mr Jay is the Jabberwocky, which is the evil creature mentioned in a poem written by Lewis Carroll.

      There have been sightings of Lewis Carroll himself.

      We would like to ask anyone who has further information about the mushrooms appearing everyone, to please contact us.'
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      I snatch the sword from the kid and stare him in the eyes. He folds his arms with a smug look on his face.

      "Is everyone in the bus dead?" I ask.

      "That'll be five pounds if you want an answer," he says.

      The March Hare pulls me away from the kids but I resist.

      "Alice," he insists. "We don't have time. I need to tell you what I know."

      The kid spit out a few obscene words at me and hurries away. I let go and give in, almost numb to my core. The Vorpal sword is heavy in my hands but it somehow gives me the strength to cope.

      I follow the March to a huge mushroom broken in half.

      "Let's climb on top of it," he shows me how. "Broken mushrooms don't come back to life. We can talk on top of this one. It's a good spot to see any danger coming our way."

      I follow him and stand looking down at what's left from this world.

      "The secret Lewis kept with me is about the Looking Glass," the March starts. "A mirror that once belonged to the Evil Queen from the Snow White fame."

      "What?" I blink, unable to connect the dots.

      "It's the first mirror ever made. At least the first-ever sold by a German scientist called Justus von Lieblig."

      "Okay?"

      "It's said that Justus wasn't aiming for a reflective surface for us to look at ourselves," the March explains. "He wanted to visit other worlds through the mirror."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Justus was an evil magician. Some say he was the devil."

      "Where is this going? We don't have time."

      The March doesn't even address my complaint. "Something inside the mirror killed him. Then the mirror landed in the hands of the Evil Queen."

      "That's assuming she isn't a character from a book," I say.

      "You and I are characters from books so don't fret, Alice."

      I can't argue with that, so I shut up and listen.

      "The mirror showed the Evil Queen how to kill Snow White, then the mirror was abandoned until someone brought it over to sell it in an auction."

      "How and why did this mirror come from Germany to London?" I'm just playing along, seeing where this is going.

      "Sotheby Auction House was the most famous in the world. It attracted the richest of the rich," the March catches his breath. There is so much info-dump he has to vomit in my face. "The Pillar knew about the mirror and wanted to buy it, among others like Lewis who were fascinated by it."

      "The Pillar wanting to buy an evil mirror makes sense to me. Lewis has always been curious about the occult and the unknown. Go on."

      "Long story short, the mirror was sold to a mysterious woman in a red fur."

      "You mean the woman we met at the mushroom house?"

      "Yes, the Red Queen. She bought it to go back to where she once lived. It's a long, complicated story. All you have to know is that the mirror is a window to other worlds, other times, sometimes the same world we live in but with different scenarios."

      "I'm confused again."

      "Don't worry. What you need to know is that Lewis, and his trusted Illustrator, crossed over to the other side through the mirror."

      I shrug. Lewis never told me that. So Lewis visited other worlds than Wonderland and the Real World? "This mirror is the Looking Glass mentioned in Lewis' book then?"

      The March nodded in agreement. "He even hints at the fact it once played a part in the Snow White story by having Alice -- you -- own a cat named Snowdrop."

      "Snowdrop?"

      "Snowdrop is the realistic translation to Snow White in old German."

      "Okay. Okay," I raise my hands in the air. "What's this all about then? Why is it important? Why was this a secret Lewis had to keep with you for all those years?"

      The March swallows hard. He wipes sweat from his forehead. "Lewis and his friend came back from the other side different people."

      "How different?"

      "Lewis came back with Carolus inside him."

      I suppress a shriek. So Carolus hadn't always been inside him and wasn't a product of his addiction to mushrooms, or the migraines. It's actually a dark entity from a world beyond.

      "And his friend came back without a soul."

      "His illustrator friend?"

      "Yes?"

      "Does he have a name? Do I know him?"

      The March's eyes moisten with fear, devastation, and hopelessness. "His friend is Mr. Jay."

      "Mr. Jay? The head of Black Chess?" I sound like I'm asking but I'm not. I'm reciting facts that go back to the beginning of all this mess between good and evil. "Lewis and Mr. Jay were friends?"

      "Close ones. Then they entered the mirror and came back Dark and Light. Love and Hate. Black Chess and Inklings. That was Lewis' biggest secret. Going in and out through the mirror, he became a conflicted defender of light, and Mr. Jay the opposite. He became darkness itself."

      "Why hadn't Lewis ever mentioned Mr. Jay in any of his books?"

      "He did."

      "He didn't."

      "The poem."

      "Which poem?"

      "Mr. Jay is the Jabberwocky who you will have to fight in the end."

      It's hard to tell why I'm not surprised. In fact, I feel stupid and naive having never figured out Mr. Jay was the Jabberwocky. Too much was going on in my life, I guess.

      Still, I need a minute to digest the whole story. A man and his illustrator enter through a dark mirror -- something like a wardrobe in C. S. Lewis' books -- and come back with evil in them. They end up fighting each other in an ancient war between good and evil -- and probably the power to teleport between worlds.

      Still, a question remains, "What were they fighting about, March?"

      "Children, Alice. It should be crystal clear by now. Lewis spent his life entertaining children to keep their minds away from the Jabberwocky trying to get to them, either in their nightmares or by ensuing poverty in London. Remember the times when most children were poor and homeless. That was the Jabberwocky's doing. He wanted their hearts and souls so he could spread his kingdom of evil. Lewis fought back by writing books and entertaining them…"

      "No," I interrupt him. I do that because I get it. I get what Lewis was doing all along now. I understand. "Lewis protected the children with madness."

      "What?"

      "Insanity, imagination, and stories were Lewis' way of occupying the young mind and keeping them entertained, far from the darkness of the real world. That's why Lewis comes across as a child. He himself used this strategy in his own life. Burying himself in insane, implausible books to keep his mind off the real insanity in the real world. I think it's genius. I think it's why we all read."

      The March Hare looks starstruck. He never thought about it, I guess.

      "So I have to fight the Jabberwocky?"

      "Him or the Pillar."

      "Why the Pillar?"

      "That's Lewis' secret, that at the right time after you go through a journey of suffering and growing up, you will be apt enough to use the Vorpal sword and kill the evil men from Black Chess. Lewis hadn't been sure. He said you must kill the Jabberwocky, but then said the Pillar might do as well."

      "Do it for what?"

      "To save the children."

      "How?"

      "Once you kill the evil source, it will be shown to you how to save them--and save the world."

      I look up at the ashen sky but refrain from taking a deeply polluted breath. I close my eyes. Part of me feels old and hectic and confused. That part wants to find a place to sleep and forget about the world. The other part is grateful. At least now I know how to end this mess. How I'm going to kill the Pillar and the Jabberwocky is beyond my understanding--especially the Pillar.

      But then I lower my head and face the March again. There is one last question left, "What happened to Lewis and Jabberwocky on the other side of the mirror?"

      The March shrugged his shoulders. "No one knows."

      I nod.

      "If anyone knows, it should be you." He adds.

      I tilt my head, incomprehensible. "Me?"

      "You were the third person to enter the mirror after them," the March dared not stare me in the eyes.

      "What did you just say?" I don't remember any of this, of course.

      "How do you think Dark Alice happened?" He says. "This is how you…"

      "How I what?"

      "How you lost your mind."
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      While the world fell apart, the Cheshire, now dressed in the Joker's outfit, dug up a grave.

      That would be putting it mildly, as he wasn't using a shovel. Neither was he using a hammer, or even a steel mallet.

      He was running over the Queen's tomb with a bulldozer.

      "Out of the way!" he waved at the people staring at him.

      "You can't bring down the Queen's tombstone with your bulldozer!" a few men objected, trying to stand in his way.

      "Why do you care? It's the end of the world," he pushed the pedal.

      Like rats, they skidded all around him.

      "That's better now," he grinned from under his Joker mask.

      "He is crazy!" someone shouted. "This Joker is a madman."

      "We're all mad here, aren't we?" he ran over the tomb, bringing down the marble construction over the Queen's grave.

      Then he reversed. He needed three runs over the Queen's grave.

      "Not the Queen, please," an older woman pleaded.

      "Trust me, hag, you've got no idea what this woman did," he jumped out of the bulldozer and grabbed a shovel and began digging in hopes to reach the Queen's coffin.

      "Why in God's name would you want to dig out her grave?" the woman insisted.

      "Have to talk to her," the Cheshire said nonchalantly and kept digging.

      "She is dead," the woman said.

      "I know how to possess her body and get her to talk," he said.

      "Oh my God, you're the devil himself," she whimpered. "I should’ve known, it's the end of times."

      "Don't insult me, woman," he reached the coffin and hurled the shovel away, ready to pull the coffin out. "The devil is a pussy."

      Her eyes popped wide with surprise.

      The Cheshire stopped, rethinking his sentence. He grinned again from under his mask. The devil is a pussy must have been his favorite play on words. Pussy is a cat, and he was one. Some would think the devil is pussy, as in a coward. But he actually meant he was the devil himself. The Cheshire had never been treated to a proper education, but in nonsensical Wonderland mumbo jumbo, he was proud of his literary achievement.

      "How dare you swear in my presence," the woman said. "I'm as old as your mother."

      "You'd help me pull that coffin up if you were a good mother," he panted.

      But he didn't need help. The job was done. The coffin lay at his feet. He whistled a melody of excitement then pulled the coffin open. And there lay the Queen of Hearts, headless.

      "I don't like the Pillar, you know," he talked to the dead corpse. "But him going off with your head, that was a touch of ironic genius karma, I have to admit."

      "She is dead. Stop talking to her," the old woman protested.

      The Cheshire was fed up.

      He ambled, sure of himself, back to the bulldozer, the woman not taking her pestering eyes off of him.

      A minute later he came out with a mallet and approached her.

      She shivered in place.

      "You think you're the Joker, eh?" she mocked him. "He isn't real, you know?"

      The Cheshire pulled the mask off and grinned in Father Cardone's face. "But this grin, darling," he lifted up the mallet and chopped off her head. "Is real."

      Devoid of guilt, the Cheshire ambled back with the dead woman's head and jammed it onto the top of the Queen's body. "Here you go," he talked to the dead Queen. "A brand new head for the Queen."

      Then he recited a few purrs and meows, part of an ancient Cat magic used back in ancient Egypt to temporarily resurrect dead cats.

      The Queen was no cat but she began to purr a few blood clots out of her mouth.

      "We don't have much time," he told her.

      "What the heck do you want from me," she said. "I'm dead."

      "But of course you are, my Queen," he knelt down. "The Pillar killed you."

      "The bastard," she spat blood in his face.

      "I can avenge you," the Cheshire said. "I want to kill him."

      "Why now?"

      "I just had this discussion with Jabberwocky, so spare me," the Cheshire said. "We're characters from a book, Queen. Why do you expect my actions to all make sense? Now tell me how I can kill him. I know you're the only one who knows how."

      "I only know what my sister, Fabiola, told me."

      "Fair enough," the Cheshire said. "And don't tell me about his fourteen lives and all that crap. I need a specific, swift, and irreversible way to kill him."

      "He is sick and might die soon, you know that?"

      "I do, but I'd like to look in his eyes while I kill him. It's not about his death. It's about my satisfaction."

      "And the curse?" the Queen spat out, her tongue twisting and eyes icy like round ice cubes from a freezer.

      "What curse?" the Cheshire tilted his head.

      "The Pillar made a deal with the Looking Glass. Whoever kills him is cursed with having to wear his face and body for life."

      The Cheshire felt a thick lump in his throat. Why was the Pillar always ten miles ahead of him? But then he realized his thirst for killing his nemesis only escalated.

      "I never knew about that," he said. "But I don't mind wearing his face for life after I die," he then smirked at his own self. "I've never had a certain face anyways. I don’t even know if I’m Father Angelo or the Joker.  I guess he knew I'd kill him eventually and wear his face for life."

      The Queen coughed more blood and went limp.

      The Cheshire slapped her hard to wake her up, "Not yet, my Majesty," he watched her icy eyes shine up and curled tongue twist. "How do I kill him? What's his weakness?"

      "His hookah."

      "Pardon me?"

      "Choke him with his own hookah, right after he puffs it. Use the hose. It will glitter when ready. In fact, he doesn't smoke the hookah only to get high, but it's a Persian magic smoke, holy smoke you can say, that makes his sick lungs operate. Fabiola said if you choke him with his own hookah, he dies."

      The Cheshire stood up, not bothering to clean the mess he left behind. He was eager to find the Pillar, now that he knew his weakness.

      But where would he find him?

      Ah, of course, he remembered. The Pillar always goes where Alice goes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      I still have a question to ask the March, like what he meant when he said he remembered tomorrow, but a crack in the earth underneath interrupts us in the craziest way. Both of us topple backward toward the earth.

      I hang onto a couple of vines on my way down and catch my breath before I find a safe spot to land on. When my feet hit the floor, I realize I lost the March.

      “March!” I scream from the top of my lungs.

      No reply.

      I doubt he can hear me with the earth spitting infinite amounts of mushrooms out. The world is a cacophony of noises all around me. The feeling of wishing this was all a dream returns. How I wish I could wake up and realize that none of this ever happened.

      Strange enough I’m still gripping my Vorpal sword. The March is right. It’s time for my final battle. And since I don’t know what Mr. Jay looks like, I thirst for my battle with the Pillar first. 

      “March!” I shout again, running frantically all around.

      But the streets are too dangerous to walk now. I don’t want to leave the March behind, but what difference does it make. Everyone I know dies around me. I’m more of a plague than just a mad girl.

      How can I find the Pillar?

      A question that will have to wait.

      Why?

      Reddish shadows emerge from behind the mushrooms. Too many to count. It’s an ambush. They have been waiting for me. It’s hard to mistake the Reds whenever they show up. I never understood whom they really work for. The Pillar said they were simply mercenaries working for whomever pays more.

      “Alice!” One of them addressed me.

      They’re circling me from every direction. I can’t see their faces as usual. Blank darkness beneath their hoods. Swords in their hands.

      “What do you want?” My knuckles whiten, gripping my sword.

      “You, Alice,” their leader says. “Dead.”

      The circles close in on me, one inch at a time. I can hear their breathing, lusting for my blood. “Who sent you this time?”

      “Does it matter?” the leader says snakily. “Black Chess.”

      “Who in Black Chess?”

      “It’s over, Alice. That sword isn’t going to help you.”

      “Tell Jabberwocky he still needs me. He can’t kill me,” I see them getting closer and closer. They’re still slow though. Which means the Red is bluffing. They’re afraid of me, or they would have just come and killed me.

      “He does,” the Red admits. “But now that the mushrooms erupt from the earth, he prefers to get his hands on the secret of the next round.”

      “The next round?” I grimace, cautiously eyeing my assailants all around me.

      Surprisingly the Red’s leader signs for them to stop. They do. I’m perplexed and confused.

      “You don’t know there is another round?” he says.

      “I don’t know what you mean by that, no.”

      “The mushrooms were supposed to be a sign for the final battle but it all got out of hand.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Didn’t the March tell you?”

      “Tell me what exactly?”

      “Aside from the secret of how to control the children of the world, didn’t he tell you about tomorrow?”

      I squint at the amount of information I’m supposed to comprehend at once. Do the Reds know what the March means by I Remember Tomorrow?

      But wait, he didn’t tell me the secret of how to save the children as well. He fell as the earth cracked.

      “Talk to me Alice,” the leader demands.

      I need to think fast. They think I know how to save the children or control them. That’s my ace card. I have to use it. But I also want to know what the other round and tomorrow means.

      “I want to meet the Jabberwocky.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “You have no choice. If you want to kill me, then go ahead,” I threaten him. “But what if I know more than your boss knows?”

      The Red resorts to silence for a while. The others look at him for orders to kill me.

      “What do you know?”

      “I know how to control the children or save them.”

      “I doubt that,” he says. “If the March told you then you would have applied the solution right away, or why would the children all over the world be reading Lewis Carroll’s books in every city?”

      I hadn’t known about that. What does it mean? Who told them to do that? But I will use it in my favor. It’s an easy trick. It doesn’t take me long to fabricate the perfect lie.

      “Who do you think told them to do that?”

      The Red lets out an unusual sound of surprise. Never have I seen them lose their cool. “It wasn’t you?”

      “I told them how to protect themselves,” I play along, not sure what’s going on. “Jabberwocky can never infiltrate their minds and souls as long as they’re reading Lewis’ books. I also know how to stop them.”

      “Then we’ll have to kill you,” he says. “What’s the point if you won’t cooperate?”

      “Tell me about the other round and I will tell you how to stop the children,” I’m bluffing. It’s a weak try but I have no choice.

      The Red laughs. “I will never tell you. It’s your weak spot. You won by getting your hands on the secret before Black Chess, but Black Chess will win eventually because you have no idea what ‘Remember Tomorrow’ means, even though you once crossed to the other side with the mirror. I guess your shock therapies in the asylum made you forget things.”

      “Enough with the puzzles,” I shout in desperation, waving my sword in the air. “I want to meet Jabberwocky, face to face. It’s our final battle like Lewis Carrol predicted. I’m fed up with the talk.”

      The Red lowers his sword, looking at a looming car approaching in the distance. “Actually Jabberwocky didn’t send us.”

      “Then who did?” I follow his line of sight, staring at the approaching car in the distance. I can’t see it in detail with the ashen atmosphere all around.

      The Reds back away, as if intentionally making way for the car to arrive.

      “The Pillar sent us, Alice,” the Red keeps laughing. “Trust me he is the one who wants you dead, now that the game is over and Black Chess lost.”

      The Reds disappear behind the mushrooms and I realize the approaching car is the Pillar’s limousine.

      It stops right next to me, and the back windows slide down.

      The Pillar peaks out and smiles, “Missed me?”

      I don’t even reply or comment. My sword lands swiftly down his neck.
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      Alice could only smell the rotten scent of mushrooms in the Pillar’s garden.

      It’s been a long time since she last visited. Never again after entering the Looking Glass and returning. The same day she gave up on her plan of becoming the Pillar’s prodigy and eventually avenging her parents by killing the Jabberwocky.

      Where was the Pillar, and why had the mushrooms gone bad?

      Slowly she tiptoed through the vines and trees. The sky above had darkened to the purplish color of bruises in the Pillar’s garden.

      A sense of dread ran down her spine. This was a place that she had known well. Willingly, she had been part of this dark place in Wonderland. Little had she known then, that treading into muddy darkness, will forever leave stains, no matter how much you wash over, no matter how you many time you attempt to redeem yourself.

      But then the Pillar’s darkness would not compare to the darkness she, Lewis, and Mr. Jay saw on the other side. Rarely did she and Lewis talk about it. And when they did, they wondered why they ever crossed over. Why they ever left the nonsensical, childish, colorful world of Wonderland.

      Of course, Wonderland wasn’t all rise and shine. Darkness and evil lurked everywhere in the world. But not like on the other side of the mirror. True evil. Unapologetic, cruel, and seriously disturbing.

      The irony behind the other side of the mirror was that none of those who lived there believed Wonderland was real. To them Alice and her world were fiction. Evil worlds have a strange sense of denial toward everything that’s strange to them. One religion will call other religions phony and rage holy wars against them. One world, though evil, will deny the existence of beautiful madness and call them fiction.

      “You’re the first one to visit me since long ago, Alice,” the Pillar’s voice shriveled atop a mushroom—as rotten as the rest.

      “I’m not visiting,” Alice said. “People visit people they like. I’m here to investigate.”

      “It’s never been my intention to be likable,” his smoke swirled between the mushrooms. It smelled as rotten. Had the Pillar given up on life and wanted to die after Fabiola left him and everyone else hated him in Wonderland?

      “I doubt it,” Alice said. “You wanted to be liked, but then you were hurt, so you fooled yourself into believing you never needed love. Thus you became…”

      “Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar,” he grunted, leaning forward, looking down on her from above. “The greatest of all. In fact, I’m the only sane one in Wonderland.”

      Alice noticed he’d grown older. The sickness of his skin was eating him alive. His bluish suit paled into a color in contrast with the sky above. He was worn out, and his eyes, oh his eyes, had gone green like a demon.

      “I’m not here to argue,” Alice said. “I was told you were dead.”

      “I’m not afraid of death,” he said. “I have it figured out.”

      Alice scoffed. “You figured out death?”

      “Not a cure. Not immortality, but how to outsmart it.”

      Alice looks away from his eyes, “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “I know what you want to hear.”

      Alice raised her eyes to meet his again. This time she dared his arrogance with all her might and power. But also with vulnerability. Not only because of their bond but also being afraid of what the Pillar was about to tell her.

      “You want to know where the Hatter is,” he sneered.

      “He’s been gone for some time,” Alice shrugged. “The March is losing it without him. The children miss him and his tea parties dearly. Lewis is looking for him everywhere,”  she shrugged again. “And Fabiola swears she is going to kill you if you hurt him.”

      “Like I said, I’ve figured out death,” he leaned back and inhaled from his hookah. “Whoever comes to kill me will lose. You have no idea.”

      Alice hadn’t the slightest idea what he meant.

      “Fabiola cheated on me with the Hatter,” the Pillar said. “To hell and back, him and her.”

      “It’s not like you didn’t cheat on her as well, Pillar.”

      “I gave her the world, my precious mushrooms, money, clothes, safety, and made her happy.”

      “You gave her a mushroom that made her love you, Pillar,” Alice said. “That wasn’t love. She was your prisoner. She was an addict and you were the one who dealt her cards.”

      The Pillar smirked back at Alice. He looked at her as if she were a lesser being than him, “It’s not like you haven’t fooled me, Alice.”

      She fidgeted in her place and lowered her head, staring at her feet. “I wanted to avenge my parents.”

      “By fooling me into joining Black Chess. You know who you actually fooled? You fooled yourself.”

      “Enough with the talk,” she inhaled deeply and pulled herself together, hands laced tensely behind her back. “Did you hurt the Hatter?”

      “I’ll answer if you tell me what happened on the other side of the mirror?”

      “What?” She let out a condescending laugh. “You haven’t entered yet, even though you own it and have it here somewhere?”

      “Had to bury it underneath the mushrooms,” he said. “The girl inside kept inviting me inside. She drove me crazy.”

      “I see. You’re too chicken to enter.”

      “Not after what I’ve seen happen to the three of you.”

      Alice took a moment. She needs to know what happened to the Hatter. She needed to tell Fabiola who sent her. “What do you want to know?”

      “What’s behind the mirror?”

      “Other worlds,” she said. “Other times.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “First we crossed over to another darker version of Wonderland,” she could not control her irregular heartbeats now.

      “Darker than here?” The Pillar looked like he could feel his soul wanting to cross over.

      “Way darker,” Alice said. “We tried to go back but it was a tricky world. I can’t get into details. All you would want to know is that we kept finding more Looking Glasses in every world we crossed to.”

      “It’s not one Looking Glass?”

      “Each world has one. Each world is slightly different from Wonderland. In some, it was the future. Some, the past. Some were the present but with different versions. In one of the worlds, you were a woman.”

      The Pillar raised an eyebrow. “Still, it’s hard to believe that these worlds traumatized you and Lewis and Jabberwocky. What happened, really?”

      “In our pursuit to return home, we stumbled upon one world that was unlike anything we’ve ever seen.”

      The Pillar leaned forward with anticipation. “Tell me about it.”

      “At first sight, it seemed like a nice place. Different life than ours but nothing you can’t get used to. People there are generally nice and good looking. None of them are Hares, Rabbits, or Pillars. Just people.”

      “I assume it was all a facade. Tell me about the darkness.”

      A sole tear formed in Alice’s eyes. Thick and moist and painful to bear. “I can’t go into detail. Maybe what would interest you is that they didn’t believe in other worlds.”

      “Elaborate please.”

      “They were so self-centered and narcissistic they believed they were the one and only species, the one and only world. Not just that. They followed a religion that entitled them as a superior race.”

      “Evil is chasing superiority and entitlement.”

      “Then Lewis found his books sold in their shops.”

      The Pillar raised his other eyebrow.

      “To them, we’re just characters in books. In fact, everything we know is silly and unreal to them.”

      “And?”

      “They started to hurt us.”

      “Why?”

      “They called us insane. You see people in that world don’t like you when you’re different. Historically, we learned they’ve killed whoever opposed their ideas in the past.”

      “Insane, huh?”

      “They tortured the insane, thinking they were possessed by demons.”

      “Aha,” the Pillar said. “I guess this was when Carolus was created and Jabberwocky lost his soul—and you…”

      “Yes,” Alice interrupted him. “Eventually I figured out a way back.”

      “How?”

      Alice smiled with gleaming eyes. “The children.”

      “How so?”

      “The children were the ones who were nice to us. They liked us. They liked Lewis a lot and me. They actually believed we were real. They treated ‘fiction’ as though it was real—which it is, but were told otherwise.”

      “The children showed you the way back, huh?”

      “That was when Jabberwocky’s evil side realized that in order to rule Wonderland—and other worlds behind the mirror—the children were the key. Control them and own the world.”

      The Pillar leaned back again. Alice saw him think for a long time, not sure what was going on in his mind.

      “It’s time you answer my question, Pillar—“

      “I killed him,” he cut her off bluntly. “I buried him in the back under a mushroom if you want his corpse.”

      Alice shrieked, not sure if the Pillar was bluffing or not.

      “Tell me one last thing,” he demanded.

      “I’m not going to tell you anything else unless I see the Hatter’s corpse and confirm you actually killed him.”

      “Well, I’ll never show you his corpse if you don’t answer me,” he said. “What was that world called?”

      She had no choice but to comply so she can find the poor Hatter and bury him properly, so she answered him, “They call it the Real Life. They have skyscrapers and eat junk food and call themselves the human race.”
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      My sword fails to kill the Pillar. Nothing’s wrong with it. It’s me who actually stops midway.

      Frozen in mid-air, I stare at my arm and hands and wonder if it’s a spell. My Vorpal sword is only an inch away from his protruding neck—and irritable smirk.

      Time hangs heavy in the air. I have nothing to say, and I can hardly hear my heart beating. Perplexities and insanity overwhelm my soul.

      Why can’t I kill him? What’s wrong with me?

      “I assume the Reds told you to kill me,” he squints at whatever lay behind me.

      I’m frozen as the statue of liberty. I can life my sword back high, in hopes to land it harder down the Pillar, but I’m frozen. I can swing up but never down his throat.

      “I see they left,” he cranes his head outside the back window, pretty sure that I’m not going to cut it off. “Sneaky bastards.”

      “No one told me to kill you,” I say in almost slow motion.

      “Not even the March Hare?” he wiggles his eyebrows, as if this is all a joke, as if the world isn’t coming to an end.

      “How do you know about the March?”

      “I don’t,” he shakes his shoulders. “It's just a guess. Life is pretty predictable if you stop caring about what people think of you.”

      I shrug. How am I going to complete my mission if I can’t kill him?

      “Could you please make way?” he asks, opening the door. “I’ve always wanted to take pictures with big mushrooms while the world was coming to an end.”

      I scooch over, lower my sword, and watch him amble outside. He takes a deep breath of the ashen weather as it were all Jasmine and flowers all around.

      “Ashes to ashes,” he says with amusement in his eyes. “And mushrooms to Mushroomers,” he laughs. “You remember the Mushroomers, Alice?”

      My lips are sealed. I don’t know where this is going, and I’m so mad with myself that I want to chop off my own head for being a coward.

      “Amazing memories,” he sighs. “I really loved those losers. I mean they wanted you to leave the asylum and succeed. They rooted for you.”

      “Stop playing games, Pillar,” I stand up for myself. “What kind of magic did you use to stop me from killing you?”

      “Oh,” he looks so mischievously innocent for a second. “You wanted to kill me?” he leans over, resting both hands on his cane. “Really, Alice?”

      “I know I have to. At least to help me see clearer without the games you keep playing.”

      “I’ve never played games,” he leans back. “I did what’s necessary to help you find your purpose.”

      “Which is?”

      “Knowing who you are, Alice. Trust me, that's what everyone wants in life.”

      “I know who I am. Do you?”

      “I do,” he tilts his head with a snicker. “The question is do you? Can you fight the Jabberwocky? Did you learn enough to know how to do it? Did you pay attention to the lesson you supposedly learned every mission you went to save lives?”

      Again and again, I have no idea what he is talking about. Why can’t I just kill him?

      “I’m not who you want to kill,” he says. “The Reds fooled you.”

      “Why would they?”

      “Jabberwocky sent them to kill you, but they saw your sword—and also saw it in your eyes.”

      “Saw what in my eyes?”

      “Saw that you’ve grown, enough to deserve the sword in your hand.”

      “How do they know that from my eyes?”

      The Pillar wiggled his eyebrows again and took a deep ashen breath. I guess it’s no different from his hookah smoke. That’s why he can tolerate it in concentrated quantities. “It’s that look that we call ‘growing up.’”

      “Oh yeah? You think I grew up? I’m a bit too young for that.”

      “Age isn’t quite an accurate measurement for adulthood. It’s what you experience that makes you older, not the barcode in your passport,” he says. “A few weeks ago you cared whether you were mad or not, whether you were doing the right thing or not. Hell in heavens, a few weeks ago you still cared about your past and held it like a chip on your shoulder, not knowing that the past has passed. It doesn’t matter. We all messed up in the past, or there would’ve been no point in the future.”

      I hate that I like his words. I hate myself for liking him. “Back to the subject,” I break through his hypnotizing stare. “The Reds were sent by Jabberwocky to kill me?”

      “He is kinda worried you can hurt him,” the Pillar nods. “He’s always avoided this ending. That’s why he never attacked you himself.”

      “Why?”

      “I guess it has to do with both of you crossing over through the Looking Glass. He saw you raging and was secretly scared of you.”

      “That doesn’t sound like an impressive villain. It would make a bad movie to have a cowardice villain like him. I thought he was the devil himself.”

      “He might be,” the Pillar smirks. “Did you ever notice the devil’s greatest trick was using others to do the work for him?”

      I nod. It makes sense. “So the Reds were sent to kill me and saw I will fight back, then?”

      “They saw my limousine and decided to deal a last card in their boss’s favor,” he explains. “Tell you that you should kill me.”

      “How would they benefit from me killing you?”

      The Pillar looks offended as if I should utterly get it. “Really, Alice?”

      “Really, Pillar. Answer me.”

      “You’re weaker without me, Alice.” He says it bluntly, unapologetically, in a tone that’s neither serious or happy. He is just reciting a fact.

      And he is damn right.

      Whoever he is, whatever his intentions are, and whatever darkness lurks in his past, he has always been the father whom I’ve never had. It’s hard to admit but it’s true.

      But I don’t make a big deal of it. My own hands betrayed me after all. I take a moment to think. All I need is more info to understand what’s going on.

      “What do you know about the phrase, ‘I remember tomorrow!’?”

      “So you talked to the March,” he says. “Did you unlock his mind with the six keys?”

      “Should I assume you don’t know yet what the six keys are?”

      He shakes his head into a no. It’s ironic how the rare moment the Pillar says the truth shows on his face. It’s like he truly becomes human for a second. Like he is capable of emoting in all honesty.

      “The cap on his head,” I tell him. “The six keys have been in front of our eyes all the time.”

      He doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t think it’s ironic. I think he is mad at himself for never figuring it out. “That’s…” he searches for words. “frustratingly genius on Lewi’s behalf, so genius I rather regret giving him the mushrooms to forget.I assume the bolts simply unlocked his memory—that’s why Black Chess planted a light bulb in his head at some point.”

      I nod in agreement. “He told me all about the Looking Glass. Lewis, Jabberwocky, and I crossing over and—“

      “I know the story.”

      “But you never told me.”

      “There is a lot I’ve never told you. Tell me what he told you about the children? How do we save them from Jabberwocky.”

      “He was sort of cryptic about it, or he didn’t have enough time,” I explain. “The mushrooms erupted and he fell. I lost him.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Could be,” I imitate the Pillar’s bluntness, avoiding the guilty emotions of killing everyone around me—even if by accident. “All I know is that I should fight the Jabberwocky like Lewis predicted in his book, and then it will be shown to me how to save them.”

      He nods absently, rather in disappointment. “I remember tomorrow means…”

      This is when someone shouts my name in the distance and interrupts this crucial information.

      “Alice!” the woman’s voice shrieks. “Don’t let him fool you!”

      Oh. My. God.

      It’s Fabiola.

      “You should have killed him!”
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        Earlier That Day: Yellow School Bus, London

      

      

      

      Jack Diamonds’ jaw hurt from the surprise.

      He sat in the back of the bus and watched Alice drive recklessly, attempting to save the March Hare. The yellow bus jostled all over streets filled with mushrooms instead of buildings. It swung left and right as if int a cartoon show. Alice drove amidst fire and could have possibly run over people— he could not tell.

      After all, Jack’s life had been an insane and unexplainable ride lately, so much that he sometimes wondered if he were still dead.

      He hung tight to his seat, thinking about books being described as ‘edge of your seat thrillers.’ This wasn’t a book, he thought. But then he swallowed his own thought back. Who was he kidding? Each and every one here was a character in a book at some point.

      Still, the bigger question remains, who came first: the egg or the chicken; the characters in a book or the people who inspired the characters in a book?

      Such a hard question to answer. In fact, Shakespeare’s ‘to be or not to be ‘ seemed like an easier question to answer—if it ever was a question.

      Jack was losing his mind. It helped to watch the other passenger’s horror to stop thinking. Other people’s misery had always been great entertainment. We just never admit it.

      Everyone else was shocked and scared and hardly breathing. While they were either screaming or praying, Jack could only sum up his conflicted emotions with one word. A very articulate one. Most underrated yet overused word that even the Merriam Webster dictionary got wrong: shit.

      Right to the point. One syllable. Easy to remember. And it happens.

      Not that it really described the wonderfully painful act of defecating in the bathroom. It only describes that moment when life humiliates our hopes and expectations, leaving us speechless enough we can only think about our own poo.

      But this time Jack’s response wasn’t to the fact that Alice was going to get them killed.

      It was due to the fact that Alice will kill him again.

      “Slow down, Alice,“ Fabiola demanded in a shriveled voice. Having been hit in the warehouse already weakened her—if she wasn’t going to die soon. Jack knew Fabiola didn’t mind dying for a cause but not in a school bus. 

      Lewis had dozed off already. His addiction to mushrooms and his darker Carolus were tearing him from inside out.

      Tom Truckle was nowhere to be seen. Jack wondered if he had died. The sneaky bastard.

      But what about Constance, that feisty girl?

      “Don’t worry Jack,” Constance sat right in front of him, gripping at the edge of her seat and looking back. “Death is just another brick in the wall.”

      He wondered if he imagined this. What did she just say? Did she just quote a Pink Floyd song about anarchy and the end of the world in a twisted Alice in Wonderland way?

      “You died before,” she told him, “and you came back.”

      The bus still jostled left and right. Jack had no idea how Constance remained so calm. She was so freakin’ young. Practically a child.

      “How does it feel to be dead yet also alive?”

      “It’s confusing,” he burst out.

      “You know why you’re still alive?”

      Now, this question changed everything. Death can’t oppose whys. Jack wanted to know. Why was he alive again? He was grateful, but it didn’t make sense.

      “Because Alice loved you enough to believe in you.”

      Jack threw a glance up ahead over Constance’s shoulder. Alice was definitely going to kill them again. If that was love, he had enough.

      “Her belief in you - and her guilt - was so strong it opposed the universe’s fate and brought you back.”

      “Then why is she about to kill me again?” He shrugged, being taught a lesson before dying by an eight-year-old or something.

      “Because we have to remember tomorrow.”

      Jack didn’t care if he had heard her right. It didn’t matter. He was probably hallucinating. His white tunnel of death was a young girl teaching him about the afterlife. Tomorrow, in this case, was afterlife right?

      “When we keep the memory of one person vivid after their death, they will forever stay alive,“ she said. “And children are the strongest who can keep memories.”

      It really didn’t matter what Constance said. Jack saw Fabiola was screaming at Alice again.

      Alice was going over a broken bridge. Death was one twist of a wheel away.

      “Don’t look in the mirror!” Fabiola said.

      Jack couldn’t see. His position was twisted and tangled and he could hardly tell where he was. Constance had stopped talking to him.

      “Don’t look in the Looking Glass!” Fabiola yelled in pain and frustration. “Don’t look back at the rabbit.”

      It escaped Jack why Alice would have a mirror inside the bus but he couldn’t investigate from his awkward angle. All he knew was that Alice always feared mirrors because of some rabbit inside that scared her.

      But then Fabiola said something that made Jack’s head spin and spin, “Not again!”

      What? Did she say not again?

      That’s when Jack began to remember something. He wasn’t quite sure it was a memory. Not with a racing heart and fear of death. Did he just glimpse a memory of the yellow bus he died on? Did he just glimpse himself and Alice’s classmates? Did he see Lorena and Edith, Alice’s sister’s laughing at her? And did he just see Fabiola on the bus as well, hiding in the back, dressed as a school teacher?

      If Lewis always talked about six impossible things for breakfast then Jack just needed one possible thing before death. To understand what the heck was going on.

      But death waited for no one. Amnesia or not. Insane or not.

      Here it came. Sudden, brutal, and with a punch.

      The bus free-fell off some bridge or mushroom or whatever, and made Jack’s heart plunge up into his throat. His bones cracked. A smash. Blood everywhere. Blackout.

      And then…

      Death.

      He needn’t know more. This was death.

      Ask a man who died before and he will recognize death when it comes again. Was this what Constance meant by remembering tomorrow? Cause tomorrow he’d wake up both dead and alive at the same time.

      Everyone on the bus simply died.

      Again!
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      “Fabiola!” I say. “You’re alive?”

      “Why in Wonderland’s name didn’t you kill him?” Fabiola limped in the distance, blood covering her face.

      I am stunned and numb. Almost dizzy with both shock and happiness.

      “How come you’re alive?” I say, my legs cemented in my place, unable to run toward her and hug her.

      “Just stab the Pillar in the neck,” Fabiola was running closer.

      “Is everyone else alive?” I can’t stop myself from asking.

      “Then after you stab him, grab his hookah,” Fabiola wouldn’t answer my question. “Then choke him with its hose. It’s the only way to kill him forever.”

      It escaped me why Fabiola wants the Pillar dead now. She had all the time in the world. I can understand the Reds playing games with me and convincing me I should kill him. But Fabiola certainly wouldn’t lie to me. Besides I couldn’t kill him. And how come Fabiola is alive?

      But I’m glad I didn’t kill her. I need to know if Constance is alive. If Jack is alive.

      Fabiola arrives and snatches the Vorpal sword from my hands. God, she looks awful. It’s a mystery how she is still alive. Such a tough woman.

      I let her have what she wants, occupied with looking closer at her and making sure she is real and not a figment of my imagination.

      She swings the heavy sword in the air and aims at the Pillar’s neck. For a moment, I’m so sure she will kill him. Her furious eyes could not miss.

      But the Pillar is no easy feat. He does stop her and in the most unusual way. He doesn’t duck. He doesn’t run. He doesn’t hit back.

      All he does is pull out a mushroom from his pocket and shove it her way up in the air.

      Fabiola stops hands mid-air, looking at the mushroom as if she has seen the devil.

      “Addiction is a bitch, isn’t it?” the Pillar says with a smirk.

      Fabiola is speechless, frozen with surprise, sword in the air. Just like me a few minutes ago.

      But something about the Pillar’s smirk bothers me. I mean this is the man I’ve spent most of my time with for the past few months. I’ve seen him live, kill, laugh, sad, stoned, and I’ve surely seen him smirk. This smirk he gave Fabiola was… fake.

      I am not sure how because he is definitely making fun of her. But something isn’t right.

      While the world is in turmoil all around us, time stands still between the three of us.

      The Pillar smirking. Fabiola gritting her teeth. I am trying to understand what’s going on between them.

      “I will kill you eventually,” Fabiola tells him.

      This time the Pillar’s smirk fades. He nods in a sincere way I can’t fathom.

      The heavy moment is interrupted by the arrival of a fourth person.  A man driving a scooter. He stops like a reckless child, letting the scooter roll on as he jumps off it. Looking closer I see he is wearing a Joker’s mask. He snakes his way between me and Fabiola and heads right to the Pillar.

      “Not Fabiola,” the Joker says. “I’m going to kill the Pillar, now that I know how.”

      Somehow I understand this is the Cheshire. True, he never has a concrete face, neither a voice to recognize him, but it’s the devilish way he talks that gives him away. He is like a corrupted kid, aiming to cause chaos for no reason but his own amusement.

      The Cheshire jumps high in the air with hands stretched like a lion’s paws, ready to kill the Pillar.

      But soon enough the Cheshire falls onto his Joker’s face.

      What happened?

      Things happened so fast, I have no concrete idea why the Cheshire lies face down on the street.

      Then I see the Pillar holding a cucumber next to the mushroom.

      Should I smile at the irony now? In all this mess?”

      “He wasn’t going to kill you with the mushroom in your hands anyways,” Fabiola says to the Pillar. “You got the Cheshire addicted to mushrooms, just like me.”

      “I know,” the Pillar said, amusing himself with the look of the sprawled Cheshire on the asphalt. “But I couldn’t resist the fun. I mean why cats are afraid of cucumbers still amuses me.”

      “How about me?” I tell him.

      “Don’t you have a Jabberwocky to kill?” He purses his lips at me. “Stay out of our family business,” he points at the Cheshire and Fabiola.

      “Fabiola and the Cheshire can’t kill you because of their weaknesses,” I say. “Why can’t I?”

      “Well you have another weakness,” he says. “Mirrors.”

      I nod in shame. I know my weakness of mirrors.

      “But walking around with a mirror is a bit of a hassle. I barely carry my hookah and it annoys me sometimes.”

      “You didn’t shove a mirror my way anyway,” I say. “Why couldn’t I kill you, Pillar?”

      “You’re smarter than asking a question like that,” his eyes aren’t looking at mine. He is facing Fabiola.

      “You’re bonded to him,” Fabiola says, looking back at the Pillar. “It’s always been his plan.”

      “Plan?”

      “Oh, God, Alice, you’re so naive,” the Cheshire stands up and puts his Joker face back on. “The Pillar bonded with you by making you like him. All the time you spent with him, knowing him. All the stuff he taught you was his way to avoid you killing him. You’ve always been the only one who could kill him and Jabberwocky.”

      The lump in my throat is thick and bitter enough it can kill. I’m Alice’s naive and fragile soul. “Why?” My voice is barely audible.

      “We don’t know,” Fabiola says. “Since you came back from the Looking Glass, you’ve brought Dark Alice with you. Since then you’ve been both a tender hand, but also a threat to everyone. This is why the Jabberwocky killed your parents, so he can break your heart and weaken you.”

      “Is that true?” I ask the Pillar, unable to stop the tears in my eyes. Goddamn it, I realize I love this man.

      “The greatest trick the devil ever pulled is making you think he is your friend,” he says with that smirk again.

      I can’t tell what’s wrong with the smirk, but who cares. My life and journey with this man makes sense now. Whatever he keeps telling me, Fabiola’s story makes more sense. He made me like him and put me under a spell strong enough I can’t kill him. Perfect plan.

      “Go kill the Jabberwocky and save the children, Alice,” the Pillar says. “Let me handle Fabiola and Chesh. We have our own past to resolve.”

      I grab my sword from Fabiola, tears still welling in my eyes.

      “I’ll take your scooter,” I tell the Cheshire, not sure how I feel.

      “I kinda need to go home,” he protests.

      “Shut up,” I wave my sword in the air and pick up the scooter.

      But I stop. I turn around. I have to ask the Pillar one last thing, “If you’re such a scumbag, how come you want the Jabberwocky dead? Are you using me to kill him so you rule Black Chess?”

      “The children,” he says.

      “What about them?”

      “I’m who I am because of the bullies in my childhood,” he says. “What if I can do one last good thing and help the children have a better life?”

      “Blah, blah, blah,” Fabiola says. “Don’t believe him. Just go, Alice.”

      “And what about you?” I ask Fabiola. “Why not warn me from the beginning? Why did you want to kill me at some point from the beginning?”

      “Because we’re all like Lewis Carroll,” she says firmly. “We all have a Carolus inside us. You had Bad Alice, Dark Alice, whatever. And you’re goddamn strong. I feared you would let the Dark Alice win. It’s been a journey full of hard decisions to make Alice. All we care about is the children.”

      I step over the scooter, feeling lonely and without a friend. With the Pillar exposed and Fabiola conflicted, Lewis confused, I wonder if Constance can be my only friend.

      “Is Constance alive?” I ask Fabiola, not bothering to ask how they’re still alive when I saw them die.

      “She is, but you have to find the Jabberwocky.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” I tell her. “I will do what I see as right for me. Enough with Alice going to save the world. I want Alice to save herself. I will find Constance.”

      None of them say anything. I guess my voice is authoritative enough they don’t want to confront me.

      Before I go to look for Constance, I use my sword and swing at the Pillar’s hands, forcing him to drop the cucumber and mushroom.

      “Maybe I can’t kill you, but they can,” I point at Fabiola and Cheshire.

      I leave on the scooter. And since the Pillar’s limousine disappeared, the Pillar starts running as Fabiola and Cheshire give chase.
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        Earlier That Day: Yellow School Bus, London 

      

      

      

      Jack lay sprawled on his back with his legs either broken or severely bent under the weight of his body. The rest of his body had probably numbed to the pain, or he wouldn’t have been awake, still.

      His eyes were open. That, he was sure of. He was staring at a window from a skewed angle.

      A cracked window. Sharp edges of its shattered glass were still intact. The rest were jagged-edged, zigzags making way to the world outside.

      Not that there was much to see beyond the window. Nothing but smoke and ashes around a mushroom-infested world. Even in death, the scene seemed funny. The world had become a hallucinatory version of what the Wizard of Oz would look like when stoned.

      Jack tried to comprehend the voices around him. Outside, the world still swam in incomprehensible chaos. Screams and shouts plus the thuds and throttles shook the earth.

      But inside the bus, no one talked or ached or moaned or screamed. Was he the only survivor?

      With a painful twist of his neck, he looked sideways. It was hard to see anyone since the bus had toppled sideways and seats blocked his vision on both sides. He still could see ahead, only if he’d managed to crane his neck a little and look beyond his own body.

      Slowly he did. It did not hurt as much as he thought it would. With death on his mind, these trivial human pains seemed weightless and subsidiary. 

      He skipped looking at his own body in case he had his stomach slit open or something. He managed to see his shoes. Well, one shoe. One leg. God only knew where the other one was.

      Beyond his foot lay Lewis Carroll.

      Unless Lewis’ nonsensical joking had exceeded Jack’s expectations so much that he had cracked his own skull open, the famous author was pretty much dead, indeed.

      For shits and giggles - we all need those in dark times - Jack wondered why Lewis’ head didn’t spill out books or words or even tiny miniature figures of his characters.

      Sadly the man’s imagination was only made of blood and membranes like the rest of us.

      A shard of glass from the window squeaked above Jack.

      Well, the case was closed. He would soon die like the rest.

      This time Alice wasn’t going to save him. Because she hadn’t the strength to believe in him and keep him alive this time. Her powers had been directed to the March who can save the world. Jack was merely a lover. She had no time for love.

      As the shard gave up its hold on the window frame he closed his eyes, waiting for it to draw the final stab. There was no going back. He was going to die.

      What troubled him before dying was that the world behind his eyes wasn’t made of black. It was shiny and in full color. Like a movie.

      A movie of Alice.

      An older Alice running errands in her own garden. He watched her finish with seeding the flowers and go back inside her house. Someone was calling for her. Kids.

      Alice’s kids.

      The boy was Tiger. The Girl, Lily.

      Was jack hallucinating? Was his mind playing wishful thinking on him?

      But then another person called for Alice. Handsome man. Really handsome. A little old though. 

      Alice called him Hatter but wait...

      Why call him Hatter?

      Jack was confused. If he hadn’t been hallucinating before death, then he was seeing the future. He was remembering tomorrow.

      He would have smiled broadly and wished Alice all the luck with her future husband.

      Only if this Hatter didn’t look exactly how Jack would look like a few years from now.
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      Running on a scooter in the middle of the world collapsing feels like I am in a video game. The hero character with a sword out to find a lost young girl and then kill the big bad jabberwocky.

      I am amazed at how real life is actually like a video game. Same hassles. Same reasoning. Same shit. The only drawback is when the game is over, it’s really over.

      But then it strikes me that this hasn’t been the case in my journey. How many people died and came back? How many nonsensical and absurd storylines? How many open-ended questions? I would love to tell myself it’s all about a journey but I beg to differ.

      I like the journey, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that since the Red implied this is going to happen again or happened before I am working with the idea that my life is not just insane, but a video game.

      Come to think of it, a video game isn’t that different from being a character in a book, from being a human brought into this world without being told why or what to do about it.

      A thud of mushrooms wakes me up from my thoughts. I twist the scooter sideways and avoid them and then keep driving. Where you might ask?

      I’m looking for a yellow bus.

      Is it selfish to want to find Constance? To want to find a friend? A companion for life? Now that Jack is either dead or dead, the Pillar is evil, Fabiola is too conflicted to help, I need a friend. Constance would be the perfect deal.

      She is feisty and hilarious at times. She loves me dearly, and she is younger. Maybe I can teach her things and spare her an adolescence full of angst and pain.

      Or maybe I am just selfish, unable to face my final battle alone.

      Maybe I’m still not up to the world’s expectation to kill the Jabberwocky.

      I wonder what he looks like?

      Is he just a human? A dragon? What does evil really look like? What kind of villain needs to be killed with a special sword?

      The sight of the yellow bus interrupts my thoughts.

      It’s ironic how it rather glows in the gloomy London streets. Is that why children’s buses were painted yellow?

      I stop the scooter and take a deep breath. Here I found it again, collapsed sideways and battered with shards of glass and a couple of parts on fire here and there.

      The world is an intolerable sum of noises, but the bus is dead silent. Everybody must be dead inside.

      Did only Fabiola survive it?

      Walking toward it, I count my steps with anticipation. Once near it, I have to climb through a window to enter.

      When I look inside... oh well... I didn’t expect that.
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      Fabiola and the Cheshire were on the Pillar’s trail. The sneaky man with a hookah disappeared beyond the grey fog and they were left lost again. 

      “What now?” the Cheshire asked.

      Fabiola panted, “I will find him. Just let me think.”

      “You look like you’re dead already,” he snickered behind the mask.

      “I should be if it weren’t for the ...” Fabiola caught her tongue in the last second. She wasn’t going to share crucial information with the Cheshire. “Let’s just make it clear that you and I will never be friends.”

      “Ain’t looking for friendship, White Queen,” he said. “All I wanna do is purr chaos:”

      “You do not sound British when you talk like that.” 

      “Well it's a mad world isn’t it,” he said. “Also I am sorry for not warning you before the Duchess made you hurt yourself,” he teased her. “Poor White Queen.”

      Fabiola hadn’t the slightest interest in playing games with the Cheshire. Sometimes the best thing with cats is to ignore them.

      “Look,” the Cheshire said, pointing at something on the asphalt.

      “What did you find? A bowl of expired milk?”

      “Not funny.”

      “Well, the cucumber was dead funny.”

      Now, the Cheshire ignored her and knelt down to pick up something from the floor. Fabiola saw him stand up and wave the item at her. A hose. From the Pilar’s hookah.

      “He left it behind,” the Cheshire said. “Hallelujah.”

      Fabiola skeptically eyed the hookah then looked at the footsteps marked on the asphalt by the ashen powder from the fire.

      “He must have entered this building,” she said.

      “Then we go, White Queen, and kill the old butterfly.”

      “He is not a  butterfly yet,” Fabiola explained, though the Cheshire was just being sarcastic. “We have to kill him before he transforms.”

      “What the smokey smokes are you talking about, woman?”

      “No one knows the Pillar like I do. If we don’t kill him before he transforms, he will turn into a gigantic beast.”

      “What?” the Cheshire scratched his head. “Are you telling me he calculated everything? Even his death?”

      “I think so, or why do you think his skin is peeling off? From Pillar to Butterfly.”

      “But that’s not what your sister told me.”

      “When did you last speak to her?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he wasn’t going to tell her he dug her sister up from the grave. The White Queen was too sentimental. She still wouldn’t have liked it.

      “Ah, I guess she is the one who told you that you can kill the Pillar with his own hose?”

      “Yeah,” he itches his mask out of nervousness. “Anyway, she said that anyone who kills him will be cursed.“

      “Oh please,” Fabiola snatches the hose from the Cheshire’s paws. “All those rumors. I know how he thinks. Let’s not waste time. Go inside and kill him.”

      “You know that’s an amusement park behind those doors?” he pointed at where the footsteps led them.

      “Makes sense. Where else would he hide?”

      “I always wanted to eat ice cream on a roller coaster.”

      “Shut up and follow me.”

      “I usually shut up and purr, but whatever you say, White Queen.”

      “And one last thing,” she turned to face him, “after we kill the Pillar, I am going to kill you. I don’t like you.”

      “I don’t blame you, woman. Sometimes I don’t like me.”
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        Present: Yellow School Bus, London

      

      

      

      The bus is empty.

      It takes me some time to register what I’m looking at. There is blood and chaos everywhere. But there are no passengers. None. Nada.

      How is that possible?

      Did someone steal the bodies? For what? And if they all survived? How? Where did they go?

      I jump in and look for clues, wondering if anyone left something recognizable behind. All I see is blood on the seats, floors, and windows. Also fragments of mirror shards.

      If they lost so much blood how are they alive?

      I feel stupid, standing in the middle of the bus with my sword. Either I’m too dumb to understand or I have to accept that the nonsense will never stop.

      As I’m attempting to climb out, I hear someone calling my name.

      “Alice,” the voice says from behind a seat in the back.

      I shiver in place. Not only does this sound like a scary scene from a horror movie when a ghost from the past calls your name in that hissing tone, but there is something about the voice that is truly unsettling.

      Frozen in place I can’t even move. I don’t bother turning around. This isn’t happening. This. Isn’t. Happening.

      “Alice,” the girl’s voice behind me whispers.

      My knuckles whiten, gripping my sword.

      “Turn around and look at me.”

      I don’t turn around. Where have I heard this voice before?

      “It’s time, Alice,” the girl says. “Did you really think we were never going to meet?”

      “Not like this,” I tell her, listening to her move. She is probably standing up behind me. Does she have a weapon? Even if she has, does it matter?

      How is this possible?

      I know this is a mad world. I know I have good and evil in me, but how can this be happening?

      “All you have to do is look at me,” the girl’s voice is so real it kills me.

      I don’t answer back.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “No mirror’s needed this time.”

      What she says explain it. Still, I have to ask. “What do you mean?”

      “The rabbit in the mirror,” she says. “The one that makes you fear mirrors. The one that makes you drive yellow school busses over bridges and kill people you love.”

      “What about it?” my mouth is dry. The question I asked isn’t quite a question. Who am I fooling?  I know what she means. My God, this voice of hers. How I have known it for years. How it’s been in my head. In my heart. In my soul.

      “I’m the rabbit, Alice,” she says in a voice that implies subtle mockery. As if she has already won this round between good and evil.

      “I know,” I nod my head. “I just hadn’t put two and two together. I should have known.”

      “You’ve always known,” she is approaching me from the back. Soon I will have to turn and face my darkest fear.

      “I have,” I admit. “Only I never thought we’d meet.”

      “We’ve met every day,” she is right behind me, whispering in the back of my neck. Her scent is so familiar. More than familiar.

      “We did,” I shiver to her unwelcome breeze. “I never thought we’d meet like this.”

      “It had to happen,” she says. “What do you think the mushrooms represent in this world?”

      I’m not sure what she means. Goosebumps are all over my arms and I weaken my grip on my sword.

      “Mushrooms bend reality by penetrating the earth from its core and splitting it open,” she breathes in my neck, even closer now. “And what happens when we’re split open, Alice?”

      “We’re exposed,” I agree.

      “Our darker side shows,” she says. “Cause none of us is who we think we are. None of us is one person. We’re always two, Alice. Always.”

      This is when I turn around, slowly.

      If I’ve cried an hour earlier at the Pillar’s doing, I am not going to cry now, but I was almost going to vomit, looking at the girl up close and personal.

      Nothing special about her looks. I knew how she would look.  I’ve known her since long ago.

      It’s her eyes that scared me.

      It’s my eyes that scared me.

      It’s her that scared me.

      It’s also me.

      The girl in front of me was simply me. The Dark Alice in me had split into a physical presence. The same that happened to Lewis with Carolus when we both returned from the Looking Glass.

      “Alice!” Another sweeter voice calls from behind me.

      I turn back without hesitation and head back to Constance. I squeeze her so hard in my arms, I’m about to chalk. She wants to speak. To tell me what happened, but I give her no chance. It doesn’t matter. What matters is her being Alive.

      “Alice, you’re chocking me,” she laughs.

      “Sorry. I thought I’d never see you again. I was trapped her with this…” I turn around to look at Malice, but she is gone.

      “Talking? To whom?”

      I shrug and look back into Constance eyes, “No one. I must have imagined stuff,” I shake her shoulders. A crackles escapes me. “Tell me all about you, little Warrior. Tell what happened here.”
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        Present: Amusement Park, London

      

      

      

      The Pillar managed to make the Ferris wheel work.

      Riding it all alone was all the fun he needed. Soon Fabiola and the Cheshire will come. This time Fabiola might kill him.

      And it was okay.

      Just one last ride on the Ferris Wheel. Circling the sky up high and looking down upon the world he will soon have to leave.

      One last examination of his skin confirmed his fears. How much longer did he have? Hours? A day or two? Was the world going to last a day or two?

      It didn’t matter.

      He let the air slap him in the face. It felt so good on the skin that he hated. On a soul that he loved.

      A smile curved itself on his face. His job was done. It’s been a long ride, and the Ferris Wheel was the perfect ending.

      The first time he had been bullied as a kid was in a similar amusement park-- back in Wonderland? He wasn’t sure, really. For a man who’s lived so many times and having seen similar things over and over again, he couldn’t be sure. What mattered was that every life he lived started with him being bullied as an orphan child. Somehow this part never changed--the same like Alice’s yellow bus never changed.

      He remembered the kids that hung him from a car in a ferris wheel and let him spin.

      As a kid, he hadn’t seen the darker side of the world. His foster parents always called it madness and insanity. Words he didn’t understand. Until he grew older and needed to defend himself. That’s when he realized the greatest trick of life. Pretend you’re mad and you get away with anything.

      Not that he continued this way from the beginning. Worse things made him who he had become. In the beginning, back in Wonderland, he wanted to entertain children. And he did it for a long time. They loved him.

      Until darkness dawned upon him.

      From this high, he could see Fabiola and Chesh pointing up at the Ferris Wheel spinning at the end of the world. 

      He wasn’t sure if they saw him, but the spinning of the wheel will soon come to an end, like everything in life. And he will have to face them.

      Fabiola in particular. She will want to kill him. And she can. Not because she is stronger than him. But because he will let her.

      Not that he wanted to.

      He wished he could tell her the secret. He wished he could make her see him for whom he really was, but he couldn’t. His reasons were strong enough he didn’t mind taking them to the grave.

      Oh, the grave…

      He laughed so much at the mention of the grave. He still remembered when he dug one and buried someone six feet under. How that night changed everyone’s life—for the better or worse was a matter of perspective.

      “I’m not leaving, Pillar!” Fabiola shouted from down there. She was loud enough for someone in so much pain. He guessed killing him was a desire that demolished her physical pains. He was familiar with that certain emotion.

      “One last spin, White Queen,” he shouted from high above. “One last wish before dying.”

      “I’m not waiting for the wheel to stop. I will stop it manually from down here,” she shouted. “You’ve never cut him any slack!”

      “How do you know that?” the Pillar said. “How do you know that I didn’t give him one last wish.”

      Fabiola stopped before the lever, listening to the Pillar talk. “I doubt that. You wanted him dead. I know you. You always take what you want. And you couldn’t have me. He loved me.”

      The Cheshire stood, hands folded next to the romantic Fabiola. He was bored out of his mind. He had never been a fan of love stories. But he knew they were talking about the Hatter. Fabiola loved him and he tried to help her escape the Pillar back in Wonderland. Before the night he disappeared and was later known to have been killed by the Pillar.

      “I did give him one last wish, Fabiola,” the Pillar said, spinning in the sky.

      “Prove it!” Fabiola said out of frustration. It wasn’t going to change anything. She only longed for some resolution. Something to ease her pain. The Hatter’s death was a chip on her shoulder. He was nothing but a funny man loving children and attending tea parties. His love for Fabiola was a mistake — though she loved him back — and only paved the way to his death.

      “I asked him if he had one last wish before I buried him alive,” the Pillar said in his deadpan voice. “And you know what he wished?”

      Fabiola didn’t answer, her hand gripping the lever.

      “He asked me to tell you that he loved you and will always love you,” the Pillar said. “That was his last wish.”

      Tears flowed from Fabiola’s eyes, “To hell with you, Pillar.” 

      And she pulled down the lever with her left hand. The hose in her right.
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        Past: Mushroom Garden, Wonderland

      

      

      

      If anyone in Wonderland hadn’t been touched by darkness then it was the Mad Hatter.

      He seemed not to care about politics, turmoil, and conflict. In a pink-shrouded world of optimism, he lived. Late twenties and single, he hadn’t even cared about love or companionship. All he wanted was to drink his tea in peace.

      Five  o’clock tea every day.

      Cinnamon flavored, peppermint flavored, and sometimes nonsense flavored - courtesy of his mentor Lewis Carroll.

      The Hatter loved Lewis. He loved how quirky and lonely he was. So was the Hatter. But those traits of introversion hadn’t been frowned upon in society yet. An introvert was someone who left people alone and actually possessed a quality few people had: enjoying time with theirselves.

      Introverts like Lewis and the Hatter didn’t need external validation, neither clothes or money or belongings to fit in. They didn’t even think about fitting in though they knew people made fun of them.

      But Lewis was always busy busy busy. At first, he was a priest and had no time for tea, even if it were holy water flavored. Then he spent so much time enchanted by Alice whom the Hatter loved as well- actually they share a peculiar friendship. Alive loved his nonsense. He loved her trying to make sense of nonsense.

      Then Lewis changed. They said he entered that Looking Glass and saw things. Heck, they say Lewis was not Lewis anymore

      He was now Carolus. 

      A pen name? The Hatter wondered sipping tea.

      These circumstances left only the March Hare to accompany him in his tea parties.

      The March, once a child, now a child in an adult’s body was a fitting companion - it was said that he had seen atrocities that made him grow earlier into this adult body, but it was also said that he was like Peter Pan, not wanting to grow up.

      Either way, the March Hare was fun.

      They sat everyday drinking tea at the long white table in the middle of Wonderland, enjoying it so much you would think they were high on mushrooms and other wordy substances.

      Little did Wonderlanders know that lads like them needn’t do drugs to feel good. Feeling good was a simple choice. Yes, they had to work for it every day but it was possible.

      A click of teacups. 

      A few jokes about nothing in particular.

      If that was a not enough then smashing cups and plates did it.

      Sometimes they invited passers-by for a drink. Those were the days with the most fun. Meeting someone new. Exchanging thoughts and ideas then letting them go.

      These were the Hatter's parties that attracted the children. 

      There was no fun back home with mum and dad being boring and borderline psychotic, worn down by the darkness of everyday life.

      The Hatter seemed free and loosened up with no worries. 

      Here children came.

      They drank tea.

      They laughed at nonsense - their favorite part.

      And they snatched teacups.

      Also, the children’s parents didn’t mind: why not. They wanted to rest and could not attend to the burden of the child they once brought into the world. Talk about irresponsible parents huh?

      But the Hatter had never been judgmental. 

      He loved the company. 

      The March Hare loved that children accepted him as an old child.

      All was good and all was fun, until, like every story, a beautiful woman crossed the Hatter’s path.

      The White Queen.

      True, the Hatter could never reason why he choked on his tea or why his heart raced. But he knew it was her. She was the one he would give up everything for. No long love stories. No love-hate relationships. No reasoning why love happened.

      Come on, this was Wonderland and the Hatter loved nonsense.

      What is love but a beautiful act of nonsense?

      But that was then...

      All pearly and flowery beginnings and all.

      Now Fabiola, after her encounter with the Pillar was damaged, and he had to do something about it.

      Not only for her. But everyone in Wonderland whom the Pillar hurt.

      In the most nonsensical and naive way, the Hatter decided to go talk to the Pillar and stop him. Maybe persuade him over tea.

      Because why the hell would someone be that evil? Didn’t the Pillar know that we are only characters in a book?

      And off to the Pillar he went. 

      He was never to be seen again.
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        Earlier: Yellow School Bus, London

      

      

      

      Jack remained still.

      Aching and loudly pronouncing his pain had become a luxury at this time. His body had numbed to nothingness and given in. Strangely enough, he couldn’t remember suffering so much in death last time.

      Why can’t I get done with this, he thought. If I’m going to die why can’t someone just pull the plug? Why should I suffer, withering away?

      He had no doubt about the others’ deaths now. None of them talked or screamed or called for him. He was the last man standing.

      Probably the last mad man standing.

      But then he realized that the world around him wasn’t that silent. Not really.

      Besides the jittering panic of the world outside the bus, he could hear faint voices. In his head or real? He wasn’t sure.

      What he suspected was that the voice enticed him to stay alive.

      Even in death, there was something to care about. And for some odd reason, he cared about the voices.

      Faint and distant, as if they were a memory of the past begging to surface.

      He closed his eyes and concentrated. He could hear them clearer now.

      Children in the far distance.

      Singing?

      Not really. They were chanting something, and they did it all together, so much that it brought more cacophony to his ears than a desired melody.

      Their voices came from different directions, he could tell. Some groups sang in unison while others lagged a fraction of a second behind, then the third and fourth parts lagged even more. A succession of hallucinations overwhelmed his dying senses.

      In a weird way, they kept him alert and alive.

      Squeezing his eyes shut as if holding onto these precious voices and stopping it from fading away, he could make out different accents. Not just lags, but Dutch accents, Asian accents, Arabic, and Hispanic among others.

      The more he listened, the more he could breathe.

      In fact, the voices grew loud enough that they seemed to have hammered through his skull and filled the bloody void inside the yellow bus.

      He felt elevated.

      The closest description was a church’s choir, but only more Disney-like. The children seemed happy and recited with passion. As if conjuring a spirit, yet not a malevolent one, but a benevolent wraith of love—and childhood hopes.

      Jack found himself remembering his childhood, running through the colorful grass in Wonderland. Mushrooms all over the place. Purple and pink and blue and lime-green mushrooms that looked upon him with love, not dangerous ones like in the world outside now. A canopy of trees and plants bent all over him, protecting him and watching him play with friends.

      He was holding hands with this... friend.

      She had warm hands. Full of heart. Full of madness. Beautiful and larger than life.

      While dying now in the bus, Jack realized he didn’t want to give in. Kill a man once and he’d call it a sad ending to a movie. Kill him twice, now you’ve got an unnecessary sequel.

      Instead of dying twice, maybe the second death was his chance to live again.

      The children’s chanting grew stronger. He could feel it as if they were on the bus with him. Finally, he could hear them. Not chanting but reading a book. Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll.

      If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.

      Jack laughed, not with his lips, but with his mind’s eye.

      We’re all mad here!

      The children recited those two sentences every once in a while. It seemed that the more they read, the more the voices united. The more it became coherently accessible. All races, all languages, no matter the distance, conjuring some kind of magic with a purpose he couldn’t fathom.

      The memory from his past returned. The girl with warm hands. Alice Pleasant Wonder.

      “You’re a pleasant wonder, no kidding,” Jack had smiled at her, running under the canopy of mushrooms.

      “Nah,” she said. “I’m more than that.”

      A plant bent over and hissed in Jack’s ears, “You take care of this one, Jack.”

      “Aye,” he nodded at the plant. A tiger lily as large as an elephant. Talking plants had been the norm in Jack’s childhood. “I will.”

      But then Jack had stopped.

      Alice next to him looked perplexed, following his gaze.

      Jack was staring at a dark man in the middle of Wonderland. Darkness stood out like an intense pain back then. With purple and blue skies and green lands, black was the sheep that never belonged. 

      Jack’s memory began to blur. It faded slowly, from outside in, like a huge circle shrinking. The last disappearing part was the dark man in the middle.

      Who was he?

      In the yellow bus again, Jack spat blood from his mouth. Blood that he would have choked on and died if the children hadn’t been singing.

      He suddenly got it.

      He understood why the children read the book.

      They were keeping him alive.

      Not actually him.

      They were keeping Lewis alive.

      “Jack,” Lewis said to him. “I’m here. You’re going to make it. Hang on.”

      Was this happening or was it part of his memory from the past. He realized it was really happening.

      “How did you survive?” Jack asked between splatters of blood.

      “The children, Jack,” Lewis rested a warm hand onto his chest. “Can you hear them?”

      Jack nodded.

      “They’re keeping me alive by reading my book all over the world.”

      “What? How? Why?”

      “It’s always been my last resort, in case all else fails in the Wonderland War,” Lewis explained. “If the children of the world unite and read the book, I stay alive, and the Jabberwocky loses--hopefully.”

      Not that Jack fully comprehended, but he felt a sting in his heart when they mentioned the Jabberwocky losing. Or was he just coming back to life?

      “You see, Jack,” Lewis explains. “When the Jabberwocky and I returned from the Looking Glass, and I realized his intentions were to possess the children of the world so he can control the universe, I decided to write a book.”

      “Alice in Wonderland?”

      “And Through the Looking Glass,” Lewis nodded. “I wanted to write a book that lasts forever in the minds of the children,” Lewis kneeled close to Jack’s face. “You know why Alice in Wonderland is the second most sold book in history after the Bible?”

      Jack knew jackshit about that at the moment.

      “Because I have planned it,” Lewis says. “If I created a wonderful book that promotes wonderful madness and hope in children and they kept reading it for almost two centuries, the Jabberwocky had no chance.”

      Jack was impressed, but why did the word Jabberwocky bring that sting in his heart over and over again. Why did it scare him so much?

      “Now that Black Chess was about to win,“ Fabiola said. He hadn’t realized she survived the bus as well. “We had to resort to the one last trick.”

      “To make the children read,” Jack said, feeling better as if he weren’t dying. “If the book reading keeps Lewis alive why are we alive too, Fabiola?”

      “We’re his friends,” she said. “Besides if the children read further they can keep the world alive, but we’re not sure yet.”

      Jack propped himself on his elbows and looked around. The bus was a bloody mess but Lewis and Fabiola’s wounds have subsided. So were his.

      The children’s voices filled the air like a magical hymn or a bedtime story that wasn’t meant to put you to sleep but resurrect you from boredom and numbness and darkness.

      He wanted to ask where Constance was, but a nagging question distracted him. “But who made the children read, Lewis?”
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        Present: Mad Hatter School, Mushroomland, Colombia

      

      

      

      The teacher was breathless.

      Even though she had been suppressing a smile at the children’s accents a while ago, she came to realize the gravity of the situation.

      At first, the children laughed at the book. Alice in Wonderland had been a laughed-upon book back at their parent’s home. White girl, white author, animals that talk. Come on! This wasn’t a fairy tale or a kid’s book. It was a joke that bordered on insult.

      Prior to the teacher’s call to read the book, extremist troops had kidnapped some children and probably killed some folks. Hell, attending school hadn’t been one of their priorities. They had only come for the free lunch, courtesy of a mysterious man who called himself — drum and eye roll please — the Mad Hatter.

      Mad or not. Read or not. The children of Colombia knew Shakespeare had always been wrong. To be or not to be was never the question. To starve or not to starve was the ultimate question. Sorry Shakes.

      “Looouiee Carooole,” the brown kid wiggles his eyebrows and laughed.

      The kids laughed as well.

      The teacher had to threaten to deprive them of their free lunch if they didn’t behave, so they obeyed and started reading

      That was two hours ago.

      Now they’ve been reading for so long and never even asked about the meal. The book had been like a magic spell that consumed them and possessed them. The children read aloud, each pair from a book, and did their best to stay in unison.

      The teacher herself, a woman in her late thirties, gave into the magic and began sweating.

      She had nothing against the end of the world needing a little magic, a little hope by reading a children’s book to supposedly keep the good guys alive. At times she wished it was real. She wished the world wasn’t a dark spot in the middle of the sun. She wished the mushrooms weren’t a sign from God that they went too far. She wished millions of kids weren’t kidnapped and thrown into the drug industry of Mushroomland owned by this dark man,

      Not the Pillar. The Pillar was the dark man’s assistant. They usually made the world think they weren’t allies, that they loathed each other, but the truth was they were rocking the same boat of evil.

      Mushroomland was owned by none other than this Mr. Jay, who some called the Jabberwock or Jabberwocky.

      She really wished magic existed. She felt for the children reading the book and after their initial skepticism believing in a little girl who went down the rabbit hole.

      In the teacher’s mind, Alice went down the rabbit hole, not to discover magic, but to escape the tragedy of real life.

      She so wished magic was real, but being old enough not to believe in unicorns, she knew it was a lie. A beautiful lie the elders like to tell children to put them to sleep.

      With all her denial and pessimism, something happened that made her reconsider.

      She watched, as the children read the book, that their bodies started to elevate above the floor. Floating they started to gather in a circle.

      With tears falling from her tired eyes, she couldn’t breathe. Not only because of the elevation, but because of the shape of the circle the kids created with their bodies.

      She had to stand up on the desk to watch from a higher angle.

      Not quite a circle.

      Close enough.

      The semi-circle the elevated bodies of the reading children created was the shape of a heart.
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        Earlier that Day: Yellow Bus, London

      

      

      

      Jack still lay on his back.

      Lewis and Fabiola stared at each other. As much as they looked perplexed they also looked suspicious of something. Were they suspicious of him? Did Jack do something wrong?

      “We don’t know,” Fabiola said. “We thought it would be Alice who made the children read, but she never had access to his precious knowledge.”

      “Who else knew then?” Jack asked Lewis.

      “Only me, Fabiola, and the March Hare.”

      “So it was the March then?”

      “The March hadn’t remembered the past until a few hours ago,” Fabiola said. “Whoever made the call to the schools all over the world made it earlier today or yesterday. It’s not an easy process.”

      “The call?”

      “We have a secret number that has been passed through Inkling followers through the years, school teachers who’ve been told this might happen,” Lewis explained. “They played along for years but started making the children sing when they saw the mushrooms and believed us.”

      Jack nodded, taking another beautiful breath of life. “I guess Alice in Wonderland finally surpasses the Bible at this point,” he said, preparing to stand up. “Funny how the Bible isn’t the book to read at the end of the world.”

      Lewis and Fabiola didn’t laugh, though he was damn sure it was a fitting — and lame — joke. He thought it was his delivery. As much as he felt alive again, there was something about his resurrection that felt unusual. He couldn’t put his finger on the problem though.

      “Thank the children for me, Lewis,” Jack said. “I have to say that we still don’t know who made the call—“

      “I think it’s the Hatter,” Lewis interrupted.

      Jack was going to comment that, to his knowledge, the Hatter had been dead for years. But he didn’t need to clarify as Fabiola interrupted with a hoarse voice and painful twitch in her tongue, “The Hatter is dead, Lewis.”

      Lewis shied away from her eyes, “I know,” he reasoned. “It’s just that he was the only other one apart from me, you and the March who knew about the children reading.”

      “Maybe the Pillar?” Jack tilted his head saying the words, worried of scrutiny and shaming from Lewis and Fabiola.

      Fabiola scoffed, wordlessly.

      Lewis seemed to think about.

      “Look I know everyone hates this man,” Jack said. “But I have to say he has been on our side all along.”

      “Give me a break, Jack,” Fabiola said. “You just love him because you’re his—“

      “Fabiola!” Lewis raised his voice. “Not now!”

      “I’m what?” Jack asked.

      “Never mind,” Fabiola said. “Look, the Pillar’s had one end game, none other than making Alice love him so when the world ends, in wherever scenario, he would win.”

      “I want to know why you think I love the Pillar—“ Jack wanted to know.

      Fabiola interrupted and neglected his wishes, “Think of it. If Alice wins, she had formed so much of a bond with him, she will never bring herself to kill him. If Jabberwocky wins, he will still be his right hand because no one has more darkness in his heart than the Pillar.”

      “We don’t have time to talk about this,” Lewis said. “We need to get going. We should—“

      “We shouldn’t do anything,” Jack was furious. “What was Fabiola about to say? I’m the Pillar’s what?”

      “Jack,” Lewis gripped him hard by the shoulder. “Fabiola is in a bad state of mind. She is bitter. The Pillar hurt her so much and she missed every chance to kill him because she wasn’t sure who he was.”

      “What does that even mean?” Jack pulled himself away.

      “It means I’m fed up,” Fabiola said. “I’m going to kill the Pillar this time,” she rushed out of the bus and left them.

      Lewis stood speechless. He looked as if deciding whom he should comfort more now. Jack and Lewis’s eyes met. Jack expected Lewis to explain what Fabiola was about to say.

      But Lewis left Jack and ran after Fabiola, leaving Jack alive and more confused than when he was dead.
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      Cheshire watched Fabiola choke the Pillar with his own hookah hose.

      With folded arms and a Joker mask, he wondered why he hadn’t ever thought of possessing a marriage counselor. That would have been fun—and eventually boring.

      Love and hate were two sides of the same coin. Still, the Cheshire was happy to stay penniless while staying away from love and emotion.

      Fabiola really wanted to kill the Pillar, which made the Cheshire feel useless. He’d come to kill him, but Fabiola was badass. He had to lay back and lean against a figure from the carousel. But then he had to jump off when he discovered the figure was that of a dog.

      The Pillar resisted Fabiola’s chokes but also seemed to let her have her way. Did he want her to kill him? What was it with him today? He seemed like he was someone else. Like all his mojo and mischievousness has flown out of the window.

      The Cheshire seriously wondered if the Pillar had already planned the end and only watched them all unknowingly follow his bait like puppets on a string.

      Which was probably the case, but why would he accept death if his plan was going well. Wasn’t he part of the winning crowd in the final chapter?

      Didn’t sound like him. The Pillar always won, whether the Cheshire liked it or not. That’s why killing was the only possible satisfaction.

      Fabiola had Pilla da Killa sprawled on his stomach and was choking him with the hose, so hard not only her knuckles whitened but her whole body and face went pale.

      On the contrary, the Pillar’s face reddened like a ripe apple—or a devil in wrath.

      This didn’t look right.

      Something was off.

      The Cheshire wished he knew what.

      All he could think of was that the Pillar would not give in that easily.

      Unless his death was actually a win.

      Could the reading children resurrect him again? The Cheshire had watched it on the news on his way here to kill the Pillar. News analyst proposed the answer to children reading Lewis Carroll’s books all over the world to being an antidote to death for the end of the word. Thus it would resurrect the good ones, or help them survive.

      The Pillar most definitely wasn’t one of them.

      “If he were a good guy, then I’d be Mother Teresa, or better, Jesus Christ,” he mumbled to himself.

      “Stop mumbling and come help me!” Fabiola yelled at him, struggling with the Pillar.

      “Nah,” the Cheshire waved a hand, occupied with his thoughts. “Stopped having threesomes after college.”

      For the love of nonsense, the Cheshire was surprised at the Pillar wheezing at his jokes. He watched the dying man wink at him with a red face and barely mouth the words ‘good one, Cheshire.’

      What kind of man was this Pillar?

      The Cheshire had known him for centuries and still couldn’t understand him. Or…

      Or was it he never actually meant to understand him. It occurred to him that the Pillar may not have had a final plan for the end of the world, but that everything he had done since Wonderland was part of a bigger plan.

      The Cheshire purred in denial. That couldn’t be. He hated books and movies when the villain or protagonist ended up revealing it was all part of a plan.

      “Part of a plan, my furry ass,” he mumbled again. “The world is a random place and all we can do is survive it as long we can—or get us some nine lives and enough milk for the ride.”

      Maybe the Pillar had no plan. Just a loon who turned madness into an art of delusion.

      As he watched the Pillar die — finally — he remembered the Queen of Hearts words about the Pillar’s curse. The deal he made with the Looking Glass.

      Whoever kills him will have to wear his body and face for life.

      The Cheshire had forgotten the old hag told him this. It sounded like some Edgar Allan Poe crap in the beginning, but what if it were true?

      “Well, it means Fabiola will turn into the Pillar’s face,” he rubbed his mask’s plastic chin—did Michael Mayers itch walking with that mask on Halloween?

      Ah, dang, he was getting distracted with nonsense.

      Back to the Fabiola wearing the Pillar’s face. What would it mean? How will she behave then?

      “Well, that will be a kick in her nuts,” he chuckled.

      The Cheshire realized how genius the Pillar’s curse was. The man couldn’t become immortal, having not found the fountain of youth. So instead of pursuing it, he made his legacy live on. You kill him, you have to wear his damn face and body for life.

      And…

      Shit…

      The Cheshire’s heart sank into his puss-boots.

      A realization struck him, so strong it wasn’t quite comprehensible. Like studying math or chemistry. Gibberish stuff that is actually useful and meaningful but needs a code to decipher first.

      He stiffened, watching the Pillar die. He needed to act fast because maybe killing the Pillar was in his favor, not against him.

      “Genius!” the Cheshire let out a wheeze.

      “Yeah, genius,” Fabiola said with gritted teeth. “That you promised to kill him with me and backed off and let me do all the work!”

      Think. Think. Think.

      The Cheshire had to think fast, but like all of us, his mouth spat the words out before he could form a comprehensible reason why he spoke, “Stop!”

      “What?” Fabiola looked like she was surely going to kill the Cheshire next.

      “Don’t kill him!” the Cheshire said.

      “Back off,” she roared. “Or I really will kill you next.”

      “If he dies he wins!” The Cheshire pleads.

      “No one dies and wins!”

      “Not unless they’re the Pillar.”

      “What are you talking about, Chesh? Come help me finish him.”

      “The curse!”

      “What curse?”

      “The Queen told me about the spell he used in Wonderland. I tried to tell you before—“

      “What Queen? My sister? Ah, that nonsense again. Come help me. I need to make sure he isn’t breathing. I need to make sure his heart stops.”

      “You need to listen to me, White Queen,” the Cheshire’s thinking hadn’t come up with an answer yet. He was trying to buy himself time.

      All he knew was that even if you can kill the Pillar with his own hose, he will never die because you will wear his body and face. And what will that do to you? You will succumb and become another version of him. How can you explain to people you’re not him. Whatever you do, no one will believe you, and in the end, you will have to become him, or another version of him.

      What if Fabiola killed the Pillar and just became another Pillar. And then someone else kills Fabiola thinking they are killing the Pillar, then also wearing his face and body and ending up being him.

      It was genius and never-ending. The Pillar was always going to win.

      The Cheshire ran ahead and jumped Fabiola, the three of them looking weird and funny and totally mad.

      “What the hell are you doing, Cheshire?” Fabiola ached as he pulled the hose back from her.

      “I lied,” the Cheshire mustered the courage to still sound confident while he was scared out of his mind. “I do like threesomes.”
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      “So the children reading books is what keeps Lewis alive?” I ask Constance after hearing her story about how they survived the bus.

      “Keep us alive,” Constance says. “And hopefully the whole world.”

      I take my time to comprehend things. When I was in the asylum I used to read some books to kill time. I remember I hated when people in the books died and came back. I always thought it was an author’s cop-out. But in this — if this is real life — I like it.

      “The question is,” I say but Constance shushes me.

      “The question is what are we going to do with this gift of resurrection.” She says.

      “Kill the Jabberwocky,” I had told her about what the March told me.

      Constance nods in agreement. “And only you can do it, bad girl,” she jokingly touches my cheeks. “You and your Vorpal sword.”

      We’re jogging the streets while we’re talking. We have become accustomed to the chaos and deaths all around us. Escaping mushrooms and falling buildings has grown as mundane as in a video game.

      I notice something though. It’s not only mushrooms that grow all around us, but also plants. Huge Tiger Lilies and more.

      Those flowers bring back memories I hadn’t remembered in a long time — I assume so, at least.

      Memories of me and Jack walking hand in hand in Wonderland.

      Among the mushrooms and talking plants.

      I never thought I knew him that long.

      “Where are we going?” Constance asks.

      “To find the Jabberwocky,” I say. “I had a scooter a while ago and now it’s gone missing. We have to run until we find a vehicle.”

      “How are you going to find the Jabberwocky?”

      “I have no idea. My best — and fastest — guess is the Reds.”

      “What about them?”

      “They tried to kill me earlier, and then tried to fool me into killing the Pillar. They did it to spare the Jabberwocky confronting me.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m not sure about anything. I’m trying to go with the flow,” I take her hand and detour farther from the growing plants. I have a bad feeling about their long sharpened green vines. I don’t remember them looking like that in Wonderland. “Come with me.”

      “So you think if we kidnap a Red, he can lead us to Jabberwocky?” She asks.

      “Wow. You read my mind.”

      “It’s actually the only thing that came to mind,” she looks suspiciously behind her.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I think someone’s following us.”

      “I think it’s the plants,” I tell her. “I have a bad feeling about them.”

      “Yeah. Where did they come from? I thought it was only mushrooms rising up from the ground.”

      “I thought so too. The March said nothing about plants with razor-sharp thorns.”

      “Maybe we should find the March.”

      “I thought about it, but look around, Constance. Where will we find him?”

      “Like you found me.”

      “You found me.”

      “But you went to the bus first.”

      “That’s what I meant by not finding the March. You, I knew where to look for you. The March fell off some mushroom.”

      “I see,” she says, running off with me.

      “So who were you really talking to on the bus?”

      “No one,” I squeeze her hand. “Forget it.”

      “I thought someone sounded like you on the bus. I heard the word Malice.”

      “Nothing, Constance. Trust me. I talk to myself sometimes when I’m stressed.” I’m not going to scare her and tell her my darkest side came out. I’m not going to tell that I suspect the mushroom incident allows us to separate our darker selves as physical beings. It will scare her.

      Besides, I have no proof I wasn’t hallucinating. Or else why did Malice escape when Constance arrived?

      “Tell me about you,” I change the subject.

      “What about me, Alice?”

      “Why separate from the others?”

      She takes some time to answer. I’m not sure if it is intentional or not. I’m looking ahead to avoid the plants.

      “I panicked,” she says. “Resurrections struck me as mad, and I left the bus running, thinking this was the afterlife.”

      “Poor girl. I’m glad you’re alive. At some point, we should find the others. I just don’t want to waste time. I wonder why they didn’t come looking for you, but I assume everyone deals with their own problems in different ways.”

      “You said you saw Fabiola.”

      “Yeah. She didn’t tell me how you survived, but her story makes sense. She wanted to kill the Pillar. I left her chasing him.”

      “I think we should find Jack.”

      I tense. “Stop asking me to find others. Do you think I don’t want to find Jack? We have no time for sentiments. Once you spot a Red, tell me and I will get him to tell me where to find the Jabberwocky.”

      Constance reverts to silence and I don’t want to look at her to know how she is feeling. I’m being hard on her, and myself, but I can’t be distracted from my purpose.

      A memory of Jack attacks me.

      We’re still holding hands in puppy lovey Wonderland. As we walk and dance, I find myself suddenly stop in my tracks, so does Jack. I’m not sure why, but I think I’m staring at some dark shadow next to me. The Jabberwocky.

      I can’t see him but I feel it. Suddenly Jack disappears and I’m alone facing the dark man himself.

      “Look!” Constance screams as she pulls me down. 

      I duck, snapping out of my memory, and looking at where she is pointing.

      We see the plants attacking people all over the streets. If the mushrooms brought down buildings, the plants are the assassins for the end of the world.

      Their long snappy vines swing all over like Godzilla’s tail and cut everything in half. People, their heads, their arms, and even cracked parts of the building and cars.

      “What the hell is this?” I am talking to myself.

      Constance is shivering next to me. I haven’t seen her as scared before. “I can fight Reds and dark souls and everything that comes my way, but how can we fight this Alice?”

      She has a point. This is not nonsense or madness. This is pure death in the shape of plants coming out of the ground.

      You can fight humans, animals, and even fight yourself, but how can you fight nature. It has no soul. Doesn’t spare. It’s unpredictable, and it has been here before all of us, so it has the mother-load of advantages. Sometimes I think we, humans, are strangers to this earth. At some point, we came and settled.

      But these plans? They’ve been here since day one. They’ve created this place.

      Constance and I drop flat on our backs and watch a huge plant sweep an inch above us. Wails and screams escalate everywhere. Blood drops from the vines edge down my face. Blotches of dark red from the sky.

      We roll onto our sides on our way to escape. I hold onto my sword. It occurs to me to cut through the plant, but who knows if it will work? What happens if you miss killing the devil? He will haunt you for the rest of your life.

      Once we find space with no overhead plants, we stand up and run as fast as we can.

      “There must be an explanation to all of this,” I shout.

      “What are you talking about, Alice. Run!”

      “First the mushrooms, but then plants invading the world and killing everyone,” I talk in chopped syllables. “Where do they come from?”

      “It’s the end of the world,” Constance reasons while ducking under an arch of a building. “It’s like raging seas or meteors.”

      “It doesn’t make sense, Constance. Someone knew the mushrooms would erupt. Someone almost knew the date. And they aren’t just a sign of the times. They are growing everywhere and now plants kill everyone. This is an invasion.”

      “Stop it, Alice. Just run,” she begs me. “You’re hallucinating. Plants are invading the world, trust me. It’s just the end of the world.”

      I don’t reply to her. I have an idea in my head. Something just hit me.

      The Looking Glass.

      The dark man in my past in Wonderland.

      The fight between light and dark.

      Between the Inklings and Black Chess.

      It just hit me.

      “Constance!” I stop running. “I know what’s happening.”

      Constance stops reluctantly, looking sideways for attacking plants. “What, Alice? Why do you want me to stop?”

      “This isn’t a fight between Black Chess and Inklings. Not a fight between good and bad. Not between Alice and the Jabberwocky.”

      Constance closes her eyes, her lips twitch and she sighs, “Then what the freaking heck is it, Alice?”

      “I know what the mushrooms and plants are for. This is a war between fa—“

      My words stay in my mouth as I watch a plant curl like a snake around Constance’s leg and pull her away into the labyrinth of the ashen-colored, mushroom infested London.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Past: Mushroom Garden, Wonderland

      

      

      

      The Hatter began to feel dizzy and soon he was going to either faint or die. He had to trace back the events that had happened a few moments ago when he first entered the Pillar’s Garden, also known as Mushroomland.

      “So, what are you asking me, tea man?” the Pillar puffed into the Hatter’s face.

      “Nothing much,” the Hatter said. “Just leave Fabiola alone. You’ve done enough damage to her.”

      “And hoo aaahre yooh again?”

      “You know me. You just called me Tea Man. Don’t play games, Pillar.”

      “I know you’re a Tea Man. I was wondering who are you to order me around?”

      “I’m not ordering you. I’m begging you. Just leave her alone. We all know you tricked her to think she loved you with the mushrooms. She has suffered enough.”

      “Here’s the thing, Tea Boy — since men don’t beg anyone. You’re a nobody. A delusional happily ever after piece of nothing. You think you love her and you want to protect her. You probably read too many fairy tales, thinking you’re Prince Charming. Let me tell you about fairy tales. They’re all lies.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “It is the point,” the Pillar put the hookah to the side and mustered a serious face. “Prince Charming should have been called Prince Asshole, or Prince Darkness, or better Real Man because they don’t ask. They do.”

      “I’m doing by coming to you.”

      “Well, Mushroomland is a public garden more or less. Public to the addicts. But props to you coming and uttering your devotion to the White Queen — who will never love you back by the way because she is a Queen and you’re a tea clown.”

      The Hatter shrugged and fidgeted, just a little, so little that he himself didn’t notice it. But the Pillar, with his keen eye into other’s psychologies, saw it.

      “If you were a man,” the Pillar continued. “You would fight me.”

      “Don’t underestimate me, Pillar.”

      “To underestimate, one has to first estimate. And when I think of you, I don’t even give you the slightest of values. You’re a child in a man’s body. Your happiness is a disguise for your inability to grow up.”

      “I’m a grown-up man.”

      “Grown-ups don’t throw tea parties and laugh all the time, Tea Weasel, because you know what? Growing up is painful. It’s blood and sweat and evil. You don’t get to think you can come and stare the devil in the eye and ask him to abandon his bride.”

      “Are you the devil?” the Hatter seemed curious. It had been on everyone’s tongue for many years. Either the Pillar or Jabberwocky were the devil.

      The Pillar laughed, head up, staring at the smokey skies. “I’d squish the devil like a rotten mushroom and bury him six horns under, Tea Sleaze.”

      “Listen,” the Hatter couldn’t reason with him. “Whoever you are. Whatever you are, just let Fabiola have a new life.”

      “She is mine, and will always be, whether she knows it or not,” the Pillar’s gaze returned to pierce through the Hatter’s soul. “As for you, I’m fed up with you.”

      The Hatter took a step back upon seeing the Pillar disembark his throne of mushrooms. The short, ugly Pillar had a weight to his presence. There was something about his proximity that tore through the Hatter’s soul. The Hatter soon realized it may have been a mistake to come here. After all, the Pillar was right. The Hatter was nothing but a hopeless romantic with thin skin.

      “You ever asked yourself what these mushrooms are for?” the Pillar asked, advancing slowly toward the Hatter.

      The Hatter took a few steps backward now, even trying to lean his torso back as much as possible. He looked like a man on a rope walking backward.

      “I don’t care,” the Hatter said. “I’m not here to interfere with your lifestyle. I’m only asking you…”

      “Yeah, yeah,” the Pillar rolled his eyes. “To give you a chance with your princess. But your princess is an addict to my mushrooms, Teashroomer. What do you have to offer her?”

      “Love.”

      “Don’t offend me please,” the Pillar tilted his head, advancing still. “What do you have to offer her that would oppose my mushrooms?”

      “Safety.”

      “How many times do you want me to roll my eyes, tea puss? I mean how can you offer her safety more than me? Try once more.”

      “Happiness.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “Happiness is not nonsense.”

      “But nonsense is happiness,” the Pillar wiggles his eyebrows.

      The Hatter continued retreating, now sweating, noticing how the mushrooms moved and formed a canopy above them.

      “What’s going on with the mushrooms?” The Hatter asked.

      “They’re doing what they’re meant to do.”

      “Which is?”

      “Invade the world,” the Pillar snickered. “One day they will cross over.”

      “Cross over?”

      The Pillar stopped and sighed. “Look, tea bag, you’re really boring.”

      The Hatter stopped. For some reason, this description bothered him more than all else. He had always thought his mirth and demeanor made him entertaining and far from boring.

      “I’d say leave this place and never think about Fabiola and never come back, or…”

      “Or?” The Hatter mustered the courage to oppose the Pillar with a flare of nostrils like a madman ready to fight.

      “You look like you want to sneeze,” the Pillar said. “Are you allergic to mushrooms?”

      The Hatter’s shoulders shrugged and he gave in with a feeble sigh.

      “Admit it,” the Pillar told him.

      “Admit what?”

      “Admit that you admire me.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do,” the Pillar smiled. “You live in a bubble of love and enchantment, thinking the world needs teapuppies like you, but then when you meet real men like me you wonder: why is evil always strong? Why is evil so wonderful? Why is it powerful?”

      The Hatter couldn’t oppose the argument. In truth, he admired the Pillar’s grandiose and attitude, if only he had used it for the greater good. But then part of being a good person was not to be like the Pillar.

      The Hatter’s head dizzied and the realization that he could not protect Fabiola against men like the Pillar angered and battered him. Never was he going to steep tea again. He wanted to grow up. Drink whiskey. Tell loud jokes with beefed-up men in a bar. Be feared.

      He wasn’t sure if the mushrooms had affected his thoughts but he wanted to be like the Pillar. So much.

      “Or?” the Hatter said again.

      “Pardon me?”

      “You said I’d either be a wimp and forget about the White Queen or?”

      The Pillar sneered then approached the Hatter again. This time the Hatter didn’t retreat. The Pillar gazed at the Hatter with unspoken admiration. He liked it when weak boys turned into men and realized that one has to have vampire’s teeth and stone-cold hearts to grow up from their childhood. Exactly like the Pillar’s own childhood.

      “You see this?” The Pillar pulled out his hookah and ripped its hose out then tucked it in the Hatter’s hands and closed it shut.

      A sudden move. Fast and nimble.

      “This hose is the only thing that can kill me,” the Pillar’s eyes dared the Hatter’s as if seeing through his thoughts.

      The Hatter realized he began shivering. Holding the weapon that could kill his nemesis conjured only fear, not relief.

      “I just gave you the devil’s fork, tea pimp,” the Pillar said. “You have an opportunity to stab the devil in the back and eat him for dinner,” the Pillar tiptoed, as the Hatter was slightly taller, and whispered in his ears. “It’s your only chance to win Fabiola’s heart. Your only chance to save the children in Wonderland. Your only chance to become a man.”

      The Pillar backed off and winked at the sweating Hatter then turned around, giving him his back and walking back to his throne of mushrooms.

      You have a chance to stab the devil in the back and become a man.

      The Hatter stared at the Pillar ambling away. The hose in his hands swirling like a snake, ready to attack. The Hatter trembled. He realized that what he had momentarily wished for came true.

      To save the White Queen he had to turn into a Black King.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      My lungs are about to burst out of my chest as I’m running after Constance.

      The ashen weather deprives my vision but I glimpse her every once in a while, scraping the asphalt and screaming at the snaky vines pulling her away.

      “Constance!” I shout. “I’m coming.”

      I think the plants can listen to me because they deliberately swing Constance in the air every time I call her name.

      Then they don’t only swing her but swirl her back at me as if she is tied to the tip of an Indiana Jones whip.

      Hopelessly I even try to grab her or hang on to her a couple of times but the inertia is too strong to deal with.

      It breaks my heart that she gets so close to my face and then disappears again.

      “Let her be you obscene…” my attempt to scream at the plants is futile and incomplete because I don’t actually know what it is.

      I have a feeling that it would talk back to me like back in Wonderland but I’m not sure.

      Panting, the memory of Jack and me back in Wonderland attacks me again. I’m staring at the dark figure of the Jabberwocky, a silhouette of darkness that I wish I could see clearer.

      Then another thought attacks me: who is the Jabberwocky? Is it possible that he is someone I know? No one ever reported seeing his face.

      “Alice!” Constance laughs hysterically as the plants swing her my direction again.

      I fall back to avoid the plow and watch Constance in pain. “What a rollercoaster!” She says.

      My admiration for her grows by the minute. In her darker hours, she still finds humor. Sick humor maybe. But still humor nonetheless. I wonder if her being a child makes her stronger than the rest of us. No baggage or dark past. Fresh bones and soul thrown into the world and hardly capable of understanding the gravity and complexity of our existence.

      I stand up again and run after her.

      The plant slithers farther into a darker ruin of London, and I find myself disoriented and confused, standing still, not sure which direction to go.

      “No!”

      “Constance!”

      “Don’t leave!”

      “Come back!”

      “I won’t let them take you.”

      My succession of verbal desperation is interrupted by a voice. A girl’s voice. Not Constance though.

      “You want her, come and get her,” the voice says.

      I can’t see the girl’s face but I have heard her before. An evil girl who once lived in a mirror.

      Memory attacks and I realize this is the voice I heard entering the Looking Glass. This was the girl who lived inside—or at least talked on behalf of the mirror.

      “Show yourself,” I demand in the dark.

      “You remember me?” She teases.

      “Partially,” I circle around the invisible axis from head to toe, trying to squint and locate her. “Looking Glass.”

      “Oh, so you do remember,” the girl says. “You also know that I’m the plant that took your beloved Constance, yes?”

      “I assumed so,” I nod. “So you’re everything? The Looking Glass. The plants that talked in Wonderland? Who are you really? What are you doing in the mirror?”

      “Shhhh,” she demands. “Too many questions.”

      “At least give Constance back to me. This is between you and me.”

      “Always has been.”

      Silence.

      More silence.

      Loud enough I hear my jagged breathing. The faint beat of my heart. And the faint vibration in my sword. I think me and the Vorpal are slowly becoming one.

      “So?” I ask.

      “I will give you Constance,” the plant says. “She isn’t of much use to me, though she is a child and smart, and you know how much I like to devour children.”

      “I don’t know about that. Just let her be.”

      “Only if you tell me what you meant when you said ‘I know what the mushrooms are for.”

      I smirk, “It scares you that I’m starting to put things together, ha!”

      “You’re smarter than I thought you’d be, Alice,” the plant muses. “But also dumber than you think.”

      “Blah, blah, blah,” I stick out my tongue. “Just let her go and I will tell you what I figured out. And by the way, should I still call you Malice?”

      I’ve recognized the voice once she talked. She sounds like me but isn’t like me. It’s a slight resemblance only I can feel. Part of it is scary because when she talks, I feel like my chest resonates a little as if she is using my soul. But I understand we’re attached, yet not the same.

      “How does it feel talking to yourself?” She says. “Does it drive you insane?”

      “Nah. I’ve talked to myself too many nights in the asylum.”

      “You mean to me.”

      “Whatever. I don’t like you. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Not liking me means you’re not liking you.”

      “I don’t like my toes, a little too big, but still they’re mine. Shit happens.”

      The plant laughs.

      “So you’re me but you can also take the shape of a plant and kill people all around?”

      “I’m one of many plants, and I was bored with chopping off heads, so I decided to kidnap Constance and play.”

      “Don’t you have anything to do? Are you so much bored out of your mind you just want chaos?”

      “What else should I do? Life has no meaning and no resolution. I just want to party before the party is over when I grow old,” she snickers. “Now tell me what the mushrooms and plants are really doing?”

      “Free Constance first.”

      Constance drops from the sky right into my arms, like a piece of heavy meat. I struggle to stabilize my body while not dropping her. The poor girl is covered in sticky worms.

      “What have you done with her?” I shout upward.

      The plant descends from the dark sky and shows itself to me in the dark. It has two big weird eyes like a frog’s. The rest is just a dancing vine that is pretty much thick in diameter like five fire hoses strapped together.

      Her eyes, even though like frogs, look like mine.

      “She will wake up,” Malice the plant says. “Don’t worry. I kept my promise. Now you tell me what you figured out.”

      “This mushroom thing isn’t a war between Inklings and Black Chess,” I say.

      “Listening.”

      “Well it is, but that’s not why the mushrooms and the plants are growing out of the earth. It’s neither a precise war between good and evil.”

      “Then what are the mushrooms and plants her for?”

      “It’s an invasion.”

      “Whoo, hoo!” She tries to mock me. “Who’s invading the planet? Aliens?”

      “No,” I swallow hard. “Wonderland.”

      The creepy plant smiles. She doesn’t have a mouth or opening, but the curvature pantomimes a smirk. “Wonderland.”

      “The mushrooms are taking over this life, turning it into Wonderland. You, Black Chess, or whoever planned this long ago. That’s probably why the Pillar has so much interest in mushrooms. Not just a profitable hallucinatory drug, but a weapon to invade this world.”

      “I’m impressed, Alice,” she says .”Maybe you are the chosen one. So if Wonderland is invading this life, what is the Wonderland War about? Between whom and whom?”

      I know the answer. I should have known it a long time ago. The Pillar had always hinted at it. “This is a war,” I say. “Between fact and fiction.”
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      The Cheshire trying to explain the Pillar’s devious plan to Fabiola proved futile. He almost choked her, pulling her away while the Pillar lay face down against the asphalt.

      “Leave me alone,” Fabiola shouted. “I’ve always known you like the Pillar. You admire his evil and now you don’t want me to kill him.”

      There was no point in defending himself, the Cheshire thought. No one wanted the Pillar dead as much as him. But the Queen had told him about the plan—which he actually began remembering in detail. He could remember faint glimpses of him and the Pillar standing over the Hatter’s grave after the Pillar killed him, and talking about it.

      Such a vague memory, it was.

      Fabiola stumbled backward and rolled sideways, freeing herself from the Cheshire’s grip. The Cheshire could finally breathe. He stood up, about to celebrate his success. For some reason, the Pillar’s hose ended up in his grip.

      As for the Pillar, he spat mucus and blood as he began to stand on all fours, scurrying away like a rat.

      Light bulbs from the Ferris wheel shone over their sweaty and reddened faces, not really reflecting the gravity and tension going on.

      “Phew,” the Pillar rubbed his bleeding neck. “That was hardcore.”

      The Cheshire couldn’t help but laugh. “Was it good for you, darling?”

      “Shut up, both of you creeps!” Fabiola couldn’t stand up yet. Whatever strength she had left was withering away.

      “We should do this more often,” the Pillar dead-panned. “May I?” he stretched out his hand toward the Cheshire, pointing at the hose.

      “Easy, butterfly,” the Cheshire stepped back. “I didn’t say I’m not going to kill you. I just need a moment with Fabiola to discuss the means of doing it. We need to settle on which one of us will end up wearing your face.”

      Fabiola protested. “Stop playing games.”

      “I’m not. You would have ended up wearing his face and body for life."

      "Nonsense," Fabiola stood up. "Long ago we realized it is a myth.”

      "How do you know it's a myth?" the Cheshire said.

      "Because it's bonkers," Fabiola said. "Why would I look like the Pillar for life? No magic can do that. I believed it at some point and spread the word, but I can assure you it would never work.”

      “You don't know that." the Cheshire said.

      "Even if it were true, I don't mind," Fabiola said. "So what? I’ll have his face on me. As long as this cockroach is dead, life will be better."

      "Butterfly," the Pillar corrected her politely. "Or Cocoon."

      Fabiola ignored him. "Give me back the hose, Cheshire. I need to finish this."

      The Cheshire mused from under the Joker’s mask. "Well, I was thinking if anyone should look like him after his death, it should be me."

      "So that's what it's all about," Fabiola said. "Did you forget that I will kill you eventually after killing him?"

      "We're not sure of that," the Cheshire said. "I mean, to be honest, who doesn't want to wear the Pillar's face, and have his mind? I could get a lot of stuff done in this world."

      "I'm flattered." the Pillar said with a scoff.

      "You know what?" Fabiola said. "I don't care. Just do it."

      The Cheshire let the hose loose, dangling from his hand, and then whipped it against the ground. Lightning sparkles all around him.

      "Ah, we’re going Fifty Shades of Grey now?" the Pillar asks.

      "Do it, Chesh," Fabiola said.

      The Cheshire swung the hose back to ready himself. He was pleased to see the hose glimmer.

      "Do it!" Fabiola's demanded in an unusually dark voice. Almost demonic.

      The Cheshire whipped the hose against the asphalt one last time and then swung. It spiraled like a poison snake in the air. Surprisingly, sharp edges appeared.

      The Pillar didn't move.

      Fearless?

      Sure of his own whip not hurting him?

      None of that.

      He waited in place until blood spattered on his face.

      Not his blood, though.

      Not the Cheshire's.

      Fabiola's.

      The Pillar watched her severed head roll on the ground until it met his boots.

      He nodded emotionlessly at the Cheshire who felt mischievously good about killing Fabiola and then said, "I think I changed my mind. I never really liked threesomes.”
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      Telling Malice that this was a war between fact and fiction isn’t a big deal to me. Maybe to her, but I am more concerned with Constance's health now.

      I lay her down on the ground and breathe into her mouth.

      "She’ll be alright," Malice the plant said, snaking her path through the air above us. "I just whispered something in her ears while I gripped her. I guess she couldn’t handle it."

      "Why do that to her?" I shake my head and rub Constance’s innocent face.

      "Well," Malice said. "The Jabberwocky is right about wanting to control children. It's hard to understand what's on their mind. I had to test her strength.”

      "You mean you have to practice your authority as an adult on a helpless, young girl," I say. "Is there a way to wake her up?"

      "You have to whisper an antidote in her ears."

      "What antidote?"

      "I'm Malice. I only know of poisons. Antidotes are your department. Good and evil, you see."

      "Bitch!"

      "Did you just call yourself a bitch?"

      "You're not me."

      "That's debatable," she snickers.

      "What's the antidote?"

      "You think about it."

      "What did you whisper in her ears?"

      "I told her who the Jabberwocky really is."

      “He is Lewis’ Illustrator,” I say. “I know that.”

      “You know wrong, darling.”

      “He is someone else. Someone you know but also don’t know.”

      I hate puzzles. Fed up with them. But what does she mean with the Jabberwocky not being Lewis’ friend. I’m sure of it.

      She nods and dances in the air. “Constance was shocked."

      "I can't think of whom else he might be," I tell her. "So my antidote would be what again?"

      “Telling her the same name I told her."

      "I don't know who the Jabberwocky is!"

      "Guess. It’s a game… of life and death,“ she swung left and right, proud of her useless rhyme.

      "How would me telling be different than you telling her?”

      "When I told her, I said the Jabberwocky's real name and that he will hurt her," Malice says. "You’ll say the name and assure her that he will not hurt her."

      "You want me to lie?"

      "You want her to live?"

      "So it's only a matter of perception to Constance. If I whisper the same thing in her ears, she will awaken, only because I promised her she will be safe?"

      "Spot on," Malice says. "You see, Alice of Wonderland, we all know the world is a shit hole - ahem, pardon me - I mean a rabbit hole. Children don't need lies. They don't want you to tell them there is no monster. They want you to tell then there is a monster but that they will be alright. That they will be able to kill the monster.”

      "Fact against fiction," I nod.

      "Why do you think the human race invented books, movies, and games?" she asks. "To cope. They know the world is dangerous and hardly bearable. The books and movies are their fictional weapon against reality. Did you ever wonder why movies that end in a dark way are universally hated?"

      It baffles me that my evil side is wiser than me.

      "Wonderland and Real Life," she says.

      "Fiction against fact," I say again, buying myself time to think.

      "Nah," she corrects me. "Fact against fiction. Wonderland was once fiction, now look around, it's going to be a fact."

      "Except that no one in the world ever imagined it to be that dark."

      Malice's eyes shift back to Constance.

      "Three whispers, Alice," Malice says. "You have to get it right at least once, or she will die."

      "What?" my heart misses a beat.

      "That's the game."

      "Why are you doing this?"

      "'Because I can," she says then descends closer to my ears. "And I love to make you suffer."

      I grit my teeth.

      "You know only one of us can outlive the other eventually, right?"

      "I thought about it."

      "Did you think you’ll fight me with your fancy sword? It's a war of the mind, darling, not of weapons," she retreats upward, watching me like an all-seeing eye from above. "Three guesses, Alice."

      I have to guess the Jabberwocky's identity and whisper it in Constance's ear or she will die. In my attempt to trust my gut feeling -- and the logical turn of events -- I bend over and whisper in Constance's ears. "Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar."
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      “Whoa!” the Pillar clapped his weary hands at the sight of Fabiola’s chopped-off head. “The Queen of Hearts would have loved the sight of her sister’s head chopped off.”

      The Cheshire said nothing. Even though having killed Fabiola, he felt unusually exhausted and confused. He’d done it on a whim. On a feeling. A cat’s hunch.

      “You did good, Cheshire,” the Pillar said. “I owe you one.”

      “You owe me a lot,” the Cheshire whipped the deadly hose in the air.

      “I forgot,” the Pillar smirked. “Now we have to kill one another. You want to have my face and body for life?”

      “So it’s true. Huh?”

      The Pillar nodded. “I’m a narcissistic butterfly,” he laced his fingers together and shaped them into a butterfly flying free and breaking all the rules. “I want to live forever.”

      “But you couldn’t, so you made a devilish deal with the mirror.”

      “The guys in the dark magic departments hadn’t discovered immortality, but they have some messed up spells.”

      “And whoever gets your face and body will end up being you somehow?”

      “They should end up being their version of me. I don’t really care. My face lives, even when I’m long dead.”

      “So, for you, this isn’t about living a long time?”

      “I’ve done all I want to do,” the Pillar smiled, almost feebly, as if hiding something, the Cheshire thought.

      “The funny thing is, Pillar, is that you’re like me. You don’t really know who you are,” the Cheshire said. “I have no face and couldn’t decide whose to wear—ending up in a Joker’s mask.”

      “It sucks, by the way,” the Pillar said.

      “And you have a face but don’t know which side you’re on, Black Chess, Inklings, Jabberwocky, Alice.”

      “Oh, I know which side I’m on, Cheshire. Don’t be a smartass.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mine, you stupid furry nonsense,” the Pillar said. “Look, I’ll let you keep the hose, and even let you kill me whenever you like. I just need one last favor.”

      “You mean one more trick. I’m not buying into this.”

      “Well, you should trust me after killing Fabiola. How did you know about her?”

      “At first, I wanted to stop her from killing you until I’d figured out what to do about your curse, but then her insistence to kill you didn’t make sense.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I knew she wanted to hurt you. All that choking and stuff, I had a feeling she would never truly kill you. She wanted to test your suffering limits. To punish you for what you did to her.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. She wanted to kill me.”

      “I’m the Cheshire, Pillar. I’ve been into so many human minds and bodies. I learned that what people say and what they mean are two different things.”

      “She doesn’t love me,” the Pillar smiled in a bittersweet way, crooked curves on his lips while shyly brushing the ground with the bottom of his boots.

      “Oh, she does,” the Cheshire said. “She wanted an apology for the past, but for some reason, she loved you. Who am I to say why? I’ve never been in love with anybody but with myself.”

      The expression on the Pillar’s face puzzled the Cheshire. It was like the Pillar wished the Cheshire was right about Fabiola loving him—and also wished he was wrong.

      How the Cheshire wished to know what was going on in the Pillar’s head. What last secret or trick did he keep from the world?

      “Anyway,” the Cheshire broke the silence. “That’s when I knew she wasn’t really Fabiola.”

      “She isn’t,” the Pillar raised his head, facing the Cheshire. “She is her darker side.”

      “I figured that out, because, like I said, the real Fabiola wouldn’t want to hurt you. But how does this work, Pillar? I mean since the Mushrooms popped out of the earth, people have doppelgangers now?”

      “Nah, that’s their darker half, Cheshire. It’s a sign of the end of the world. The mushrooms are Wonderland’s way to invade the real-life through a crack in the Looking Glass. Fiction wants to rule over fact, the same way facts repeatedly debunked fiction for years.”

      “So the darker side is everyone’s fictional side?”

      “You could say that. It’s the duality of life’s nature. Night and Day. Sun and moon. Fact and fiction. Good Fabiola, Bad Fabiola.”

      “You know what,” the Cheshire considered. “I think I will let you do that last thing before I whip you to your grave. You’re pretty useful and informative, Pilly — if you don’t mind me calling you that. I can learn a thing or two from you before wearing your face and wrecking havoc all over the world. So what is your last wish before dying?”

      The Pillar ran a hand over the skin of his forearms and smiled to himself. It occurred to the Cheshire to ask if the Pillar was going to die from whatever skin disease he had before he enjoyed killing him, but then the Pillar said, “I want to find the Real Fabiola before I die.”

      “Tell her you love her?” the Cheshire raised an eyebrow. “You cheeky bastard.”

      “None of your nosey business.”

      “Okay, let’s go find the love of your life. Though I thought you’d want to find Alice.”

      “Alice doesn’t need me. She is strong enough now.”

      As they trotted out of the park in the dark, an idea nagged the Cheshire, “So if everyone’s darker side comes alive, how come you and I don’t have doppelgangers, Pilly?”

      The Pillar laughed walking next to his nemesis, “Cheshy, Cheshy, Cheshy, when are you going to get it?”

      “Get what?”

      “You and I, my friend, are already evil and dark enough there is no darker side for us—and before you ask, it’s not reversible, you will not find a goody-all-goods version of the Pillar or the Cheshire walking around. We’re remorseless.”
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      “Not the Pillar,” Malice the Plant snickers at me, holding the dying Constance in her arms. “One answer wrong. Two to go. Or Constance will be gone forever.”

      I need to think carefully to play her devious game, bearing in mind that I might be hallucinating. But how, when I can feel Constance’s body turn cold in my hands.

      I need to save this little girl. I’ve abandoned my duty of saving this world and fighting the Jabberwocky to find her. I’m not going to leave her now.

      It’s hard to admit it, but maybe I’m thinking of her as my successor, in case I die facing the Jabberwocky. Maybe I’m turning into another Pillar, mentoring a younger apprentice.

      “Tick. Tock,” Malice snickered again.

      “Stop it!”

      “Tick,” she says, descending her jagged vines down and cutting at my hand.

      I bite my lips, not wanting to vocalise my pain. Nothing is worse than showing weakness to your enemies.

      “Tock,” she swirls her vines and cuts at Constance's cheek.

      Instinctually, I raise my hand and let her cut me instead.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I told you,” she says. “I love hurting others for no apparent reason.”

      I check out my hand. It’s just a paper cut. A reminder of her tick-tocking time-constraint.

      “See? You can’t fight me,” she continues. “I’m pure evil. Pure nonsense. I have no motive. No baggage.”

      “Everyone needs salvation and redemption from time to time.”

      “Not when you’re fictional,” she reminds me of the Wicked Witch of the West. Another fictional/factual character? Who knows who’s who in this world anymore? I’m talking to a freakin’ plant.

      Which brings back that memory of me and Jack in the fields back in Wonderland. After holding hands, I see a dark figure ahead, and then Jack disappears. I’m all alone there. How could he leave me alone? I am just a child.

      In that memory, a plant dangles from above and opens its eyes. Frog eyes that look like mine. Malice has been there all along from the beginning. Her shadow draped me in more darkness as she whispers, “How can Jack leave you alone, Alice? Maybe you should kill him later?”

      I shake myself out of the memory and Malice’s eyes find me again. This time in the present time.

      “Second guess, Alice,” she urges me.

      “The Cheshire,” I blurt out in despair. “Oh, wait, no, I think it’s the Queen of Hearts.”

      “Tsk. Tsk,” Malice muses. “Two chances lost in one. You’re so bad, Alice, and you need to be punished.”

      “What?” my eyes plead. “Wrong?” What was I thinking? Why did I blurt the name? It’s hard to guess who the Jabberwocky really is. So hard when Constance’s life is at stake.

      Malice snakes around me, trying to find her way to Constance. Like a veil or canvas, I shield Constance from her by wrapping my body all around her.

      “If you want to kill her, you have to kill me first,” I say.

      “I will kill you eventually, dear Alice,” she says, her eyes reddening, “but first I want to see you cry out in pain. I want to see you suffer.”

      “Why? Why?”

      “Because I’m sick and tired of seeing you trying to do the right thing,” she spits in anger. “They’ve put you in an asylum. Your sisters wanted to kill you. The Pillar played you. Fabiola wanted to get rid of you. Every once in a while you save someone from a Wonderland monster without credit or thanks from the world. All of this and you still want to do the right thing. I loathe you. I’ve been trapped inside you for so long. You have no idea how much I’ve waited for the mushrooms to rise from the grave. Killing you will never quench my thirst. First, I have to see you pay for locking me up inside you for that long.”

      Holding onto Constance, it suddenly strikes me; Lewis Carroll’s suffering. How many years did he spend with Carolus inside him? How many nights did he stay awake not to give the devil the chance to rise out of him? My heart is with you, Carroll. There is a reason why we sometimes need makeup when looking in the mirror, so we can camouflage the darkness inside.

      “Just tell me who the Jabberwocky is,” I’m pretending I’m weak, buying myself time, trying to please her. She loves to see me like that.

      “Ah,” she circles us. “Which reminds me. I should tell you who the Jabberwocky is. It will cause you more suffering than just killing Constance.”

      My trick is working. Let her babble. Whoever the Jabberwocky really is, I’m sure I won’t be surprised. I’ve seen it all. Let her talk while I figure out an angle where I can slice her open with my Vorpal sword. I just need a moment when she is looking away so I can reach for it on my side.

      “Let’s start with that old memory of yours,” Malice says.

      “What memory?”

      “The one you’ve been remembering the last hour. The one about you and Jack.”

      “How do you know about it?”

      “Come on, partner. We’re still one. And sometimes I can see inside you.”

      “What about that memory?” I keep occupying her mind.

      “Jack and you walk hand in hand and suddenly he disappears and leaves you alone for the dark entity amidst the poppy fields in Wonderland.”

      “Bravo,” I roll my eyes. “You can read my mind. So what?”

      “Eeny meeny miny moe, who’s da Jabberwocky, do you know?” she is proud of her stupid rhyme.

      “I guess he is the dark figure in my memory,” I tell her. “He’s always been there.”

      “Of course he is the dark figure, baby fool,” Malice says. “But who? You know him, Alice. You so know him, and it will break your heart.”

      “Trust me, nothing breaks my heart anymore.”

      “So tell her, Constance,” Malice says.

      Perplexed, I lean back and see Constance has opened her eyes. I want to hug her and comfort her but she stops me with moistened pupils.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” she says. “Malice told me who the Jabberwocky is.”

      I’m utterly confused now. Constance is a strong girl but that weakness I see in her eyes disturbs me.

      “See?” Malice says. “I’m not that evil. I resurrected her for free—or maybe so she can tell you and tear your heart into pieces.”

      “Constance?” I barely talk. “What’s going on?”

      “Jabberwocky is someone so dear to you,” Constance says. “Malice is a bitch, I know, but she showed me the full memory. I’ve seen who the dark man is. I’ve seen him and you know I will never lie to you.”

      “How can you tell it’s a real memory?” I ask her.

      “I can tell, Alice,” Constance says. “I have so many suppressed memories inside me from the girls in Lewis Carroll’s photographs, remember? I’m sorry, Alice.”

      “Why do you keep saying you're sorry,” I snap, my mind racing into corridors of perpetual darkness, haunted by a past that should not have been remembered. “Who is the Jabberwocky?”

      “Mr. Jay,” Constance says while Malice won’t stop snickering with anticipation.

      “We all used to call him Mr. Jay. I don’t see what’s new about that,” I say.

      “Why do you think he called himself Mr. Jay?” Malice interrupts, unable to hold her excitement. “Because his name starts with a letter J.”

      I neglect Malice behind me and look into Constance’s sincere eyes for an honest answer. She says, “Two people we know. Actually one.”

      “This can’t be true, Constance,” I got it. “This just can’t be true.”

      “It is, and I’m sorry,” she says. “In that memory of yours, Jack never left.”

      I’m going to faint and die and get buried among the hollow skeletons of fools who died for trusting the wrong people. Malice's words ring in my head: why do you always want to do the right thing?

      “Jack didn’t leave you,” Constance says. “Jack is the dark man.”

      I feel like I’m dead already. Numbness runs through my skin like a fatal disease.. It’s as if I don’t exist. As if I’m in my mother’s womb again, contemplating whether to make it out to the mad world or just die inside the protective warmth of her cushiony canvass.

      “That is, Alice…” Malice adds her last touch of insanity. “Why you killed him. That’s why you were on the bus.”
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      Jack Diamonds strutted all along in the wastelands of the world. Dying people, screaming children, and utter chaos. He had stolen a dead man's rifle and made sure he would make it out alive.

      Lewis had run for Fabiola after she accused him of something he didn't quite understand. But it didn't matter. Jack was all alone. No more Lewis, Fabiola, or Constance in his life. This vagabond of friends had been one hell of a ride, but all mad things come to an end.

      All he cared about was Alice. He wanted to make sure she was alive. He wanted to make sure she outlived this and found her inner self and won this war. He would help her with all his might if he could only find her.

      He didn’t mind her killing him over and over again. For some wicked reason, he wanted to be with her for life. Not necessarily life and death, but maybe life and madness.

      He was aware of the fact that the children could only read for so long before they tired or ran out of breath. If they lose hope before the Inklings do something about the end of the world, the Jabberwocky will have their souls for life.

      Time was of the essence and he was clueless about how to find Alice.

      Also, this memory of the past haunted him.

      Alice and him in the poppy fields of Wonderland, separated by the presence of this dark figure. Who was he?

      Dread came with this memory, but also love and appreciation. And an explanation.

      The memory certainly explained his devotion to Alice. They had known each other since they were kids. This was an absolutely amazing revelation.

      But why couldn’t he remember the rest of this memory? Did the memory return with the mushrooms infesting the worlds?

      He noted the presence of the jagged-edged plants in the distance. They were huge, like reptiles invading the earth and skies.

      For some reason, none of them neared him, even though he remembered them from his past memory of Wonderland. Not that they were as evil and huge, but he had seen them before.

      Amidst his exhaustion, he realized that bits and pieces from the memory came back. A slow-burn puzzle of what happened that day.

      Still blurry though, because the memory from Wonderland was like a palette of shiny purple and green colors occasionally interrupted with blotches of yellow patterns he could not fathom.

      Slowly, he realized the yellow was another memory, one that didn’t occur in Wonderland but in the real world, a few years ago.

      A memory of a bus.

      A yellow one like the one he survived hours ago.

      A memory of Alice going bonkers and killing everyone including him.

      Jack stopped in the middle of nowhere, hardly capable of breathing. A jagged-edged migraine attacked him. He cupped his head in his hands as if trying to squeeze his migraine out of his head.

      Then he fell to his knees, afraid his eyes would pop out.

      Two memories. Years apart. Worlds apart. One fact, one fiction. But with one conclusion.

      Both starred Alice Wonder and the Jabberwocky.

      It baffled Jack how this was true. Did he not want to accept it. That the dark man in the field was the Jabberwocky?

      But who was he?

      In Jack’s version, he stood next to Alice staring at the dark figure—he did his best to focus on the memory from Wonderland, as the yellow bus memory also attacked him.

      Then he heard the voice.

      He thought it emanated from his memories at first, but soon enough realized the voice was standing a few feet from him.

      On his knees, he jerked his head up and looked at the man with the voice. Actually, the boy with the voice.

      A snicker of a smile pulsed on the boy’s lips. Eyes like stones from hell. Red and firey.

      The boy was the same height as Jack. Same….

      Who was he kidding? The boy was him.

      “How ya doin’, Diamonds?” the boy leaned back against a flipped-over truck with a slight angle. He chewed on a match and held a deck of cards in his hands.

      Jack said nothing. Either the migraine was too hard on him or he was meeting his darker self, like everyone else these days.

      “You know what I like about cards?” the boy asked, chewing on his matchstick. “They will make you lose, almost all the time, but statistically speaking, people still want to play.”

      “Who are you?” Jack’s raspy voice exposed his fractured mind.

      “Ah, sorry,” the boys said. “I’m Spades.”

      “Spades?” Jack grimaced.

      “You’re Jack Diamonds. I’m Spades. You’re a big red heart full of love. I’m a black hole the shape of a spade,” Spades winked. “One round for you, five rounds for me.”

      “Why five rounds for you?” Jack found himself sucked into the conversation. Meeting one’s darker self was shocking, yet uncannily familiar.

      “I’m evil,” he whispered into the palm of his hand. “I usually win.”

      “That’s not true. Good wins as much.”

      “That’s movie talk, Diamonds,” Spades sighed. “Good guys love to celebrate their wins too loud and too much. You put Hitler to sleep after he broke the world, you make movies and talk about them for life. Little Hitler boys damaged the essence of humanity so much that none of your celebrations would top it, yet the man never made a fuss about it. Like you and me—“

      “What do you want?” Jack felt annoyed more than scared. Something inside him toughened up.

      “I want to play a game,” Spade’s voice was smooth, almost seductive, his eyes meeting with Jack’s. Same eyes. Uglier soul.

      “Of cards?”

      “A last round for the road,” Spades said, “before the world is drained down the toilet.”

      “You will not win.”

      “I always win. You know why?”

      “I can’t imagine.”

      “Cause I’m restless,” Spades flipped the cards in the air and none of them fell back as he straightened himself to face Jack. “I’ve got nothing to do. I’ve got no purpose. I barely work for Black Chess, where everyone has nothing to do but to mess with people’s lives. Do you see how you have lost before we even play?”

      “And you still want to play?”

      “I have a weakness, Diamonds,” Spades put a hand on his heart. “I’m addicted to something.”

      “Addicted to my pain.”

      Spades nodded as the cards fell back in his open palm. He looked at the last card on the deck.  A spade. “It keeps me in top form, Diamonds.”

      “I've got time to play,” Jack dared him.

      “No you don’t, Diamonds. You want to find Alice. But you know you have to get rid of me first. How is Malice doing with her by the way?”

      “Malice?”

      “Ah, you’re way behind, Diamonds,” Spades said. “Malice is Alice’s inevitable plus-one, you can say.”

      “Is she going to hurt her?” Jack looked around in case Alice was nearby. He worried about her.

      “She already did, Diamonds,” Spades flipped the cards. “You want to cut first?”

      “What are we playing?”

      “Well, I was thinking about this game,” Spades, in a swift and unexpected maneuver, hurled a card in Jack’s direction.

      Jack watched the sharp card flip like a knife in the air and slice at his neck. It happened so fast Jack had no idea how to process it. He hadn’t the chance to move. The cut was small. It felt like a paper cut.

      “But nah, I’m not a violent Spade,” Spades said.

      “What kind of game then?” Jack worried that all his None-Fu skills wouldn’t work with Spades. The cards were like flying razors. No amount of fighting or jumping was going to top that.

      “I ask you a question and you pull the cards for an answer,” Spades chewed harder.

      “Why would an answer hurt me?”

      “Words are mightier than swords, Diamonds. Cards are sharper than your IQ. They’ll strip you down of all you’ve got.”

      “If you say so, Spades,” Jack wasn’t sure if he was buying time or being utterly helpless.

      “Question one,” Spade’s eyes twinkled. “Who is the dark man in your memory?”

      “You know about my memory?“

      “Cut the crap. Alice asked the same thing to Malice. I know your memory, so who is the dark man?”

      “How should I answer that by picking a card?”

      “Oh these cards can do a lot,” Spades said. “Come here, Diamonds. Don’t hesitate. I would’ve already killed you if I wanted to.”

      Hesitantly, Jack approached, eyes on Spades. What a strange feeling, fearing your own eyes in someone else’s body.

      “Pull one out,” Spades spread the cards, face down, on his palms.

      Jack pulled one, nonchalantly, wanting to get it over with.

      “Look.”

      Jack did. It was a spade but with writing in the middle. It said, “Mr. Jay.”

      “That’s not news. I’ve guessed it’s Mr. Jay, who is probably the Jabberwocky. Is that the game?”

      Spades smiled.

      Jack thought he heard something flutter behind Spades. Did this asshole have wings?

      “Now pull one more.”

      “What’s the question?” Jack said.

      “Not a question,” Spades’ enthusiasm showed on his body language. “The cards will tell you who the Jabberwocky is—this is so exciting.”

      “The Jabberwocky is the Jabberwocky,” Jack shook his head.

      “No Diamonds,” Spades said. “Don’t you get it? How the memory with Alice doesn’t make sense? You ever ask what really happened on the bus? How was it possible that she killed the boy she loved since childhood?”

      “I don’t see how it all connects?”

      “Pull the damn card,” Spades grunted, his wings slowly showing from his back. “I mean, please pull the card, Diamonds.”

      Jack pulled the card, eyes still on Spades.

      The card showed him an answer.

      Jack couldn’t fathom it. Something didn’t make sense. This was impossible.

      Spades enjoyed the puzzled look on Jack’s face and hurled the cards up again. None of them fell back and this time Spades wings fluttered left and right.

      “This can’t be true,” Jack said. “The Jabberwocky can’t be…”

      The cards fell back and immediately Spades sliced at Jack’s neck again. “It’s true, Diamonds, and now it’s time for only one of us to live—and let die.”
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        Two Years Ago:  Yellow Bus, London

      

      

      

      Alice stood at the station waiting for the yellow bus.

      It was a sunny day. July the first. The Famous Alice Day when kids celebrated the maddening events of the book. Still, Alice rubbed her arms against the chill running through her body.

      She wasn’t cold. She was scared.

      She shook to the vibrating phone in her back pocket. Another unnecessary scare jump, she thought. She wasn’t picking it up. She knew who it was. Professor Carter Pillar.

      The students standing next to her ignored her. She had gotten used to that. She was the freak. The girl who thought she was the Real Alice and had crossed over to save this world’s children from the Jabberwocky.

      She didn’t blame them. Who would have believed her? Fiction touched people on deep levels but they still insisted on it being just fiction. Because what if fiction was true? With all its adventures and heroes and bittersweet stories, it would have made human in real-life look dull and boring. No real fun. No real emotion. No real life. And no gran purpose.

      Only those who had crossed over with her from Wonderland believed her, but then most of them were loyal to Black Chess.

      Alice checked the schedule on the station and saw the bus would arrive in two minutes.

      She gasped.

      Jabberwocky was going to be on the bus.

      Even though all she had to do was to drive it against some wall or something and kill him in his human form — the Pillar reckoned the Jabberwocky’s weak spot was when in human form; he’d die like any other human, though he’d be able to resurrect himself as the dead, but then he wouldn’t be as effective. He wouldn’t be Jabberwocky anymore.

      Her phone vibrated again.

      The Pillar sent her a message.

      The bus is coming.

      She typed back, annoyed.

      No shit.

      The Pillar wrote.

      You have to make it work this time.

      She wrote.

      Alice has to save the world, again! I know.

      The Pillar wrote:

      We can’t afford to cross over through the Looking Glass anymore. Every time we do it, something happens to us. Something happens to Wonderland.

      She hesitated to write back. As much as she loathed the Pillar at this point, never knowing his intentions and watching him hurt a lot of people, he was the only one who believed in her—and accepted her for whom she was.

      But this wasn't the first time she tried to kill the Jabberwocky. This had been happening for so many years. Since she and Lewis and the Jabberwocky first crossed over through the Looking Glass. Since the facts of life stained their naive and pure souls of fictional Wonderland.

      The Pillar had only crossed recently when she realized she needed him to kill the Jabberwocky. Though Nemesis, it was the perfect collaboration. She wanted to save the children. The Pillar wanted to rule Black Chess—she had always known she would have to deal with him later, but the Pillar was nothing compared to the Jabberwocky’s darkness.

      The bus arrived.

      I see the yellow bus, she wrote.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Funny how college kids still get a yellow school bus.

      Alice wrote:

      It’s a substitute bus. There aren’t supposed to be yellow school buses in London, but I suppose even reality has become a distorted version of itself when visited through the Looking Glass. Anyway, the original one broke down yesterday.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Believe in yourself, Alice. You can do it.

      Alice wrote:

      I remember you saying this to me before.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Yeah, about five times now. Every time we cross over in this endless time loop through the mirror. I’m bored of remembering tomorrow by now.

      Alice was just as bored. More like frustrated. They had made up the term ‘Remember Tomorrow’ mocking their repeated attempts to cross over and save the children. They had failed so many times that they joked Alice would end up in an asylum eventually—which actually happened that year. Most of the time, they couldn’t remember what had happened in the previous journey, not until they spent enough time in the Real World to adjust.

      She stood up and took a deep breath as the bus stopped and then she stood in line.

      Up the yellow rabbit hole, The Pillar wrote.

      Alice wrote:

      You mean the yellow brick road :P

      Maybe Lewis Carroll and L. Frank Baum knew each other, The Pillar wrote.

      Alice wrote:

      I wouldn’t be surprised.

      The Pillar wrote:

      Can you see Jack?

      Alice shrugged. She had avoided looking, but now she was forced to check.

      Yeah, he is waving at me from behind the window. Lorena and Edith are inside as well.

      The Pillar wrote:

      It’s always a bonus to kill your stepsister, Cinderella.

      Alice said:

      This is the hardest part. That I have to kill others.

      The Pillar said:

      Don’t worry, no good souls are on this bus. I manipulated everything. All Black Chess or Inklings. This is pure Wonderland. No real-life students, though they pretend to be.

      Alice wrote:

      I have to go, I’ll call you when it’s over.

      She stood right in front of the yellow bus, ready to embark when the Pillar sent her:

      No need to call me later.

      She didn’t understand and got inside.

      The first smile she caught was Jack’s, waving at her enthusiastically and probably wanting to kiss her soon. He was her boyfriend at the moment.

      Right behind him, in the last row by the window, sat the Pillar, ridiculously wearing a tennis bandana, white shirt, blue shorts, and sneakers, pretending to be a student — maybe one from the 80s era, since he missed the note the world had moved on.
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      I’m Alice’s bits and pieces of her long-gone shadow. I’m Alice’s forlorn puppy lover with Cupid’s dagger in her heart. I’m Alice, insane, confused, not looking for happiness as much as wanting the pain to go away.

      Holding Constance still, I remember getting on the bus. I remember the time loop. I don’t quite remember the rest yet, but it seems plausible. Mr. Jay is Jack. How did I miss that?

      Of course, I missed it because I love him. Because he always tried to save me. Because it doesn’t make any sense.

      “Hit the road Jack, and don't you come back,” Malice sings like an annoying demon next to me. “No more, no more, no more.”

      Constance kneels in front of me and dries my tears. “It’s going to be alright.”

      “Nothing is going to be alright,” I hate myself sobbing. “Why is everything so blurred? Why can’t I simply tell good from bad?”

      “Welcome to the real world, darling,” Malice says. “It’s all shades of grey upon shades of mud.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” Constance pulls me in her tiny arms and promises me what I doubt she believes herself.

      I grip my sword and pat her back then wipe my tears. “Well, I know who I want to kill now.”

      Malice claps with hand-shaped vines next to me. “I told you. You’re as evil as I am.”

      “I’m not,” I say. “I’m just doing my job.”

      “Are you really going to kill Jack?” Constance asks.

      “I killed him before, didn’t I?”

      She nods in agreement. “Only you didn’t kill him with the Vorpal sword so his soul lived on.”

      “I don’t really understand,“ I mutter. “How come he was with me and with the Queen of Hearts. Why did he save me? It all doesn’t make sense.”

      “It’s the time loop, darling,” Malice says. “Every time you failed, you came back through the Looking Glass and lived the whole story again, except, every time the characters change.”

      I can’t comprehend this and don’t want to.

      “So what is in it for you, Malice, if I kill Jack?”

      “I told you, I love to see you in pain,” she snickers. “Trust me, Alice, so many of the people around you want you in pain, even your dearest friends, only they will never tell you to your face. I’m your most authentic enemy.”

      “But you support Black Chess. How would you benefit from killing the Jabberwocky?”

      Malice descends and whispers in my ear, “Because you will fail. Jack is like the Pillar, they all played you, girl. You have an issue with men, darling.”

      Her words cut through.

      I stand up, gripping my sword harder. “I assume you know where Jack is?”

      “I do, darling,” she muses. “He is talking to Spades, but he is nearby.”

      “Who is Spades?”

      “His version of Malice,” Constance explains.

      “How do you know that?”

      Constance looks confused. She stares into nowhere then says, “I’m not sure Alice. I just know.”

      “I spilled things into her head when I kidnapped her,” Malice says. “Now follow me to kill Spades.”

      “But if Jack is two people as well, who is the Jabberwocky?”

      “Both, darling,” Malice says.

      Constance says, “You have to hurry though, Alice. If Spades kills Diamonds, you’re facing the darker him, and it will be harder to kill him.”

      I follow Malice, Constance beside me, not sure if I can kill Jack.
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        Present:  Near the Ferris Wheel, London

      

      

      

      The Cheshire enjoyed the Pillar’s whip more than any other toy he ever had. Not only did it glitter in his hands and make him feel like a lion, not a cat anymore, but it killed instantly.

      Whenever one of the crazed people tried to attack them, the Cheshire whipped them to death. It even worked with the attacking mushrooms sometimes. And even better, some of the plants with razor blades.

      “You surely are into whipping,” the Pillar mused, looking for Fabiola.

      “The sexual innuendos are getting a bit too on the nose.”

      “What are you talking about, Cheshy?” the Pillar amused himself.

      The idea that he knew more than anyone else wouldn’t leave the Cheshire alone, and it ate at him. So much that maybe killing the Pillar wasn’t a good idea before he knew what the damn butterfly was up to.

      “Actually, I’m talking about you… Pilly.”

      “I love how we could have both become Bonnie and Clyde,” the Pillar teased him, but with eyes focused on the road. “We would make a brilliant buddy cop movie.”

      “Cops are good. We’re far from it.”

      “Good and bad. A matter of perception.”

      “I do believe this is how you think about it, actually,” the Cheshire considered. “I’m really in for the bad. All the way.”

      “You’re not bad. You’re bitter that humans killed your ancestors.”

      “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Why are you sneaky, manipulative, and eventually bad?”

      “Ass.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not bad. I’m badass.”

      “You sound like a four-year-old now.”

      “I don’t think four-year-olds can say badass.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s the end of the world, Cheshy. Chillout.”

      “We’re all gonna die. And come back again.”

      “Ah, you know about that?” the Pillar sounded nonchalant, though the Cheshire believed it to be crucial information.

      “I’ve been remembering things since the mushrooms came up.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like that, I’ve seen this happen before.”

      “You’re right. We’ve done this before. It’s how the story goes.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Trust me, I’m not really sure, but since the damn Looking Glass came to Wonderland and we’ve been in and out in this loop, trying to find the best meaning for our lives as fictional characters that factual humans don’t respect.”

      “I’m not a character in a book. I’m real.”

      The Pillar said nothing but he smiled. “Look, Cheshire, no one really knows what this whole universe is about. We do our time and hope for the best, enjoy the moment, and if lucky we put a smile on someone else’s face or leave a legacy to be remembered.”

      “That’s deep nonsense,” the Cheshire whipped a man dead for no reason.

      “I shouldn’t have said that,” the Pillar said. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Enlighten me. You seem to know everything.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Why you want to see Fabiola for one last time before we all die.”

      “Well, I’m not sure we all die this time—not if Alice makes things right.”

      “She is a tough cookie, but still a cookie. We die, Pilly. And come back again. Start from scratch. So why look for Fabiola?”

      “I need to tell her something.”

      “That you were an ass back then in Wonderland?”

      “Badass,” the Pillar teased. “But nah, I want to tell her who I am.”

      The Cheshire stopped in this tracks. He had always suspected something. “You’re the Jabberwocky.”

      The Pillar stopped and smiled at him. “You think so?”

      “You must be, or how do you know so much?”

      “Me, you, and Jabberwocky were in the same room a day ago.”

      “Me, you, and a man in the dark, you mean. I’ve never seen him. No one has ever seen his face.”

      “If I were him I’d have killed Alice when I had a chance earlier.”

      The Cheshire itched his Joker’s plastic nose, thinking. “That’s true.”

      “See? I’m not him. I want him dead. I hope Alice can do it.”

      “Then who are you, and why does it matter to tell Fabiola?”

      The Pillar lowered his eyes and stared at his boots. “You won’t understand.”

      “Cats are smart, Pilly. I’ve outsmarted you many times before.”

      “True, and I see you have calmed down lately, but you wouldn’t understand because you’ve never loved someone.”

      The Cheshire purred with mockery. “Not again. Oh my. You never loved Fabiola, Pilly.”

      “Oh, I did. I do. Always.”

      Had the Cheshire sensed the sincerity in the Pillar’s voice, he would have interrupted him again.

      “Then why did you do all you did to her?” the Cheshire asked.

      He didn’t expect to see the Pillar’s eyes as moist as he did when he looked back at him. Never had he seen him this way. Vulnerable and in need of forgiveness.

      The Pillar said nothing for a while and then, “I never hurt her—”

      Though the Cheshire was keen on listening to what the Pillar had to say, a loud squealing of tires nearby caught his attention.

      He and the Pillar saw a car flip against a rising mushroom and cow-tip in the middle of the road. A family of five were inside. Parents and three children. They were screaming.

      “Another bunch of losers,” the Cheshire rolled his eyes. “What were you saying again, Pilly?”

      The Pillar wasn’t listening. He had his eyes fixed on the family.

      “Pilly?” the Cheshire whipped the hose in the air to wake him up from whatever he was daydreaming about.

      “Give me that,” the Pillar gripped the Cheshire’s hands.

      “Whoa,” the Cheshire pulled away. “We had a deal.”

      “I’ll give it back,” the Pillar grunted, nodding at the children. “I have to save them.”

      “Says who?” the Cheshire said.

      “They’re chanting,” the Pillar pulled the hose harder, leaving the Cheshire with bloody palms behind.

      “What’s gotten into you, Pilly!” the Cheshire couldn’t understand the situation. “Since when do you care?”

      “They’re reading Lewis’ book!” the Pillar said running toward the car. “We need every child reading the book, or we will lose.”

      “I thought you wanted to lose—I mean win—I mean whose side are you on, man? Why does it matter?”

      The Pillar whipped at the plants roaming around, catching their attention. Swiftly they surrounded him and wheezed at him.

      “Double-you-tee-eff?” the Cheshire said.

      “Come help me!” the Pillar demanded.

      “Why? For the children? For Lewis? I never cared, man.”

      The Pillar attacked the plants while they wounded his arms simultaneously. “I do care, Cheshy,” the Pillar shouted between whips. “I always did.”

      The Cheshire realized that he could finally put two and two together. The Pillar’s mystery from the beginning. His curse. Whoever kills him wears his body. Of course, it was clearer now what happened.

      “And I thought I was so smart,” the Cheshire ran to help him, “Nothing is really what it seems.”
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        Present: The Wonderland War, London

      

      

      

      When Constance, Malice, and I find Jack, we meet only one Jack, not two. Jack Diamonds is drenched in blood and sands awed with shock and disbelief.

      “Alice,” he mutters, showing me his blood-soaked hands.

      “Jack?” I quiz. Is it him, really?

      All that talk about killing him evaporated when I see him as vulnerable.

      “What happened?” Constance asks.

      “I killed me,” Jack says. “I mean I killed Spades.”

      “Where is he, then?” Constance asks, arms folded.

      “He evaporated when I cut him with a diamond card. I slashed through his neck and he disappeared,” he begins to sob. “It felt so…”

      “He is lying, Alice,” Constance says.

      “You felt like what, Jack?” I ask him.

      He gazes back into my eyes. God, it feels so good. He can’t be the Jabberwocky. I’ve loved the way he cares for me every time he looks at me this way.

      “It felt horrible,” he says. “But also good.”

      “Nonsense,” Constance says.

      “It felt like pulling out a tumor,” Jack elaborates. “It was so painful.”

      My attempt to approach him is stopped by a silent Malice, blocking the way. “You said you will kill him,” she whispers.

      “Get out of my way,” I say.

      “He is the Jabberwocky.”

      “He just killed his darker side, the same way I wish I’d eventually kill you.”

      “You can’t kill your darker side, Alice,” Malice sounds unusually serious. “Because if you kill it, you die. If your darker side dies, there is no good side in you. Light is a response to darkness. Darkness has always come first. Dark or not, he is the Jabberwocky.”

      I turn to face Jack for one last time, “Jack, I trust you.”

      “I know, love,” he says. “It’s just so confusing meeting your other self.”

      “You never called me love before,” I tell him. “I've never even been sure of what we are.”

      Jack looks perplexed. Have I pushed it too far while he just killed Spades?

      “Okay, scratch that,” I wave my hands in the air. “They say you’re the Jabberwocky.”

      “What?” he looks like he is going to fall apart. I’m not even sure he heard me right.

      I take a step closer to him even though Constance tries to stop me.

      “Do you know that we’ve known each other since we were kids back in Wonderland?” I stare right into his eyes.

      To my surprise, his eyes glitter, “Yeah, I just remembered a while ago.”

      My heart flutters like butterfly wings, ready to conquer the world, “You remember me and you walking hand in hand…”

      “In the field with the mushrooms and plants all around, yes I do,” he says. “I didn’t think you knew we knew each other earlier.”

      “I didn’t,” my moist eyes scan his whole being, making sure he isn’t acting his part. “I remembered it a while ago as well. How far does your memory go?”

      His face dims, “Until we see him.”

      “The Dark One. The Jabberwocky?” I take another step forward.

      “He is the Jabberwocky, Alice.” Constance sighs in frustration from behind me.

      “Why is she saying that?” Jack says.

      “Because you are, darling,” Malice says.

      “Forget about them, Jack,” I almost reach for his hands but the blood on his makes me hesitate. It still proposes the possibility of him being the Jabberwocky.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” he lowers his head in shame. “I’m really sorry.”

      His words alert me, but my legs are frozen with disappointment and shock. I can’t retreat. What does it mean that he is sorry?

      “I guess I let you down,” he continues, not staring back in my eyes.

      “See?” Constance says. “It’s him…“

      “I guess I couldn’t control myself,” Jack says. “I’m really sorry.”

      “What didn’t you control, Jack? What are you sorry about?” I say.

      “Same old. Same old,” Constance says. “He’ll have reasons why he is a villain or dark being. A reason for why he did that to you.”

      “I’m not a villain, Constance,” Jack raises his head and stares at her. I can’t tell if it’s an innocent or malevolent look. The blood on his face makes it harder to judge. “I just gave up on the one I love.”

      “Love. Love. Love,” Constance rolls her eyes. “Since when was Jack so sentimental, Alice. Just kill him.”

      When Constance says the word ‘kill’ the Vorpal sword in my hand glitters. I find myself gripping it harder.

      “He will sweet-talk you and kill you before you know it,” Constance says.

      “I’m not a bad guy, Alice,” Jack says.

      My sword is already in the air. It might be a bad move. Irrational and reckless. But if the world is saved by killing the Jabberwocky, would I miss the slightest of chances? I know if I’m wrong I will suffer greatly, but I killed him before in the bus. What’s new?

      My inner thoughts distracts me from the fact that my sword is on its way to Jack’s neck. It’s hard to stop myself. No power I know of can stop the momentum of my swing and my hungry sword.

      “I’m sorry I ran and left, Alice,” I hear Jack say. “I was a coward. I left you alone with the Jabberwocky. I’m sorry…”

      This time, I was too late.

      I've already chopped his head off.
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      “Whoa! Off with their heads!” The Queen of Hearts cheered with a white wine glass in her hand. “That was brilliant!”

      “Wasn’t it, my Queen?” Margaret Kent, the Duchess cheered back.

      They sat sweating on a black leather couch in the resting room. Other residents sat next to them, exhausted and trying to catch their breath. Not to mention all of them were repeatedly burned, and their skin was peeling off.

      As for the Queen and Margaret, they enjoyed their lunch break with white and red wine and a lot of bacon. God bless the guards of hell for providing a TV. Everyone in hell enjoyed watching the end of the world. Business was doing great as so many people died and so many were about to be punished. Even in hell, it was all about supply and demand.

      The scene of Alice chopping off Jack’s head was being broadcasted on the BBC. Who knew you could still watch the news in hell?

      “She’s done, my Queen,” Margaret was talking about Alice. “Seeing her on TV chopping Jack’s head off will only show the world that she and the Inklings are the enemies.”

      “I don’t care about her being guilty,” the Queen chewed on some of her favorite nuts, which had been provided to her specifically. Who said you can’t use your influence and prestige in hell? “I care about the misery in her eyes, having killed the one she loved.”

      On the screen, Alice was on her knees crying next to Jack’s chopped off head. Malice the plant swung but didn’t talk, waiting for the BBC cameras to leave. Constance the small girl hugged the broken Alice.

      “How come we couldn’t make her suffer like that when I was alive?” the Queen mused.

      “We’re still alive, my Queen,” Margaret said. “Only we’re in hell.”

      “Don’t remind me,” the Queen sipped her wine. “Soon it will all be over.”

      “I hope we win this time.”

      “Who cares?” the Queen said. “Sometimes I wonder what happens if Black Chess keeps winning. I’m mean it gets boring. Let them win for once.”

      “But if they win, we might never win again.”

      A loud knock came from behind the door, which fumed a smoke from underneath. “Lunch break is over.”

      “Sad,” the Queen said. “Watching the news is even better than Netflix.”

      “Maybe they should turn our lives into a series,” Margaret said. “I’d be paid a lot.”

      “Nah, they won’t believe it. People want cupboard heroes, happy endings, and they certainly don’t want madness.”

      “I wish I had time to stay and see the Pillar suffer for killing me,” Margaret said.

      “He is going to suffer, darling. Don’t worry. Besides, I don’t care about his suffering as much as I want to know who he really is.”

      The guard ramped the door again. “Time’s up!”

      “Blimey,” the Queen said, putting down the wine. She turned and looked at Margaret. “Ready?”

      “Not really,” Margaret pointed at her burned arm. “Can we switch seats this time, my Queen?”

      “You want the one next to the window?” the Queen mocked her.

      “I just don’t want to be squeezed between two people like everyday. Can I burn in the big bed of yours on top of the hill?”

      “I’m a Queen, Margaret,” the Queen rolled her eyes. “When I burn, I burn high in my throne. Accept that, darling.”

      The door opened and the fumes from hell plowed into the room. The heat was enough punishment already.

      “Don’t worry, Margaret,” the Queen’s last words. “It’s just fire. Count sheep, meditate, or think of it as medicine. Until the next lunch break, that’s if the world survives this long.”
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      On my knees, I cry my heart out, unable to understand what I’ve just done. I realize that I’ve chopped off Jack’s head out of confusion more than anything. I want the sounds and noises in my head to stop. The utter illogical world that surrounds me succeeds to drive me to insanity. No matter how much I oppose it, insanity prevailed.

      Constance’s hand is tender on my shoulder, but it only adds to the pain. Sometimes the closest people to you will fail with their sympathy because the pain inside has already consumed you.

      From the corner of my eye, I notice cameras. TV news? Why catch this specific incident on film? Where did they come from? Their microphones say BBC.

      They’re packing and leaving already, so it’s too late to investigate. And I’m exhausted as hell.

      I guess someone wants to capture the death of Jabberwocky on film.

      My mind reels, staring at Jack’s head. It still puzzles me how he is the Jabberwocky. Why? How?

      “You did the right thing, Alice,” Constance says. “Soon the world will be saved.”

      Her words remind me that nothing is saved. That it’s still a crazy world around me with mushrooms and swirling plants all over the place.

      “I don’t see any change,” I tell her then turn to Malice. “When will it happen?”

      Malice musters a sympathetically disappointed face. “Soon, darling. Soon.”

      “Wait a minute,” I stare at her. “How are you still alive?”

      Malice says nothing.

      “My darker side should die when I kill the Jabberwocky, right?”

      She still resorts to silence.

      “Besides, you wouldn’t have let me kill the Jabberwocky,” I’m mostly talking to myself, not Malice. To my stupid, reckless, impulsive self. I stare back at Jack’s head. “What have I done?”

      Malice snickers. “We duped you. Isn’t it fun?”

      I slash my Vorpal sword at her but in vain. Malice will not be killed in an act of anger. I have to ambush her. Besides, why has my Vorpal sword dimmed? Where is the light that emanated from inside of it?”

      “Alice is so stupid,” Malice sings and dances. “Alice is so stupid.”

      I grit my teeth, trying my best to postpone the feeling of suffering and guilt. If I’ve wrongfully killed Jack, it won’t help thinking about it now. Why did Malice make me do it?

      And why the heck did Constance help?

      When I turn to look at Constance this time, a shriek escapes me.

      The Constance next to me isn’t the innocent and lovely one I know anymore.

      Her eyes have changed and she stares at me with dark intent. Her head is lowered and her eyes slightly upward. What happened to her?

      Then I remember Malice saying, ‘We duped you.’ She didn’t say ‘I duped you.’

      “Why, Constance?” I ask. “Why did you make me do it?”

      Constance says nothing, still staring at me. She only shows a gap in her mouth which exposes her ugly sharp teeth from underneath.

      “Because, Alice,” Malice whispers in my ear. “This isn’t Constance. This her darker side. I sedated the real Constance under the mushrooms back where we met.”
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      The Cheshire watched the Pillar fight the devilish plants all around him. It was like watching David fight Goliath, if Goliath had tens of tentacle arms slithering at him.

      It surprised the Cheshire how the Pillar was a master of his hose, even better than Indiana Jones.

      The Pillar whipped at the plants with his hose left and right, enough to stay alive, but not enough to avoid their cuts.

      His suit had been torn and tattered, blood dripping out everywhere. His face--and already suffering from his skin disease--had been adorned with lines of the same blood. However, his hat was still intact. The Pillar’s hat never fell off, just like in the movies.

      The Pillar had also stopped asking the Cheshire for help. His priority was to protect the children in the car from the tentacle plants of Wonderland.

      Cold-hearted and calculating, the Cheshire stroked his plastic chin with his thumb, assessing the situation. What in Wonderland's madness was going on?

      He didn’t even bother to help the children.

      Their father had already died under the weight of the car, and their mother was trapped, trying to free herself before the car exploded.

      But no, the children kept reading Alice in Wonderland.

      One of the plants drummed the flipped car like a dinosaur from Jurassic Park and flipped it over again. The mother screamed, hitting her head against the window and fainting.

      The children, however, flipped, dropped the book, but waited until the car settled again. They soon picked up the book to keep reading, as if their lives depended on it.

      The Pillar turned and whipped his hose at the plants, trying to get hold of the snake-like creature.

      “Let me be,” the huge plant grunted. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m the one who’s going to kill each and every one of your species today,” the Pillar said with a firmness the Cheshire had never experienced before. The blood didn’t bother him, not even the pain, and probably not even death. “Let the children read.”

      A shimmering light began to fill the car as the children continued reading.

      “Whooo aaaahre yooooh?” the choking plants asked. Even though the sentence was an exclusive phrase of the Pillar’s.

      Which confused the Cheshire.

      These plants had always existed in Wonderland. They should have recognized the Pillar, owner of Mushroom Garden, and seller of Mushrooms. How come the plants didn’t know him?

      “He is Carter Pillar!” the Cheshire yelled, intentionally wanting the plant to hear him. “How come you don’t know him?”

      “No, he isn’t!” the plant whined as the Pillar squeezed the hose harder and watched the giant thing plump to the ground.

      “You didn’t want her to tell me who you are!” the Cheshire dared the Pillar who had already turned his back to him to fight the other tentacles.

      “Stay out of it, Cheshy,” the Pillar said.

      The children in the car began to elevate inside. It seemed like the light was a ghost that protected them and now turned into a huge hand that pulled them out of the car. They sat as if upon a transparent flying carpet, reading in midair.

      This drove the plants crazier.

      In fact, the children’s reading escalated. They sounded as if there were thousands of them.

      The Plants began to retreat.

      “Thank you…” a child said to the Pillar.

      The Pillar nodded back with a heartily smile but said nothing. He still whipped, then nodded in the Cheshire’s direction.

      The Pillar didn’t want the children to pronounce his real name, the Cheshire guessed.

      “Who is he?” the Cheshire asked the children. “Tell me.”

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” one of the children, the little girl, told him then continued reading and ignored him.

      Now the light filled the streets. A coning shimmer as if from an alien species, surrounding the children.

      “You’ll have to leave,” the Pillar told the children. “I can’t keep the plants occupied longer.”

      “We will,” a child said. “Thank you for all you’ve done for us.”

      The Cheshire was losing his mind. “Did you children just thank Pilla da Killa? Do you even know who he is?”

      One of the children, a boy this time, turned his head to the Cheshire, “We know who he is, but we think you don’t know who you are.”
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      The day Alice got on the bus to kill the Jabberwocky, Carter Pillar sat in the back, wearing his tennis outfit, trying to blend in. Alice looked away from, wondering if he would risk his life being nearby.

      Jack, on the other hand, wouldn’t leave Alice. As her boyfriend at the time, he wanted to stick around. Alice didn’t mind. She liked him, even though she had become his girlfriend to get to the Jabberwocky first, but then she realized how good a person he was.

      She had faked loving him arriving to the real world, but then fell in love with him, so much that it compromised her judgment.

      Jack was a good soul, her childhood friend, raised by bad parents and had no memory of he really was.

      Right now, she had no time for love. She waited to spot the Jabberwocky in human form so she could drive the bus off the bridge. But what did he look like in human form?

      She turned and blinked at the Pillar who shrugged his shoulders out of disappointment. He meant to say, I don’t know who the Jabberwocky is. She had counted on the professor’s cunningness to recognize the Jabberwocky in human form.

      Alice bit her lip and fisted her grip. This had to work.

      She continued her investigative gaze all over the bus.

      Fabiola was disguised as one of the teachers in front. She made brief eye contact with Alice as well, saying ‘Nah, I didn’t find him.’

      Alice turned to Lewis who faked being a professor on the bus. Lewis blinked. It meant he couldn’t tell as well.

      They were all on the bus to help her find the Jabberwocky. The plan was to get off once they spotted him and leave her with the mission to kill him.

      Disappointment shrouded Alice. Not that it was a perfect plan, but she had thought that spotting the Jabberwocky was going to be easy. Evil can’t hide, even if it tries to look good, she had thought. She was naive.

      The Pillar mouthed ‘We’re getting off at the next station, maybe you should too.’

      Fabiola and Lewis were leaving as well. This wasn’t the first time they had failed to find the Jabberwocky.

      ‘Maybe ask Jack about him,’ the Pillar mouthed as the bus stopped.

      ‘I’m not going to use Jack to get to the Jabberwocky’ Alice mouthed.

      ‘I know you love him but he can help.’ the Pillar said, disembarking with Fabiola and Lewis.

      Alone in the bus, Alice stared at Jack. She wondered if he would cooperate, and worried about the pain it would bring onto him if he did.

      “All good?” Jack smiled at her with his dimples.

      “I guess,” she let him hug her tighter. “I was just looking for someone and can’t find them.”

      “I know,” Jack said, rubbing her shoulder.

      Alice tilted her head and stared at him. “You know?”

      “He is not coming.”

      Alice’s eyes widened.

      “Did you warn him?” Her face tightened as she slipped away from under his hands.

      “I didn’t.” Jack looked forward as if this conversation wasn’t happening, probably not to attract attention. “He is just too informed. Killing him isn’t going to be that easy.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that you remember Wonderland?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to remember how much you loved me.”

      “What?” Alice grimaced. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I can make you win this without having to kill him.”

      Alice said nothing. Jack was being cryptic, and she sensed too many lies thrown into the equation. She wanted to leave the bus.

      Jack gripped her hard. “Wait.”

      “Let go of me,” she grunted. “I should have known from the beginning that you would lie to me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you’re the Jabberwocky’s son,” she hissed. “Why should you be any different?”

      “You remember me in Wonderland,” he said. “You remember us walking in the fields, hand in hand. You remember seeing him stop me from being with you.”

      “We were kids. People change when they grow up. They mostly become a version of their parents.”

      “You remember him torturing me not to come near you?”

      “I do, but let go of me, Jack.”

      Jack’s grip began to hurt her. He said, “I won’t. I’m not like him. I will let you win.”

      “You keep saying that. How can the Jabberwocky’s son save the world?”

      Jack let go of her, his eyes still piercing through her. “If you can’t kill the devil, kill his offspring.”

      It was a hard sentence to swallow. Alice stood in awe, not sure what Jack was suggesting. Did he just ask her to kill him to get to his father?
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      My guts burn with self-loathing, looking at the darker version of Constance. It’s mind-boggling seeing this sweet girl’s darker side. But all I care about is the real Constance now.

      “Malice, where is Constance?”

      She keeps snickering like she is keeping a secret.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I tell her. “You tricked me into killing Jack and I’m not going to make you pay for it if you let me find Constance.”

      “Killing Jack will only bring you wrath like last time,” Malice says. “The Jabberwocky will be upset, that’s all.”

      I’m not sure what she means. The memories that have attacked me about the bus don’t confirm I killed Jack to get to his father. I wish I could remember the rest.

      “As for Constance,” Malice says. “I know you see yourself in her. She means a lot to you. The first girl you’ve ever saved. Not finding her will break you and shatter you into pieces—and you know how much this pleases me.”

      I spit on the ground, disappointed. Also, why has my sword dimmed after killing Jack?

      I turn to face Constance. “You don’t want your better side to die, right? She is still you.”

      “She isn’t dead. She is only suffering.” Constance snickers as well.

      I grip my sword and point it at her.

      “Are you going to kill a little girl?” She is as annoying as Malice. I’m in a madhouse of doppelgangers.

      I take a moment to think things over. Instead of going on with my purpose, I have been double-crossed by the darker sides of people since the mushrooms erupted.

      I take a deep breath.

      The hardest thing when catastrophe occurs is to take a step back and reconsider. We’re all trapped in our temporarily spiked emotions, we end up responding in the most ridiculous ways.

      I needn’t go that route.

      The greatest revenge against evil is to neglect it. It will take a piece of you, but you will not feed its fire. And then you will cross over. Wounded a little, but you will have survived—and you can always heal with time.

      The slight glitter to my Vorpal sword proves I am right. It resonates with my attempt to escape the moment and think.

      “I will find her,” I tell the two lunatics in slow, calculated syllables. “She won’t be far from here. I will go back to where she was kidnapped by Malice.”

      The look on Constance and Malice’s faces are priceless. Ironic how evil is dumbfounded when you don’t pay attention. Imagine a demon snarling at you and you just wish it good luck and go back to sleep. Malice and Constance aren’t angry at me leaving. They don’t even try to provoke me. They just stand silent and in awe. Frozen, would be a better description.

      Surely they won’t give up that easily, but for now, I am winning by not participating.

      Then suddenly someone snatched my Vorpal sword from my hand.

      I snap, turning, upset at my weak grip. This sword has to return to me. Now!

      It surprises me that it isn’t Malice nor Constance who have taken it. In fact, there is no one else around on the ground.

      Because the sword isn’t nearby anymore, but flying in the air.

      I raise my head and squint against the gray sky, glimpsing my sword pulled up, as if tied to a loose rope, with almost invisible hands.

      Puzzled, I look further upward at the enormous, dark shadow, blocking the skies. At the end of my stare, I see two coal-red eyes.

      If Malice and Constance haven’t shrieked and lowered their bodies to the floor asking for forgiveness, I would have taken the time to study the beast.

      Now I am as scared.

      “Please don’t hurt us,” Malice says.

      “We can explain,” Constance follows.

      Nothing comes out of my mouth.

      I haven’t seen a monster this huge. A monster? An entity? An unholy bigger mushroom?

      Then I hear the flapping of large wings. I don’t see them, but a foul smelling wind rattles the air and blows Constance a few feet away and makes Malice curl around herself.

      I stand my ground, balancing with my hands, refusing to fall, though I’m about to.

      Glass shatters in the buildings all around me. Mushrooms slowly melt like lava from a volcano, and only few people shriek because most of them have died instantly.

      My eyes don’t leave the line of my Vorpal sword in mid-air above me.

      I still stand my ground with memories swirling around me. Too many to absorb, but easily deciphered. The message is clear. This is the final battle. The one that didn’t happen the last time.

      I am staring at him.

      In the flesh.

      The one who rocks the cradle of evil.

      The Jabberwocky.
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      The gust of air flipped the car two more times on its axis. The Cheshire felt as if someone had punched him in the chest. His mask barely hung on his face, causing pain to his cheeks and nose.

      In the distance, the plants the Pillar fought ducked as if in a praying position. They looped downward and flattened onto the earth. Mushrooms behind them began to melt into hot lava the color of marshmallows.

      Even the Pillar was blown off his feet to the ground, gripping his hose as it flailed and pulled its jagged edges inward.

      Only the children stood protected in their bubble of light, lifted upward as they sweat while reading louder and louder.

      The Cheshire heard them read a different phrase all over again. It wasn’t from Alice in Wonderland, but from a well known poem by Lewis Carroll.

      They read, ‘Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!’

      “Is this real?” the Cheshire asked the Pillar.

      “I haven’t seen him with my own eyes in beast-form before,” the Pillar said, frightened and covered in blood.

      “So it’s happening,” the Cheshire could feel the fear in his gut. He had never seen the Jabberwocky too, but had only heard of his atrocious looks and enormous beast size. Now he had to ask the Pillar a question. “So the Jabberwocky never appeared in any of your and Alice’s previous attempts through the Looking Glass?”

      The Pillar shook his head. “Never. He always managed to have Alice’s final battle with another evil force.”

      The foul wind with fiery fumes attacked the Cheshire’s nostrils. The odor of all demons combined, he thought.

      The children kept reading. “Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!”

      “You’re only alive because the children are reading,” the Pillar said. “I hope you understand now.”

      The Cheshire began reciting, “Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!”

      The Pillar laughed, “Not you, you moron,” he said. “You mean nothing. You and I are adults with exhausted souls. They are pure and have the power of both ignorance and hope.”

      “Ignorance of what?” the Cheshire’s words hardly sounded in the whizzing whirlwind of stinky air.

      “Ignorant of how evil the Jabberwocky is,” the Pillar said. “They think he is a villain in a book, thus they’re not afraid of him.”

      “I see,” the Cheshire clung to a lamp pole that didn’t yet give in. His legs elevated but he held on with his hands. “One last question.”

      “You’re being boring, Cheshy,” the Pillar said. “Just try to stay alive.”

      “I need to know this before I die,” the Cheshire insisted. “Why now?”

      “Why now what?”

      “Why did the Jabberwocky show himself now?”

      “Alice provoked him somehow. He has no choice but to confront her.”

      “And she couldn’t provoke him the previous times?”

      The Pillar took a moment to think it over. The memory of the last time in the bus came to him. Still, it puzzled him why the Jabberwocky hadn’t shown before, even when Alice did the unspeakable to save the children of the world. “I don’t know, Cheshy. She had done everything last time. And it cost her a lot. This time, I have no idea how she provoked him.”
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      “I’m not going to kill you, Jack.” Alice gritted her teeth.

      Jack’s grip was as hard. “All you have to do is run the bus into a wall or off the bridge, then jump or something.”

      Alice’s eyes moistened. “No way.”

      “I know you don’t love me,” Jack said. “I know you thought I forgot and made me your boyfriend to get to my father.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “I know, Alice.”

      “Okay, only in the beginning, but then I realized that I…”

      “Don’t say it,” Jack insisted. “Don’t lie to yourself.”

      “But I do…”

      “Think of it. When were you there for me? I’m always there for you. You never come to save me. I’m not blaming you. I’m saying you have a duty toward the children and yourself. I’m not on the list. Hardly.”

      “Jack, it’s not the time for melodrama. You have to know that I love you.”

      “Stop it,” his grip hurt her now. “If you kill me, my father will go crazy. He will show up and you will kill him. It’s your only chance. None of the others can. Fabiola, Lewis, and the Pillar, they are barely dealing with their troubles. I can help.”

      Alice finally pulled her hand away, her eyes as moist as before, but focused on Jack’s eyes. She admired his strength. His no bullshit stare. There was no tinge of hesitation in it, and he wasn’t suicidal. He wanted to help. He wanted to play his part in saving the world.

      He wanted to be remembered as Jack Diamonds who saved someone, not as Jack Jabberwocky who had changed his name to Diamonds for the love of cards, and to escape the shame of being the son of evil itself.

      “I won’t kill you, Jack,” Alice said firmly.

      “You will,” he said and pulled out a mirror.

      In an instant, he pulled her again and forced her to stare into the mirror.

      The other students said nothing.

      Why?

      After the Pillar, Fabiola, and Lewis left, only followers of Black Chess were on the bus. Disguised as students. Some of them were human but with loyalty to Black Chess.

      They watched Jack force Alice to stare in the mirror, unaware of his plan.

      They thought Jack had awakened the darkness in himself, after resisting for years, and began torturing Alice by making her darker self, Malice, resurface.

      Everyone knew Alice feared mirrors because of Malice.

      It was time to bring her back.

      Alice had been taken by the noose and had little time to comprehend. It only took one look in the mirror to see the white rabbit which resembled Malice in her face.

      “Missed me?” Malice snickered.

      Alice would have fought the change, hadn’t she been totally shocked by Jack’s doing.

      Little did she know of his plan.

      Once Malice snickered in the mirror, Jack removed the mirror and tucked it back into his backpack.

      This prevented Malice from appearing but left Alice in a state of fear with a tinge of evil and with little reason in her system.

      He stared into her eyes and said, “Get in the driver’s seat and drive the bus over the bridge.”

      Hesitant, hypnotized, she surrendered to the evil inside her, aware of Jack’s theory. Sometimes one had to use evil to fight evil.

      She found herself running to the driver and kicking him off his seat.

      That was when the members of Black Chess on the bus realized the devilish plan of Jack’s. They were too late.

      When they went to stop Alice from driving the bus over the bridge and killing Jack to provoke his father and force him into a final battle, Jack stood in their way.

      Jack began slicing at them with his edgy playing cards.

      He could only sustain the fight for so long before the members of Black Chess themselves attacked him, and in an ironic twist of fate, killed him.

      Alice hadn’t known Jack was killed by them when she drove the bus over the bridge and jumped out before it hit the ground.

      She lived the rest of her life thinking she had killed Jack like he asked her. A guilt so strong she could not handle reality anymore and subconsciously gave in to her mind preferring to reside in madness and not face the pain of real life.

      Madness had this strange quality to it, one that people rarely consider; it made you forget the pain.
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      The world is turning into a whirlpool of spit and rotten ashes. The Jabberwocky’s presence not only scares the public but his own followers from plants and mushrooms to everything.

      I’m standing still, cementing my feet to the ground, arching my back, staying low, spreading my arms for balance and staying focused on the entity in the sky.

      “I’m here!” I scream at him. “What are you waiting for?”

      I’m afraid my words can’t reach as high, not under the reign of hell he is bestowing upon the world.

      “I want my sword back!”

      In the far distance, I can’t see it anymore. How was I so stupid to let him have it. I need to provoke him to get it back.

      “Stop flexing your muscles and come down here!” 

      Nothing.

      The Jabberwocky continues to spread wind that is spewing sparks of fire all over the place.

      I wish he would talk to me. How can he be so big?

      Lewis Carroll’s poem depicted him as big but not this big. In some illustrations, the Jabberwocky looks like a medium-sized dragon. But then I have to remind myself that the Jabberwocky is Lewis Carroll’s personal illustrator. He could have deceived us all and drawn whatever served him best.

      “Duck down!” Malice roars at me.

      “Yeah?” I sneer back. “I didn’t think you were such a pee-in-your-pants plant.”

      “You don’t understand,” Malice says. “He never shows himself to anyone.”

      “So why is here then?”

      “Who knows,” Malice whimpers. “This has never happened. He has always been like the Devil. His greatest power is you never know who he is or see him.”

      “You never knew he was this big?”

      “I’ve heard stories,” she says. “But I know it’s him because of the smell. Whenever I was near him in Wonderland, this is how he smelled. Rotten.”

      “From what?”

      “The smell of the corpses he has on his hands. The stink from their bones in the graves.”

      None of this is helping me. I turn to evil Constance. “You know how to get him to talk to me?”

      Constance can barely speak against the wind. Evil or not, she is smaller in size. “I’m puzzled why he showed himself. You provoked him.”

      “I’m glad I did,” I say then shout at him up there. “So you’re all show no action?”

      “Please don’t!” Malice says. “What did you do to provoke him?”

      I stare at Jack’s chopped off head. “I could say that it's because I killed his son, but I apparently did this before.”

      “No, it wasn’t you,” Malice says. “You drove the bus, but the other Black Chess students killed Jack when he tried to protect you.”

      The revelation doesn't help. If I hadn’t killed Jack back then, those two doppelgangers have just duped into killing him now. It’s all pain to me, and I have no capacity to think about it now.

      I turn again and speak to the sky. “So that’s it? You’re pissed because your son is gone?” My heart breaks when I remember but I keep my composure. To silence the mourning pain in my heart, I kick Jack’s head like a football. “Like that?”

      “No, please,” Malice is losing it. “You have no idea what he can do.”

      “I don’t give a damn,” I say, thinking. “Apparently he isn’t pissed I killed his son, or he would have huffed and puffed more and more.”

      “He has your sword, so you have no chance anymore,” Constance says.

      “Then why doesn’t he try to kill me!” I shouted higher and higher.

      The sky cracks with lightning this time.

      Malice and Constance look like they want to bury themselves alive under the asphalt.

      “He will play games with you and kill you slowly,” Constance says. 

      “Why play games?” I ask her, still staring above.

      Constance doesn’t answer, and I don’t care. The same feeling from earlier returns. The moment where I take a look at the bigger picture without sentiment to the current moment. 

      That’s when I realize why the Jabberwocky finally appears to me. If only I had done this so long ago.

      With hands on my waist, I talk to him in the sky. “So that’s it?” I say. “You came because a few minutes earlier I decided not to let the evil affect me? When I was talking to Constance and Malice and decided to reside to silence and take a step back? When you realized I may neglect evil and move on?”

      This time the lightning strikes turn into a roar in the sky.

      “I get it,” I shout at him. “The Pillar told me this before. If I feed my fear it wins, if I act as if it doesn’t even exist, it blemishes and withers and dies.”

      The red eyes show against the ashen skies again. This time nearer. I can see the real size of the Jabberwocky. Not as big or as high. He is standing up there somehow. In actuality, he is the same size as a small dragon like in the books. I’m not sure if I can confirm he looks like one, but he has wings and claws.

      I stare into the red eyes, “I’m not afraid of you. That’s what bothers you. When I killed your son before, I was wrong. You don’t care about your son. All you care about is me, your victims. If we don’t feed you, you wither away.”

      His growl deafens me for a moment as he lowers his head to meet my eyes. Well, now he is big. He also has a tail. A cliched look of evil and ugly as fuck.

      The Jabberwocky dragon thuds onto the ground before me, his stench wafting through the air, I almost feel the need to vomit. The death and the pain lingering on his body.

      I see his wings fluttering slowly behind him. The mucus of a melting substance dripping off his body. He doesn’t talk. Eyes red with anger.

      Now I don’t only feel the need to vomit, but also to pee in my pants. I don’t show it.

      “Ugly fuck,” I raise my chin up against my real feelings of dread. “Are we just going to stare at each other?”

      And finally, he talks. He sounds hollow with a centuries-old grudge, as if thick saliva is stuck in his throat. Still his voice is low, more like a drone that thuds against the ground. “No one walks away from my fear.”

      “I just did, didn’t I?” I say, glimpsing my Vorpal sword attached to his beastly wings. Jagged edges run along its edges.

      “It took you so long,” he growls, mucus falling from his mouth. “And here I am.”

      “The question is,” I say. “Why didn’t you kill me so far?”

      “You have to fight me,” he says. “It’s the prophecy.”

      Deep inside I know I will never win fighting him, and it still puzzles me why he hasn’t chopped off my head or eaten me alive, turning me into a stinky slime running off his lizard-like skin.

      While thinking, I hear them from far away.

      I hear the children. They sound so near now.

      Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

      Their voices flutter like butterfly wings inside my soul. Their voices give me strength. Knowing so many children are on your side is refreshing and empowering, yet a huge responsibility.

      I take a step forward, not taking my eyes off of him, “Give me back my sword, Jabberwocky.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you know you have to fight me, or the prophecy doesn’t work. To have the children you have to kill me in this battle while I have the Vorpal sword.”

      “I will only give it back if you…”

      “I know,” I cut him off. “If the children stop singing. That’s why you chickened out of killing me. The children, while they are what you’re after, they are also your weakness against me, as long as they are reading. The irony. Let’s make this final scene epic.”

      Begrudgingly, he drops the sword on the ground. “Me against you, Alice. The final battle.”

      I grip the sword and smirk, “You’re wrong Jabberwocky. It’s you against me and the children.”
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      Hadn’t the children been reading, the Pillar and the Cheshire would have been swept away by the wind already. Eventually, the wind lessened and both stood to their feet.

      Immediately, the Pillar circled the children in the bubble of light and made sure they were safe. The Cheshire stood prefixed nearby.

      “Can you tell me when this whole mess ends, please?” he asked the Pillar.

      “I guess the Jabberwocky is fighting Alice already,” the Pillar considered. “And all of this ends when either one of them dies.”

      “Jabberwocky or Alice, you mean.”

      The Pillar nodded in agreement. “And then it’s a good life after or hell on earth.”

      “The human race,” the Cheshire shook his head. “So dramatic. Why couldn’t you just all go to hell already?”

      “I have to find Fabiola like I told you,” the Pillar said. “The children are safe. Soon they will gather with other children who are also reading.”

      “Where will you find Fabiola in all this mess?” the Cheshire said. “Besides, gimme back that whip. We had a deal.”

      The Pillar handed it to him nonchalantly, which only added to the Cheshire’s continued puzzlement.

      “You can’t kill me before I find Fabiola, deal?”

      “We said that before. But let me ask you, is that all about telling her who you are? I mean the same person the children think you are?”

      The Pillar nodded. “Just don’t worry about it, Cheshy. Curiosity will really kill the cat. You don’t care about anything. Don’t pretend you do.”

      “I’m not pretending I care,” the Cheshire said. “I just have an itch that I keep scratching. You!”

      The Pillar noticed him staring at the children. “Don’t bother. They will not tell you who I really am if you ask them. They’re busy reading and fighting the Jabberwocky with Alice.”

      “So why don’t you tell me?”

      “Why would I?”

      “The world is ending,” the Cheshire shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing’s left to care about.”

      The Pillar smiled. “If I tell you who I am now, it will defeat the purpose of you wanting the hose. Does that make sense?”

      “None whatsoever,” the Cheshire said, staring at the hose in his hands now.

      “Look, Cheshy,” the Pillar approached him slowly, the old look of mischievous Pillar returning on his face. “A wise man once said that one’s value to others is in his mystery. Expose it and you’re just another disposable John Doe.”

      The Cheshire didn’t really get that. Metaphors and overcooked words weren’t his thing. A product of humankind’s desire to be perfect. He liked straight words that hurt and told the facts.

      But even though there was silence between them, he began to have an idea of whom the Pillar might be.

      “I think I know who you are,” the Cheshire said. “It’s the only explanation.”

      “Yeah?” The Pillar looked like he was going to kill the Cheshire right then. “Tell me.”

      “You’re the…” the Cheshire said.
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      The Hatter still held the hose in his hands.

      With the Pillar strolling in front of him, flaring his hands sideways in a pompous way, the Hatter had to make a decision.

      To save the White Queen, he had to become the Black King.

      The Black King was the man who will kill the Pillar.

      Not that it wasn’t handy or possible. It was just the fact that the Hatter had never killed anyone, not even an ant. In fact, he let ants run around his teacups on the table whenever he heads a party.

      What would he tell the children if he killed someone? Who would he become? Was it the right move to fight evil with evil?

      The Hatter’s hand stiffened midair. The Pillar was strolling away.

      “Leave the hose by the mushroom,” the Pillar laughed. “I will come collect it later.”

      The Pillar’s confidence pained the Hatter. Evil’s greatest privilege was knowing you, the good guy, prided yourself by being good. It meant a lot to you. It made you sleep better. It made you tolerate the turmoils of life. It made you feel better about yourself. Being good was an idea. A big one. Not just action. It granted survival by insinuating gave hope. Evil knew it was the good man’s weakness.

      The Pillar had the Hatter figured out, and it was heart wrenching.

      The hose glittered in the Hatter’s hand, urging him to make a move. To slice evil in two. To kill it and bury it in a grave.

      A plant cautiously leaned down to whisper in the Hatter’s ears, probably worried the Pillar would notice her and torture her, “Kill him, Hatter.”

      The Hatter shrugged. Neither could he say I can’t, or I will.

      “How many children will be hurt if you don’t kill him?” the plant said. “Do it.”

      The Hatter turned to face the plant, slowly. He worried that the plant was one of the Pillar’s tricks. But then another plant whispered.

      “We hate him but no one stands in his face,” it said. “No one dares.”

      “Then why should I?” the Hatter whispered back.

      “Because you care,” it said. “People always say they care but very few do.”

      “How do you know I care? I’m like everyone else, if not lesser.”

      “Don’t underestimate yourself,” it said. “You care for the children. You make people laugh when you feel the pain. You came here to help Fabiola. You do care.”

      “I thought I could reason with him.”

      “You don’t reason with evil, Hatter,” it said. “The hose in your hand will help. It won’t give in. Let it guide you. All you have to do is to choke him with it.”

      The Hatter burned from inside. Never had he been in a fight or choked someone. “So all I have to do is trust the whip?”

      “Trust it,” the plant said. “Choke the Pillar and bury him in the grave. We promise we’ll unleash maggots and insects upon him and make them eat him before he dares wake up again.”

      “Grave?” the Hatter wondered.

      “He had dug a grave this morning, knowing you will come to see him.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means he plans to kill you if you don’t,” the plant hissed. “It means this grave will be closed with either your body or his inside.”

      Another plant leaned forward, “The Pillar even wrote your obituary on the back of a mushroom this morning. He has it all planned. If you leave, he will kill you.”

      That was the moment when the Hatter felt it for the first time. Raw survival instinct. Not only was killing the Pillar a savior to the world, but also his soul. He didn’t want to die. 

      His legs moved on their own toward the Pillar’s back. As he did, the whip glittered more and more.

      Step after step in the muddy grounds of the garden.

      Mushrooms on both sides leaned back to give way. Everyone was on the Hatter’s side. It felt reassuring.

      Only a few feet behind the Pillar, he gripped the hose with both hands. Just choke him and the hose will help you.

      Three feet behind him, the Pillar stopped.

      So did the Hatter, swallowing hard.

      Comfortably slow, the Pillar turned around.

      Make no mistake. He was shocked by the Hatter’s audacity of even trying. He stared at the Hatter from top to bottom then smirked, “Are you really trying to kill me?”

      “You asked for it,” the Hatter said.

      “I didn’t ask for it. I gave you no choice.”

      “I have a choice. To rid the world of your evil doings.”

      “Poetic and naive,” the Pillar said. “I guess the plants played you.”

      The Hatter shrugged. “It’s my decision to… let’s say make you promise me not to hurt anyone else, or I will kill you.”

      “Is that so?” the Pillar said. “So show me your move. How are you going to kill me now?”

      The Hatter took a last assuring look at the hose in his hand.

      “You’re a coward,” the Pillar said. “You won’t dare lift it.”

      The Hatter did. Its power ran through his veins. A burden more than a power. One that needed release. Now holding it with one hand instead of two, he slashed at the Pillar.

      Who surprisingly didn’t move, though it slashed at his shoulder.

      This provoked the Hatter. He stepped forward to choke him.

      This time the Pillar ran.

      The Hatter followed.

      In a fast maneuver, the Pillar took a right and disappeared behind the mushrooms.

      Too fast for the Hatter to reorient himself. Hardly stopping, he realized why the Pillar detoured.

      The Hatter’s legs slipped deeper into the mud. Deeper into a void. Into a grave, the one the Pillar had dug for him this morning.

      He fell to his demise.

      Lying defeated on his back in the bottom of the grave, the Hatter not only realized the Pillar had killed him, but he listened to the plants and mushrooms laughing at his naivety. Oh, how they played him and convinced him to march to his own death.
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      While my weapon of choice is my Vorpal sword, the Jabberwocky’s is fire he spits from between sharpened fangs.

      I am not sure about what I am doing but I swing my sword anyway. With every swing, light emanates from inside out. The color of lightning.

      The Jabberwocky barely makes an effort, treading sideways to evade my swing. In all honesty, I am a joke. My sword would barely scratch him, even if I hit a vulnerable spot. He is too big to get wounded by it.

      I realize I need help. And I can’t think of a better savior than the Pillar now. He must have a trick but I’m not even sure if he is on my side anymore.

      “You’re a joke, Alice.” Malice swings all around us, cheering for her boss. “A tiny ambitious girl with a little wand.”

      “I’d run if I were you,” Constance says.

      None of their comments phase me. My eyes are targeting the Jabberwocky who smirks and seems to enjoy my predicament.

      “Had your fun yet?” He growls and then spews fire from his big mouth in my direction.

      “Shit,” I duck and roll on the floor to evade the heat. 

      “Tell me, Alice,” he growls. “How would you like me to burn you? Medium rare or Crispy dead?”

      I scramble on all fours, looking for a place to hide. No sense in swinging at this time. I need to find cover.

      Malice snickers with joy as I crawl underneath a mushroom. Since Jabberwocky descended, the mushrooms stopped melting so I have plenty of them to hide behind and even ascend if needed.

      Jabberwocky spews more fire now. I think I pissed him off hiding behind the mushrooms. However, they melt like marshmallows when they catch fire. I need to keep running and hiding.

      “How far do you think you can run, Alice?” Malice follows me everywhere, snaking between the mushrooms and remnants of a few buildings. “Give it up. Be reasonable.”

      “Since when did reason help me?” I mutter, crawling like a soldier on the asphalt.

      I can barely think so I keep on moving forward. There must be a way out.

      Jabberwocky spews more and more. A bit frantic, I think. Pissing him off is good. This is a war of minds more than anything. Sure everyone’s power is considered but it’s the emotion behind everything, the mindset, that makes it or breaks it.

      I remind myself that the Jabberwocky only showed himself when he saw that I gave up being provoked. It’s a paradox that he needs me yet wants to kill me. Evil can’t survive without good, still, it has to demolish it.

      My head is spinning as I crawl further. A melted blotch of mushroom splashes down my back. Heat pains me and I scream. I nudge it away with my sword and realize I have no time to rest or take my breath. 

      The Jabberwocky fires again.

      I keep on crawling, realizing the heat has seeped through and my skin is slightly burning on my back. “Alice do this, Alice do that,” I mutter as I crawl under the fire. “Alice save the world. Alice your the chosen one,” I spit in frustration unable to stop. “Everyone thinks I can do it; no one ever says how.”

      Then I hear a laugh under the darkened shade ahead where the Jabberwocky hadn’t bestowed his anger yet.

      “Alice you’re so funny even when it’s raining fire,” the voice mocks me but in a good way.

      Is that who I think it is?

      I crawl farther toward the darker part under the mushrooms. Whoever spoke to me is crawling back toward me. I can see his shadow.

      “Alice will kill you if you don’t say who you are,” I say gritting my teeth.

      That someone crawls nearer and now I can see his face under the light of the fire.

      My mouth hangs open and my moist eyes contradict the smile on my face. I listen to him as he says, “Don’t worry, I'm used to it. You like me but you always kill me.”
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      “Stop!” Constance interrupted the Cheshire as he was about to suggest the Pillar’s identity.

      Both the Pillar and the Cheshire stood surprised she cared to come over. The Cheshire, in particular, hated her. She was too enthusiastic and entitled for his taste.

      “What are you doing here?”tThe pillar asked. “Where is Alice?”

      “Exactly,” Constance said, walking around and investigating the children hanging midair and reading. “Malice took her.”

      “Malice?” the Cheshire asked.

      “Her darker side,” she sighed. “Am I going to have to explain?”

      “You don’t have to,” the Pillar says. “I know who Malice is. What form did she show up in?”

      “One of the plants. She took and sedated me then when I woke up Alice was gone. I got lost trying to find her. Had I not seen the children floating in the sky I wouldn’t have found you guys. What’s going on?”

      “I was about to tell the Pillar who he really is,” the Cheshire began.

      “Alice is definitely fighting the Jabberwocky.” said the Pillar to Constance, totally overshadowing the Cheshire.

      “How do you know?” Constance said.

      “The wind, the fire, the foul smell,” the Pillar said. “Had you walked toward the fire you would have found her."

      Constance looked in every direction. It was hard seeing the fire through the ashen sky. Not from here. She had to keep walking, but not before she asked, "Why are you here, not helping Alice?”

      “I did already help her,” the Pillar said. “This final chapter is hers. Nothing I can do.”

      “Why do I have a feeling you are planning something?” Constance grimaced. “I mean you sound ... unlike you.”

      “That’s because he turned out not to be the Pillar,” the Cheshire said.

      “The Pillar is not the Pillar?” She gazed back and forth between them.

      “This one is an imposter,” the Cheshire said. “Though he really pulled it off.”

      Constance considered for a moment. “I have to go help Alice but it makes sense. So who are you, Pillar?”

      “Ask the Chesh,” the Pillar smiled mischievously.

      “Who is he, Chesh?”

      “The one who killed the Pillar,” the Cheshire said.

      “And how does he look like the Pillar?” Constance said.

      The Cheshire told her about the curse.

      Constance considered. “At least the Pillar is dead.”

      “Hold your horses, little girl,” the Cheshire said. “If he isn’t the Pillar, but just pretending to be the Pillar, don’t you think you want to know who he is?”

      “That’s easy to figure out now,” Constance said, ready to leave.

      “Why easy?” the Pillar looked curious.

      “Well for one, you played it well, and used the Pillar’s name and darkness to help the Inklings, which means you’re one of the good guys, which makes it only a few choices; someone from Wonderland who wanted to do good,” she said. “And that someone has to have been dead for a long time.”

      “Touche,” the Cheshire said to Constance. “You’re sure you’re not a cat?”

      “You wish, loser,” Constance shook her shoulder and walked away.

      “Wait,” the Cheshire asked. “So who is he?”

      “The one and only,” Constance said from afar. “The Mad Hatter. Can’t you see the children like him so much?”
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      Never have I imagined myself kissing someone in this position, but I couldn’t help tasting Jack’s lips. He kisses me back as passionately. It is him. This isn’t a game this time.

      “Slow down, Alice,” Jack jokes. “You’re killing me.”

      “Shut up,” I wave my Vorpal sword at him, realizing it’s an aggressive move. I guess he has to get used to my temper. 

      Jack pulls me closer and in a strange maneuver spoons me under the darker mushrooms.

      “What’s on your mind, Jack?” My eyes widen.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” he says. “We need to stay together to stay alive.”

      “Such an excuse to be so close to me,” I raise an eyebrow.

      “As long as you don’t go crazy on me.”

      “You remember I’ve spent time in an asylum, right?” I pinch him jokingly.

      “The best part, actually,” he smiles. “Most girls don’t let you know they’re crazy. You come with a chip on your shoulder. Refreshing.”

      “That wasn’t romantic.” I pout.

      “It wasn’t meant to be,” he shows me his tongue then his eyes darken as a spew of fire lands nearby.

      “Come with me.”

      We stand up but crouch as we start to run hand in hand, protected by the mushrooms.

      “Just like when we were kids in Wonderland,” I say.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Jack seems alerted. “All touchy-feely and puppy-eyed. We have to find a way to kill my father.”

      “I’m just happy you’re here.”

      “Alice, we’re going to die if we don’t do something about him.”

      “Well, he is your father,” I say. “You must know his weakness.”

      Jack says nothing. I have a feeling he has an idea.

      We sneak into a burned-out building. It’s pretty dark inside. Next to each other, we lean against the wall to take a breath. It’ll only be a few minutes before the Jabberwocky attacks again.

      “Who did I kill then?”

      “Spades,” Jack says. “I escaped him. He was trying to kill me. I assume he pretended he was me and the plant told you I was the Jabberwocky.”

      “Yes, how do you know that?”

      “He tried to convince me the same. I only remembered the connection, that the Jabberwocky was my father when I escaped and spent some time alone.”

      “Why did they make me kill Spades? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “It makes sense. It’s Black Chess’s ultimate trick, to drive you crazy and dupe you into thinking you killed or hurt someone. Their best weapon is to convince you you’re no different from them.”

      I consider and agree actually. “To make us think we’re not on the good side. Is that what the Pillar did for me?”

      “I’m not sure about him, but my heart tells me he is on our side,” Jack stares at me. “Listen, I think I know how to kill the Jabberwocky.”

      “Not with this, right?” I point at my useless Vorpal sword.

      “Actually, with it,” Jack says. “The thing is we have to defeat him the way he defeated each one of us.”

      “How did he do that?”

      “By sneaking into our minds and souls and confusing us into madness.”

      “You want to get into his mind?” I grimace.

      “Something like that.”

      A moment of silence lingers between us.

      “What’s on your mind, Jack?”

      “I want you to trust me.”

      “Who is getting emotional now?”

      “He is my father, I remember little of him, but I have a gut feeling of how to kill him. You have to promise me, though.”

      “Promise you what?”

      “To never hate me after what I’m about to do.”
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      The Cheshire and the Pillar decided to accompany Constance. The Cheshire, out of curiosity to see how it all folds out. The Pillar, in hopes to find Fabiola—or whatever plan he had on his mind.

      “Are you okay, Pillar?” Constance asked. “I mean you look sicker and sicker. And that skin of yours, what’s happening?”

      “He is dying,” said the Cheshire. “One of the reasons I’m worried about killing him and taking his face and soul. What if I die with that sickness if I become him?”

      “Why do you even want to be him?” Constance says, walking faster.

      “It’s the freakin’ Pillar,” the Cheshire says. “Always two steps ahead. Knows more than anyone. You can never get an answer from him. He is so cool and nuts I’d like to be him.”

      Constance glared at the Cheshire then turned to see what the Pillar thought about this.

      “I’m not flattered,” the Pillar said, this time coughing blood.

      “See?” the Cheshire said. “What if I kill him and become that weak version of the Pillar?”

      Constance had no time to delve deeper into the mystery. She cared more about Alice, hoping she hadn’t given up on her mentor and let her die.

      Still, she knew how much Alice liked the Pillar—even with every shitty thing he has ever done.

      “Do you need help?” She asked him.

      “Keep going to find Alice,” he said, limping now. “And pray for me to find Fabiola.”

      “Pray?” the Cheshire said. “You never pray, Pillar.”

      “Just leave him alone,” Constance said. “I mean I want to find Alice. He wants to find the love of his life. What the heck are you doing here?”

      The Cheshire shrugged then said, “I’m a cat. I like to watch.”
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      Now that Jack told me about the plan I needed time to process it, but the Jabberwocky’s fire deprived me from assessing the situation.

      Jack pulls my hand and we snake back through the fire. Crazy as it seems, we are going back to face the Jabberwocky.

      Dodging the fire, we stop at a free space between the mushrooms and Jack confronts his father.

      As for me, I’m supposed to sneak behind the Jabberwocky while Jack distracts him.

      “I’m here, Jabberwocky!” Jack waves his hands in the air.

      The Jabberwocky says nothing. I can’t see the expression in his eyes from here. But even though I want to hear more, I have to face another enemy first. Malice.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Alice?” Malice snickers. “Do you really think I will let you climb the Jabberwocky’s back?”

      “Who said I’m here to climb on his back and kill him?” I snickered back, trying my best to be as annoying. “I’m here to kill you.”

      “Blah, blah, blah.”

      “Thing is, I don’t like to hurt plants,” I say. “How about I see you as Alice?”

      “I’m not Alice.” She sounds offended.

      “Actually you are. Nothing but a shadow of mine,” I say. “A copycat at best. A wannabe. A reflection in a dirty mirror.”

      “Don’t dare me, Alice.”

      “Who said I am daring you?” I wave her off and look away toward where Jack is talking to his father. “I knew you were a coward.”

      In a flash, when I turn back, I see Malice in my form again. Her lips dripping blood. Her teeth pointed. Nice shoes, though.

      “So beautiful,” I smile at her. “How about we finish this, once and for all?”

      “I will finish you once and for all. What was I waiting for?”

      I raise the sword but she does something I haven’t seen before. She lifts up her hand and clenches her fist in the air and then twists nothingness.

      At first, I think she is crazy, but then my sword drops. I can’t grip it anymore. Not only that. My stomach churns with incredible pain.

      “What the hell?” I touch my abdomen and kneel on one knee.

      “I’m you, remember?” She snickers. “I was inside you and I know how it works inside.”

      I can’t even talk. I can’t breathe. I have to think fast. If she is me, am I not her as well? I hope Jack distracts the Jabberwocky long enough that I can figure this out.
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      The Hatter laid on his back in the bottom of the grave.

      Tears filled his eyes. Not only was he a coward and loser, he realized he might have permanently damaged his skin, as it fractioned against the walls of the grave while he fell. 

      The snickering plants making fun of him made him want to die right away. How come he was such a loser? How come he was so foolish. His father used to tell him that growing up hurt, but he should have told him that sometimes growing up kills.

      The Hatter could only move his hands, so he clasped them together and began to pray.

      Even though he had never believed in anything in particular, he loved the idea of someone—something—larger than life taking care of him. Not that he believed it. Since he was dying, he could hope.

      But what would he say? What prayer would he utter?

      Help me imaginary man in the sky? Help me universe?

      Tears continued to flow like rivers, unable to wash away his shame. He imagined the next day, people gathered around his grave and describing him as just another one of the Pillar’s victims.

      The words that came out of his mouth were far from coherent, but he was trying to tell the universe that if he lived, he would avenge everyone hurt by the Pillar and Jabberwocky.

      Nothing happened.

      No prayer was answered.

      No one came for him.

      His words changed a little. He began to promise the universe he would use the Pillar’s cunningness to help the good. He would learn the ways of darkness so he could later fight it. The same way Alice had tried by becoming the Pillar’s apprentice. True, she had failed, but that’s because she didn’t pull back in time. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake.

      Suddenly, he heard footsteps in the mud.

      Was he imagining them? Nah, it was true.

      Someone was coming, and the plants and mushrooms went silent. It must have been someone they feared.

      The footsteps neared but then stopped.

      “I’m down here in the grave,” the Hatter pleaded. “Make sure you don’t fall in.”

      No one answered him.

      No one moved.

      He must have imagined the footsteps.

      “Who is there?” The Hatter asked.

      No one answered, but the footsteps came closer.

      The Hatter breathed with relief. Finally.

      The footsteps were so near now. Soon he’d see who came for him and get out of this grave, and hopefully fix his back.

      Who was it? he wondered.

      Lewis?

      Nah, he rarely came, and he was lost in his addiction and war against Carolus.

      Fabiola?

      Could be, but she didn’t know he came to see the Pillar.

      The Children?

      He would have loved that, but he wouldn’t even want them to come near the Pillar’s lair.

      His best bet was the March Hare, his one and only true friend, and the one who wouldn’t reply to his pleading.

      The footsteps were so close now. Soon the Hatter was going to leave.

      And boy was he right about the March Hare when he saw a teacup tumble from the edge of the grave down on the muddy ground beside him.

      “March!” the Hatter cheered. “You will need to find a way to lift me up…”

      The Hatter’s stopped talking once he saw the hookah’s smoke swirl around the edges of the grave. In from the smoke shone a face. The Pillar’s.

      With a cigar tucked in the corner of his mouth, he stood smirking with a shovel full of teacups. “You think someone is coming to save you?”

      The Hatter felt an invisible stab in his heart.

      “I wanted to bury you in mud but then realized you’ll suffocate and die too soon and without much pain--and no irony. You know how much I like irony,” the Pillar said. “Then, in all my genius, I realized the real irony was burying you alive in teacups. Not only are they heavy but also sharp when broken at the edges. Have a great tea party, Hatty.”

      And so the Hatter took the first shard of a teacup, stabbing him right in the heart.
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      Jack is still occupying the Jabberwocky with ridiculous talk about how he likes him so much and is pissed off he left him as a child. Somehow it’s still working. I guess fathers always want to bond with their sons. Problem is, I’m too late for the plan we discussed, the one I’m not supposed to hate him for after finishing.

      Trust me, he told me the plan but never told me why I would hate him after.

      Right now, my guts are churning to death in the palm of my own nemesis’ hands. Malice.

      “Why don’t you just get done with it?” I spit my pain back at her.

      “I’ve gotta give it to you, Alice,” she says. “You’re strong because I’ve been squeezing hard. Let me see,” she acts as if trying to look into my guts. “Is that the liver? Kidney? I guess I should hit the kidney. You have two anyways, which makes your death slower.”

      Her next squeeze hits harder. I don’t care whether it’s a kidney or a liver. I’m being gutted from the inside out.

      “Ever wonder why I haven’t squeezed the heart?” She snickers.

      The idea itself scares me. That would be the end of me. Surely enough if I let her squeeze my organs long enough.

      I’m down on both knees with the Vorpal sword on the ground beside me. It’s glittering, wanting me to use it, but how?

      Malice is a bit too far away for me to stab her. If I throw the sword at her and miss, I’m without it. It’s like betting on my last card. My brain is frozen from the pain inside. I can’t think clearly.

      All I know is that she can squeeze inside me because she is a part of me. Does that mean I can squeeze her guts as well?

      It takes effort to lift one arm up while the other holds my stomach. My veins are protruding in blue on my arm as if I’ve been to the gym, lifting the heaviest of weights. My palm is clenched and I'm begging it to loosen up so I can squeeze.

      Not that I’m sure how this kind of magic works. I guess I’m going to focus my intentions on Malice’s guts.

      A deep breath helps me loosen up my hand. Now it’s all about the effort to squeeze these numb fingers. I search my mind and soul for Malice’s insides but can only picture maggots and eels.

      “You’re not trying to squeeze my guts, Alice, are you?” She mocks me. “It doesn’t work like that. You’re too stupid to figure it out.”

      In the distance, I hear the conversation between Jabberwocky and Jack escalating. It doesn’t sound as planned. This is getting out of hand.

      Back to Malice.

      There must be a connection. If she is a part of me, then I must have access to her physically like she has to me. What is it?

      Pain surges and numbs my peripherals.

      My mind races back to the idea of Good Alice and Bad Alice. The reason why Fabiola at some point wanted to kill me—I don’t blame her now, having seen Malice. The thing I’m looking for is whether good came first or bad. Light or darkness. I know everyone supports the idea of dark coming first and then turning to light.

      But I don’t believe that, or Malice would have been the original and I would have been a copycat. And I damn well know I’m the original me.

      Which means she can reach inside me because I’ve encompassed her, like a rotten apple on a tree. The apple is rotten, but not necessarily the tree. To stop the apple from infecting the rest of the tree, the tree has to shake it off.

      I need to shake Malice’s grip off. I mean out of my guts.

      The Vorpal sword glitters harder now, and the craziest idea comes to mind. An idea inspired by the Pillar when we were in Russia. When he was fighting a giant in the snow and let him hit more and more until he lured the big giant to his demise.

      I get it.

      It’s madness.

      What’s new?

      Instead of squeezing my fingers, I reach for the Vorpal sword.

      “Not going to help,” Malice snickers.

      She has no idea what I’m about to do. I don’t even know if it’s the right thing, but I have no choice but to follow the Pillar’s theory.

      Side thought; did he show me these things to let me use them in the future?

      I grip the Vorpal sword as hard as my feebleness allows me and raise my eyes and flare my nostrils at Malice.

      “You like my kidney so much, eh?” I ask.

      This time I see she might have an idea what I’m going to do. It not only baffles me, but it baffles her.

      I twist my hand and stab myself in the back right next to the kidney. I might miss, and it might kill me, but I have to. Never thought I’d be stabbing myself like this...

      But foolish me thought I could penetrate my skin so easily from this weird angle and with my feeble grip. I only wound myself but not deep enough.

      Ironically, I can’t feel the pain, compared to my shredded guts.

      But it works.

      Malice loosens up her grip and steps back.

      The pain leaves me and delight of freedom fills me all over, except the pain of flesh in my back. Either the sword gives me power or I’m so into killing the Jabberwocky the pain means nothing me to me.

      “Crazy bitch ,” she mutters to herself, but of course I hear her. “You were going to kill yourself to kill me?”

      I stand up and raise my sword. I feel darkness inside me. Darkness I can use to find light. “I’m not afraid to die, Malice. You know why?”

      She takes another step back, not saying a word.

      “Because I have a purpose I can die for. You have nothing to die for.”

      I didn’t expect her to run away. Was it that easy? I mean it wasn’t that easy but I thought she’d fight back. While running away, I hear say, “I’m not let you this to me again.”

      “Again?” I ask, perplexed.

      “I won’t let you use me, Malice the darkest of all darkness, to do good like you did to me back in Wonderland.”

      I’m not sure what she is talking about, but Jack screams distract me. When I turn, fire spews all over the place.
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      “I see fire!” Constance pointed and hurried up a bridge of broken mushrooms.

      “I think I’ll stay behind,” the Pillar said.

      She stopped and turned around. She saw him leaning against an old furnace in the remnants of a house without a roof.

      “Don’t play games, Pillar,” the Cheshire said. “I need to kill you.”

      “Then what’s stopping you?” the Pillar asked.

      Constance was concerned about the way the Pillar said it. He didn't give a damn if someone killed him. She suddenly realized that he wasn’t lying. He had accomplished what he came for.

      She stepped down and knelt next to him, “Is there something you want me to tell Fabiola if I see her?”

      The Pillar raised his eyes to meet hers.

      She would swear she had only seen this kind of look in Alice’s eyes. The look of concern. Of wanting to help. Of not wanting anything in return while regretting the mistakes made in the process.

      “No,” he said and leaned back to the furnace, staining his whole costume with ash.

      “Is there something we can do, then?” She touched his hands, but he pushed her away. She had never seen him like that. Ever.

      “He is pulling an act so I can’t have his face and body,” the Cheshire reasoned.

      “He told you that you can kill him if you wanted,” Constance roared at the Cheshire who actually feared her.

      “That’s the thing with the Pillar,” the Cheshire hurled the hose in the air. “You never know what he really wants or planned.”

      Constance shook her head at the Cheshire’s actions. However, she didn’t blame him. Since when did anyone understand the Pillar? But that wasn’t the point now. The Pillar, more or less, was an Inkling, and she wanted to help a man who was in pain. She wasn’t sure he was dying though.

      “I have to go, Pillar,” she turned back to him. “Still I will do what you tell me to do.”

      “I want you to…” he said.

      “To what?” she said. “I’m listening.”

      “To understand…”

      “You’re not going to waste our time, eh, Pilly?” the Cheshire said. “Spit it out.”

      The Pillar laughed from the corner of his mouth. It was hard to tell whether it was a smirk, a laugh, or madness.

      “To understand that one of the…”

      “Dear God of cats and not dogs,!” the Cheshire couldn’t take it and went to get the hose again. This time he decided to kill him and stop the mysteries.

      “One of the what, Pillar?” Constance asked.

      “One of the privileges of not knowing who you are,” the Pillar said as the Cheshire was about to come closer and choke him. “Is that you can pretend to be whomever you want to be.”

      This stopped the Cheshire in his tracks. It hurt.

      He knew the Pillar might have been hinting to his real identity, but it sure made the Cheshire feel self-conscious. He wasn’t anyone after all, and his whole journey was looking to be someone else, probably someone cool. Was this why he wanted to be the Pillar?

      He loosened his grip on the hose and stood silent.

      “Whatever you say, Pillar,” Constance said, leaning his weary head against the bricks of the furnace. “I want you to know that it’s been a pleasure,” she kissed him on the forehead.

      The Cheshire realized he might cry, but he resisted it. Why the hell would he cry and show emotion? If he ever did he wouldn’t cry over the Pillar.

      The Pillar closed his eyes and breathed slowly in a serene peace none of them understood.

      “Is he dead?” the Cheshire asked.

      “Nah,” Constance stood up. “He is terribly exhausted, or broken. I’ve never imagined seeing him this way.”

      “And you’re sure he is not faking it?”

      “I’m young enough to be fooled but I’m also young enough to feel it in my heart that he isn’t playing games. Why didn’t you kill him?”

      The Cheshire fidgeted, “I have no freakin’ idea.”

      “I guess you should pull off the mask as well,” Constance said.

      “What do you mean, kiddo?”

      “I mean if you’ve finally decided to accept who you are, whatever you are, you may as well not hide behind the Joker’s face.”

      “He is kinda trending now,” the Cheshire aimed for a joke to break the tension, but this child was something special. She felt as if she were his mother. He pulled the mask off. “It’s a priest’s face.”

      “I know,” she said. “I saw you on the TV. Actually, I should’ve killed you for framing us, but as a fellow Wonderlander… well, forget it, Cheshy. Just find yourself.”

      He watched Constance walk away toward the fire in the distance and the Pillar sleeping next to the unlit furnace. He was stuck between life and death, standing at the fork in the road.

      Helpless.

      Had the Pillar not called for Constance one last time, he would have left and never come back, but Constance came running back.

      “Yes, Pillar?” she knelt again. “How can I help?”

      “Tell Fabiola…” the Pillar said then noticed the Cheshire listening so he whispered the rest in Constance’s ear.

      Not only didn’t the Cheshire hear, but he couldn’t understand why Constance’s eyes lit up as if the sun suddenly shone in the dark of night.

      “I will,” she said with the broad smile on her face, “and I always knew it.”

      The Cheshire and Constance watched him doze to his eternal sleep, and then, in a most unexpected scene, blue butterflies came from nowhere and circles his body.
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      Jack is calming the Jabberwocky down, as I tread lightly upon the beast’s back.

      “I’m sorry father,” Jack says. “I didn’t mean it.”

      “Get out of my face or I will burn you to the ground,” the Jabberwocky growls.

      “I love you, you know?” Jack says.

      In the back, I’m about to laugh. Now that Malice ran away into the dark, and the evil Constance is nowhere to be seen. Still, I think it’s a good move on Jack’s part. Keep distracting your father, Jack.

      The Jabberwocky doesn’t notice my first few steps, which is promising if I want to reach the back of his head.

      “What did you say?” the Jabberwocky growls.

      “I love you,” Jack says. “You’re the love of my life.”

      Now I have to cup my mouth to stop the wheezing laughter, so much that my wounded back hurts again. A little too much, Jack.

      “I mean, I don’t know how to express that I missed you,” Jack says. “Forget about Alice now. Make me your apprentice.”

      “You never wanted anything to do with me,” the Jabberwocky growls.

      Perfect. The beast is getting emotional. As he is considering, I can keep climbing up to his head.

      I do it on all fours, biting the sword between my teeth. I’m barefoot but my insides still hurt a little, too.

      If only he didn’t stink so bad, though the layer of mucus on his back may be the reason why he can’t feel me climbing.

      “I was wrong, Dad,” Jack says then shrugs and says, “I mean, Father.”

      Who calls Jabberwocky Dad?

      I’m still climbing upward when the Jabberwocky decides to have an intimate moment with his son and lowers his gigantic head and half of his torso down.

      I hold onto some of the sticky jagged edges on his back barely stopping myself from sliding down.

      And though I can’t see what's going on between Jack and his father, I see Constance arriving in the distance with the Cheshire following her.

      Perfect. Bad. Timing.
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      The Cheshire followed Constance more confused than ever. However, it was a spectacular scene ahead.

      The sight of Alice sliding down--or up?--the back of the beastly Jabberwocky who was lowering his head to talk to Jack while the world was set on a hot grill of fire all around, that was an epic palette he had never thought he would see.

      He stopped, watching Constance run around the Jabberwocky’s tail, probably trying to climb up to Alice. Smart girl, she was silent all the way, not distracting the Jabberwocky from Jack distracting him.

      As for the scene of Jack and the Jabberwocky, the Cheshire had to hide in the shadows as he laughed.

      “Do you really mean it?” the Jabberwocky said to Jack.

      “I’m your son, and want to do anything to please you,” Jack sounded fake like a ninety-year-old’s makeup.

      Still, the Cheshire enjoyed it. Why weren’t the BBC’s cameras around anymore? This was hilariously epic.

      Alice tried to shush Constance away as the little girl climbed up toward her. The Cheshire couldn’t hear but she was probably telling her it’s dangerous. He doubted this little annoying girl feared anything.

      He wanted to listen to what the Jabberwocky was telling Jack but he noticed the children’s voices were filling the air. Not only was wind whirling everywhere, lightning hit occasionally, but the words read by children all over the world somehow sounded nearby as a soundtrack.

      Constance was still climbing up — which now was down — after Alice who had reached the back of the Jabberwocky’s head.

      It puzzled the Cheshire what Alice’s plan had been in the first place. Sure Jack was there to buy her time, but she didn’t try to stab the Jabberwocky from behind — not that it would have worked due to his enormous size.

      He wondered what her plan was?

      Also, why were Alice and Constance so determined to make things right, enough to sacrifice their lives? Since he had made up his mind to become a real person and choose a side, those guys in the Inklings confused him. Wasn’t it easier and reasonable to be a Black Chess? Pure evil. To the point. A ton of fun and power. All he had was to look to Black Chess’s boss, some terrifying beast that looked like a dragon.

      Why Inklings? Too enthusiastic, little resources, and hardly winning.

      All he had to do was to look at the small sizes of Constance and Alice on the back of the big beast. He really had to reconsider.

      Suddenly, he heard what the Jabberwocky told Jack.

      “Well, that’s a good one,” the Cheshire told himself, enjoying the last show on earth.

      “If you want to prove your loyalty,” Jabberwocky told his son. “Kill Alice.”

      Dun. Dun. Dun. The Cheshire thought. The plot thickened.

      Jack, the fake, hesitated, but then mustered the courage to say, “I will, father, once I find her.”

      “Then go find her and bring me her chopped off head.” the Jabberwocky growled.

      The Cheshire admired that dark voice of the beast. If only he had one like that.

      But Jack seemed disappointed when the Jabberwocky began to turn away. Sure he still wanted to distract the beast, but it seemed like there had been more to his plan than the obvious.

      “Wait!” he called. “You have to lift me up, Father.”

      The Jabberwocky stopped turning with frowning eyebrows. “Why?”

      Jack shrugged, “Because,” he hesitates some more. “I see her on your back.”

      The Jabberwocky’s eyes reddened and looked like he was about to shake his whole body to ruffle her away—and probably kill everything within a few miles radius, including the Cheshire himself.

      “Wait, no!” Jack pleaded. “Lift me up,” he said. “Let me kill her for you and prove my loyalty.”

      The Cheshire was surprised to see a large smirk on the beast’s face, with a lot of lava-saliva drooling. Funny how even an evil beast favored having sons and daughters in their reign.

      Slowly the Jabberwocky pulled Jack up toward his face, the same moment Alice was clawing right above the beast’s forehead. The Cheshire saw Alice and Jack nod at each other.

      What in whacky Wonderland’s name did they have in mind?
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      Jack’s nod was the sign we had agreed upon. Without thinking, and knowing this will be the death of me, I glide down the Jabberwocky’s forehead, stab him in one eye, blotches of blood splattering back on my face while Jack continues his part.

      The Jabberwocky screams in agony while Jack jumps off of his hand and into the open mouth of the beast.

      My plan is to pull the sword back and follow Jack, and I do, but the Jabberwocky’s pain makes him move violently while his roars deafen me.

      I tumble and almost fall off the edge of his nose while Jack shouts, “Here! Take my hand.”

      “Go in first!” I tell him in case I can’t make it.

      “I think you have to stab the other eye,” Jack says. “His gut is still on fire.”

      I scramble back, hardly balancing upon the angry beast’s face and stab the other eye.

      This drives the Jabberwocky crazy. Not only is he shaking his enormous head but his whole body. I can easily fall off now.

      Irrationally, I decide to run down his face and figure an acrobatic way to jump down into his open mouth.

      Foolish, I slip and now I’ll fall…

      But Jack’s hands catch me, and my own other hand grips my sword harder.

      “Gotcha!” Jack says and pulls me up.

      The Jabberwocky’s mouth looks like the entrance to hell.

      “We have to risk it,” Jack says. “Or he will bite us with his fangs. It’s only a few seconds and his gut will cool down. He can’t keep the fire when his eyes are bleeding.”

      “Jack,” I shout against the noises, especially the kid’s voices filling the air all around. “If we don’t make it, please remember me the next time.”

      He smiles, “Funny how I’ve never forgotten you, even though I forget me.”

      And then he pulls me inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            57

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present: On the Road, London

      

      

      

      Not far away, the Pillar’s eyes popped open. Had he looked into a mirror he would have seen tiny bloody veins throbbing inside. But he had already known his end was near.

      His skin was literally peeling off now. He didn’t bother looking inside. At least he was going to die without anyone killing him and taking his face and body.

      He felt old. The fire inside him had faded and he missed it. He missed the madness.

      But it was all good. He was grateful. He did good. He didn’t need a medal or applause because no one was supposed to know who he was. It was part of the deal.

      A deal he cherished with his very being, heart, and soul.

      He promised her once, and kept his promise.

      Why wouldn’t he when that deal back in Wonderland was the one that gave him hope and purpose. He had agreed to play the game knowing he would never get the credit for anything. It could only be done this way and made his purpose even more meaningful.

      You could only know this is your purpose when your ego doesn’t need gratification accomplishing it, because only then is it a purpose with the greatest value.

      What value? To help? To give? To ascend beyond the self and help others. The children.

      The only disadvantage was that Fabiola wasn’t around. It would have been a nice touch having her next to him dying. He would have broken the rule--the promise--for only her. But at least Constance knew who he was. Constance would tell Fabiola when the Pillar died.

      The noises and war in the distance pleased him. He could faintly hear but knew it was Alice doing her job. He trusted she would kill the Jabberwocky. He only worried about the consequences. Boy did she have to suffer so many times?

      Nothing new to that, he thought. Real heroes aren’t comic book heroes. No flashy capes, over the top origin stories, or worldwide recognition. Heroes worked in silence. In the shadows. Because they wanted to do it, not to be appreciated. A mother in a rural house, an underpaid cop, or a young nurse in hospice, among others were the Pillar’s real heroes.

      The circling butterfly made him smile inside.

      He hardly managed to stand up while his cheek peeled off the side of his face and fall to his shoulder.

      He didn’t look.

      He couldn’t stand to look.

      He stood for one reason.

      Because he wasn’t one to die on his knees, even if he stood alone. Besides, he actually lied to everyone. He wasn’t finished. He had one last trick under his skin--he meant his sleeve. A trick he himself hadn’t thought of before but made all sense now.
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      The insides of the Jabberwocky had cooled down, not much but Jack and I can walk and hopefully tolerate the heat, as long as we evaded a few hotter spots.

      “Where is it?” I ask Jack.

      “We’ll find it,” he says. “You can’t miss it. It’s a black heart pumping. The size of a big dining table.”

      “You’ve been inside your dad before?” I scoff jokingly.

      “I just know,” he said. “And please don’t call him dad.”

      The beast doesn’t make it easy for us to crawl inside him as he is moving with anger and wrath. I am not sure what he wants to achieve by screaming and shouting. He is probably mad he can’t spit fire anymore. And the fact that he is probably half-blind now.

      But that isn’t going to kill the Jabberwocky. I have to stab him with my Vorpal sword in the heart.

      Jack entertains himself by kicking the beast’s guts wherever we walk.

      “It’s not going to hurt much but imagine a flea is biting your insides.” He said.

      “Trust me, I know the feeling,” I said, pointing at my abdomen Malice was gutting earlier. “I know the feeling.”

      Crawling on all fours in a strange position, I glimpse the black heart nearby. My own heart races. Was I finally going to make it happen and kill him?

      I crawl through his gut full of maggots and tentacles and eels to reach his heart. I have to chop these insignificant little obstacles on the way, but it comes as easy and unusual because I have my eyes on the Jabberwocky's black heart.

      Jack stands far behind, examining the beast’s tongue and throat. I wonder what’s on his mind.

      “I found it,” I shout back to him. “It’s time.”

      Jack stares back at me with eyes that are keeping something from me—or are the fumes inside alluding me?

      “Once you stab it a few times and the Jabberwocky begins to unbalance, you will have to crawl back fast to me,” Jack demands. “You understand?”

      “And then we’ll do what?”

      “I pinch his tongue and throat forcing him to open up again and jump out. I think it’s not the craziest distance down to the ground. We’ll survive.”

      “Okay,” I nod.

      My Vorpal sword’s glitter is the color of lightning again. The purest I have ever seen, so much that I think I’m not only going to stab the beast but electrocute his heart. The same way I’ve suffered in the Mush Room. The irony doesn’t escape me.

      This is what the March Hare meant when he said the Jabberwocky returned from the Looking Glass without a heart. It’s simply a black substance coating his real heart. Disgusting.

      “Do it,” Jack demands. “Now!”

      I raise my hands in the air, gripping the sword, and take a deep breath.

      With all my might I stab his heart.

      “This is for the mushroomers!”

      Volcanoes of blood erupt inside and the Jabberwocky’s screams echo inside of his skeleton. I wonder how he sounds outside, but I grip on his guts with one hand, avoiding to fall into his disgusting guts.

      “Hold tight,” Jack says, hardly keeping his balance.

      “I think it’s not enough,” I tell him and balance myself to stab the Jabberwocky again.

      “This is for the Children!”

      The children’s voices gain power again when I stab him. Louder and louder.

      “He is not dead yet!’ Jack shouts as rivers of blood flood the Jabberwocky’s inside. “Harder, Alice.”

      I raise my sword again, and remember the past. Almost all of it. Including what happened to the Hatter and the Pillar. But another memory brings me anger--and strength.

      The memory of my dead family killed by the Jabberwocky. The memory is about to give me a heart attack. I have never remembered it so vividly. The night Lewis began to stuttered upon seeing my family slaughtered.

      “This is for my family, ugly fuck!”

      I stap him.

      Then again.

      Again.

      And again.

      With each stab, the Jabberwocky goes bonkers and we barely keep our positions inside. His deafening roars will stay with me in my nightmares forever. The only antidote will be the enchanting, happy voices of the children. It’s as if they feel the victory.

      “Enough!” Jack says.

      But I can’t stop.

      Again.

      And Again,

      “Enough, Alice,” Jack is worried. “You’re turning into Malice.”

      His final words stops me. I turn and look at him, hardly seeing him clearly across rivers of blood. But his fear is unmistakable. I think I was turning to Malice and he stopped me.

      “Don’t worry. It’s the line between good and evil,” Jack says. “Now crawl over or will drown inside this river of blood.

      I’m paralyzed with shock--and gratification to having avenged my family.

      “Now!” Jack demands.

      I crawl back.

      Eels and tentacles try to wrap themselves around my legs but I cut through. I’m alive but in a haze. Winning and killing the Jabberwocky feels like a dream. Like everything we wait for so, so long. When it happens, we can’t believe it finally did.

      Jack pulls my hand to help me up then pushes me past him.

      “Go near the fangs,” he says. “I will pinch the roof of his tongue and he will open up.”

      I run toward the big teeth and plan on jumping outside as they part open.

      Then I stop.

      Jack isn’t following me.

      I turn around, quizzically.

      Jack isn’t even looking at me. He is knotting the beast’s insides with his hands and pinching them to increase the pain.

      “Jack!” I scream.

      “Just go!”

      “Not without you.”

      “I have to do this.”

      “You don’t,” I say. “I stabbed his heart. He is going to die soon.”

      Jack turns and looks straight into my eyes. This is when I realize he lied to me. “It’s not how he dies,” he says. “I mean it is, but I have to keep him in pain from the inside to make sure, or he will wake up and mend his black heart.”

      I’m without words. Without meaning. Without heart.

      Now I remember Jack asking me not to hate him earlier. I’m worried this is what he is talking about.

      “I’m not leaving you,” I say, attempting to crawl back.

      “Stop!” He shouts. “Think about it. You’re Alice. You mean a lot to the children. You have to live. I’m his son, and evil is in me. I have to finish this. No one wins if you die as well.”

      “Nonsense!” I say and stand up to him, the Jabberwocky’s mouth behind me.

      Jack looks at me. It’s a confident look that worries me. As if he knows what will happen next, and I don’t.

      “It’s been a pleasure, Alice of Wonderland,” he approached and touches my face and then runs his hand through my hair. “You’re the bravest I’ve met.”

      “What are you talking about?” Saying that I’m puzzled is an understatement.

      “What I’m about to do now,” he says. “You’ve done the same back in Wonderland. You did it to Malice.”

      “What are you talking about?” I remember Malice hinting the same.

      “My respect, Alice. I only learn from the best.”

      I have no idea what he is talking about.

      Then he slowly pulls his hand from under my hair and, like a magician, shows me a card.

      I stare at it. It takes a moment to put two and two together.

      The card is not a Jack of Diamonds like he usually does. It’s the last kind of card I’d ever expected to see.

      A spade.

      “I’m not Jack of Diamonds,” he says. “You killed Jack of Diamonds with your sword. Malice played you.”

      “Holy shit…” I’m cupping my mouth with my hands.”

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “My diamonds part isn’t mad at you.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Jack Spades,” he says. “The Jabberwocky’s favorite version. The darker side in all of us. The darker side evil loves in us.”

      “You’re lying,” I hold back the tears. This isn’t happening. “If you’re Spades, then why are you helping me and sacrificing yourself for the children?”

      “Because of what Jack told me about you, about how he loves you, about how strong you are and what you went through,” Spades says.

      “I don’t believe a word,” I punch him in the chest. “Why are you doing this? You’re Jack Diamonds. You have to be,” I’m crying in his chest now. In the chest of Jack’s darker side. A gut feeling tells me he is telling the truth because Jack’s heart isn’t beating, like his father it must have a black coat to it. I just don’t want to believe it.

      “Would Jack Diamonds know the secret of his father’s black heart?” Spades challenges me.

      Then he pushes me violently to the back.

      I might be the chosen one, and I have stabbed the Jabberwocky in the heart, but I’m a fragile girl when it comes to my heart. Thus I have no power pushing back.

      At the edge of the Jabberwocky’s mouth, I feel like I want to tell him that I love him, but I see it in his eyes. It’s not him. I killed Jack Diamonds. This one is Spades, a dark soul who wants to do good, and is my only hope to kill the Jabberwocky once and for all.

      “Thank you,” I say as he pushes me out. “For saving me.”

      Then he says, “Don’t thank me. Thank you--or Jack. One day you will remember that you have done the same in the past.”
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        Present: Outside the Jabberwocky, London

      

      

      

      Outside, I topple backward midair, wondering if my life is a long night of hallucinations.

      Whether it is or not, I land on the ground almost safely, which puzzles me. Having little time to comprehend what just happened inside the Jabberwocky, I’m as confused outside.

      The world is still in chaos. Nothing has been solved. The only difference is that the children chants are higher angelic voices.

      It takes me a few seconds to realize that I’ve landed safely because the Jabberwocky’s head has already dropped to the ground. It wasn’t a great distance.

      The Beast is still growling and aching in pain, but lying almost-dead on the ground.

      Propped on my elbows, I see his pain comes from inside. Jack is still hurting him from inside-out. It’s unclear to me how long it needs. All I know is that his black heart has the capacity to heal itself unless Jack—I mean Spades keeps him in pain.

      “Alice!” Constance comes running into my arms. “You did it.”

      I barely lift an arm to hug her, wondering if she has enjoyed the ride on the Jabberwocky’s back. In my mind I think Constance doesn’t need supervision. She will get through this life on her own. She just doesn’t know how strong she is yet.

      Her hug however is like a healing touch. 

      There is a bubble of light in the sky where children read the poems and books, right above the beast. Maybe this is what’s keeping him weakened. Whatever it is, I just learned a lesson. Defeating evil isn’t a one girl’s job. It takes a team. Evil only kneels to numerous hits from all sides of the good people.

      “I’m born again,” the Cheshire says next to me in his priest face and  outfit. “After what you’ve done, Alice. I’m an Inkling.”

      “Too late,” I tell him, the one who once was my enemy—and probably still is. “We’ve done it. Inkling’s job is over.”

      “Better stay a stupid cat,” Constance says, then she turns to me. “Where is Jack?”

      Her question is incapable of bringing words to my tongue, only tears to my eyes. Conflicting emotions that I have no idea how to deal with at the moment.

      And like all good nonsensical endings, loose ends simply tighten all of a sudden. I see Lewis and Fabiola approaching me in the distance.

      Fabiola is limping. I know she has suffered greatly. That must be why they’ve disappeared. Lewis must have been tending her.

      The look on Lewis’ face is priceless when looking at the sleeping, yet breathing, Jabberwocky.

      “You killed him,” Lewis cheers.

      “Jack did.” I say.

      Fabiola feebly asks, “Jack?”

      “Yeah,” I nod. “His darker side.”

      Lewis pats Fabiola while telling him she was wrong about Jack. I guess Fabiola thought Jack’s dark side would never heal, like she thought about me.

      She blinks, her pride taking over. She isn’t bad or reckless. She just doesn’t trust anyone anymore. Once she wanted to kill me because the evil inside me, now the evil inside Jack decided to be good.

      “Son kills father,” she nods. “I didn’t expect he would do it.”

      I’m not in the right mind to explain Jack Spades killed Jabberwocky with me. We should simply celebrate the win.

      “So is the world better now?” I ask Lewis.

      “I don’t feel Carolus inside me, so I believe it is, but it will take some time,” he says. “They will have to rebuild.”

      “They?”

      “We don’t belong here, Alice,” he says. “We should go back to Wonderland.”

      Even though I’ve never comprehended the fine line between Wonderland and Real life, I agree. I don’t feel like I belong to this place. Wonderland is my childhood, and I’d rather go back there in the comfort of peace and naivety. Maybe I can go back to yesterday where I was someone else then. Who  knows?

      Then I ask about him, the one and only, “The Pillar?”

      Constance taps my shoulder, “I’m sorry, Alice.”

      I think she is saying he died. “How?” I ask.

      “His sickness,” she says. “I tried to help but he really wanted to go,” Constance turns to Fabiola. “Which reminds me. There is something he told me to tell you?”

      Fabiola is taken aback. In her darkest hour, her eyes widened with curiosity. “Me? I don’t want to know. I’m just glad he died--if he died.”

      “Trust me, you have to know.” Constance says.

      Fabiola looks reluctant. “Whatever.”

      “I have to whisper it in your ears,” Constance says. “His orders.”

      Constance scooches over and is about to tell her when the Jabberwocky spews fire again.
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      We scatter like rats when this happens.

      I thought Jack told me the Jabberwocky can’t spew fire when stabbed in the eyes. On all fours, my heart races, as one conclusion comes to mind: Jack Spades failed. The Jabberwocky’s heart is self-healing again.

      I stand up with my sword in my hand, watching the beast rise again. I have no clue what to do this time.

      “Here we go again,” the Cheshire rolls his eyes. “It’s like the Terminator movie. Is this real or fiction? Evil has to rise for one last time.”

      “Except that I have no clue how to kill him,” I say.

      In the air, the children’s voices diminish with the Jabberwocky’s rise.

      “We ” Fabiola coughs, barely being audible. I guess she hadn’t time to listen to Constance’s words from the Pillar.

      “Alice!” Constance screams behind me.

      I don’t pay her attention, thinking of a way out. I’m not going to run away. I have to kill the Jabberwocky. How can I kill something as big?

      “Alice!” Constance insists.

      I turn and look at her.

      She is pointing at something.

      Someone.

      A limping, worn out, almost dead, Pillar.

      “Why do I have to always put the final touch,” he says with his beady eyes.

      “Cockiness isn’t helping now, Pilly,” the Cheshire says. “You’re barely alive. Look at you.”

      Beside me I see Fabiola looking like wants to kill him now, if only she isn’t worried about the Jabberwocky.

      I watch the Pillar walk as if drunk with skin peeling off everywhere. Not only that. I think his guts are bursting open like a pillar turning into something else. A butterfly?

      In all his drunkenness, he nears me and says, “Alice, darling, take care of my hookah. Put in the louvre, next to an Egyptian mummy.”

      I have no strength to smile, but his don’t-give-a-fuck attitude while dying will be something I will never forget.

      The Jabberwocky spews fire again, as if jealous the Pillar stole the show from him.

      We run away again.

      But the Pillar doesn’t. He stays facing the beast.

      “Jabby, Jabby, Jabby,” the Pillar shakes his head. “You ever wondered what becomes of a pillar?”

      The Jabberwocky dismisses him and looks for me.

      But then the Pillar pulls his final trick. The greatest of all. A trick that he has been cooking for so long. This wasn’t a magic trick because it was himself in his final transformation.

      With awe and wonder we watch the Pillar’s inside open up.

      I think I finally understand the Pillar’s sickness. It’s not really a sickness. It’s He a time bomb. A lifelong transformation. His wiry insides grow into the air with thousands of butterflies flying around.

      Now the dead Pillar has caught the Jabberwocky’s attention.

      In a morbidly beautiful metamorphoses, the butterflies from the Pillar’s inside knot together and begin to shape into something.

      Something larger than the Jabberwocky.

      An enormous beast made of butterflies.

      You ever wondered what becomes of a pillar?

      All of us are staring at Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar, the beast.

      In awe and shock, we stand and watch as the Pillar’s after-death beast devours the Jabberwocky like an afternoon meal.

      In the back the Cheshire says, “So this is what happens when he dies on his own. I should have killed him. Shit, I should have been this monster!”

      The children in the bubble of light stop reading and high five each other. That’s when I know that we won.

      Then beast of the Pillar splatters into millions of butterflies flying all over London. From the corner of my eye, this brings a tear to Fabiola’s eyes. She doesn’t understand how he did this?

      Frankly, neither do I. I will have to ask Constance later, but as for now, I can smile with a peaceful heart at everything he had done for me--even though I’ve only understood half of it.

      “So we’ll never know who he really is?” The March arrives finally, wondering what the hell happened. I guess he had been asleep after falling from the mushroom.

      “You mean the Pillar?” Constance says.

      We all nod.

      She looks at Fabiola and takes her hand again to tell her. I’m dying to know. We all are, but we have to respect his wish, and Fabiola’s privacy. 

      Later, I sit in farther corner of a building remnants alone. I try to put back some of the other missing pieces. Even though I know that part of the insanity is to never have an answer to everything—like life itself—I can’t help but want to know what Jack Spades meant: you have done the same, Alice, back in Wonderland.

      But then it hit me. I remember what I saw inside the Jabberwocky. I remember what Malice said by me using her to do good.
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        Past: The Hatter’s Grave, Wonderland

      

      

      

      With closed eyes, the Hatter gave in.

      The pain had numbed him already and dying was only a matter of time. Ironically, losing his life was the least of his worries. It was the shame of having not stood up to the evil named Carter Pillar. Had he known that death isn’t that much of an issue, he would have been another man entirely.

      Another teacup broke on his knee. The Pillar was taking his time. He enjoyed seeing the Hatter in pain.

      The Hatter couldn’t wait for death soon enough. His heart was eating him out. With no help from above or below he would soon turn to stardust like everyone else. The pain intensified with the pillar’s pleasure.

      “You know what annoys me. Hatter?” The Pillar said enjoying the burial of teacups. “That none of you ever stand up for yourselves.”

      The words cut through the Hatter they made guy have as well cut his tongue off.

      “I mean Lewis is a giddy old man who loves children and loves puzzles and fun. I get that,” said the Pillar. “Fabiola was under the influence of my Mushrooms. But look at you. You’re neither an addict or an icon. In fact you’re a threat to the children surrounding you in those tea parties.”

      The Hatter closed his eyelids harder and tried not feed the Pillar’s ego by screaming.

      “What kind of man gathers children around him and can’t protect them,” the Pillar said. “If you think that raising kids is all about fun and games then you missed the point. I was raised in the gutter. I was bullied and left behind and had no one to care for me as a child. But you know what it made me? Grow up into a man in real life. Why? Simple? I wasn’t alluded into thinking this world is a purple colored wonderland by every elder around me bringing me toys and singing me songs. I was given the real deal soon enough. That’s why I am winning now.”

      If anything really killed the Hatter then it was those last words. He felt like he had betrayed everyone being who he was.

      Even Fabiola.

      His puppy live approach to live was a disguise to his cowardice, to his apathy. Not that he had ever understood that before today. The revelation came with a punch and came too late.

      It pained him to know what will happen to the children of wonderland after he died. They will grow to be like the Pillar and Jabberwocky, spreading evil all over the world with the excuse of having grown up and become real adults.

      There had to be a balance between goody good and slightly evil.

      But it was too late anyways. He was being buried under the weight of his own teacups.

      One teacup after another.

      One.

      And another.

      Then another.

      Then..

      Something heavy landed beside him in the grave. Another corpse thudded against the mud. A lighting cracked in the sky. The Hatter could hardly move to check out on the Pillar’s other victim.

      He hoped it wasn’t Fabiola.

      Noticing that the Pillar had stopped dropping his teacups, the Hatter opened his eyes.

      The Pillar’s silhouette stared down at him from above. He didn’t talk which scared the Hatter who waited for another lightning strike to see his face.

      The lightning strike came and he saw it wasn’t the Pillar.

      The Hatter was staring at Malice, Alice’s darker side.

      He hardly recognized her, thinking she was some kind of demon looking like Alice.

      “Give me your hand,” Malice said. 

      This was definitely Alice’s voice.

      He hesitated.

      “Give me your hand before he wakes up and we can’t kill him.”

      The Hatter finally understood. It was the apillar’s corpse lying next to him. Who dared to push the Pillar into the grave? Not even Alice, but her darker side.

      He stretched his hand out and she took it. Incredibly powerful, she pulled him up. He screamed from the pain in his body and his wounded skin.

      “Toughen up,” she told him. “You can stand on your feet.”

      The Hatter tried and was able to stand on his feet. Alice tucked the hose in his hand.

      “All you have to do is choke him,” she instructed. “He had made this deal with Looking Glass that whoever killed him wore his face and body for life.”

      “What?” the Hatter shrieked. “I don’t want that.”

      “You will do that or I will bury you next to him:”

      He had always adored Alice but this version of her scared him. Rumors had it that she had this darker side since she crossed over through the Looking Glass.

      “You will live as if you were him,” she said. “You will live in his garden, study his books, and learn of his secrets. Then you will become him.”

      “You mean pretend I am him.”

      She shook her head and slapped the Hatter on the face,” You will become him. You will have his darkness and cunningness but still remember who you really are. You will do what I failed to do when I volunteered to become the Pillar’s apprentice”

      The Hatter nodded, noticing that Malice herself was struggling.

      “I’m not going to be able to do good for long in this form. You see we all have this other side, and somehow I found a way to sometimes control it and do good things using dark powers, but it doesn’t last. I’m hoping you can make it last with your Pillar face.”

      “But why should I do this?”

      Malice neared his face and looked into his eyes, “You come find me in the Real World, Pillar,” she was already calling him by his new name. “You come and find me and play the Pillar’s dirty games while deep inside helping me grow up strong enough to kill the jabberwocky. You come and raise me good, with pure heart but with sharp fangs. You come and confuse everyone, the Queen of Hearts and the rest. Let them think you’re the Pillar playing games, and use it against them.”

      “I will cross over through the Looking Glass?”

      She nodded. reaching for a smaller mushroom nearby. “I’m afraid the darkness in me will take over me. You coming to me as the Pillar will suppress it, make this Malice I’m controlling now think she is following the dark Pillar while you help me save the world. We will do good but always do little bad here and there to feed this Malice in me. This or I’ll turn all dark. Fabiola already knows about my darker side and wants to kill me.”

      The Hatter barely understood but he liked the plan: Malice--or Alice--came to him in a time when he needed someone to offer the hard equation. Being good while being bad in the most nonsensical way.

      He saw her eating the mushroom and escape. She ate so she--Malice--wouldn’t remember this conversation in the Real World. Now he understood the gravity of his mission. He will have to play devil and angel and guide Alice while she didn’t know the plan she ordered him in the first place. Let alone the fact that if he ever succeeded no one can ever know if he was really the Hatter.

      She saved his life and gifted him with another chance.

      He climbed down and killed the Pillar, wore his face and lived in depression for some time. Waking up every day with his most hated person on his own face was a struggle. But soon enough he felt comfortable in darkness’s skin, trying his best to remind himself everyday that he was doing it for the sake of the children.

      Reminding him of the day Alice controlled the darkness of Malice for a few minutes and forged the greatest trick good had ever known against evil.
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        Future: Bus Station, London

      

      

      

      Never have I heard of a chapter in a book labeled: future. But this is my world, as insane as it gets—let alone that I’m talking to you, dear reader—or listener-right now.

      It’s been a few years, and though I’m confused whether I’m a character in a book or not, I’ve come to accept the illogically absurd life we live in. Who knows, maybe you’re a character in someone else’s book? Watch out.

      Right now, I am sitting iat the same bus station all over again. It looks newer. Touched by recent technologies of the new world, though I’m not sure what year it is yet.

      I’ve just arrived, and I’m not sure what will happen next. I have been looking for Jack for sometime. I thought I might find him on the bus, as usual. Maybe this part of the story never changes.

      The air is crisp with the scent of early autumn, and the sun is struggling to stay alive. But I’m glad that I’m not in an asylum. I’m a regular girl waiting for a bus full of students.

      An old lady greets me with a crumpled but genuine smile. A couple of student girls high-five me saying, “Yo Alice, what’s cooking?”

      I don’t reply but they say, “You coming to the party tonight?”

      “Sure,” I play along, not used to fitting in. “How would I miss it?”

      “You’re so funny,”  says the girl on my left.

      When I turn, I suppress a great shriek and collect myself. Lorena and Edith, my sisters, quite uglier than I remember them are talking to me.

      “You have to come to your party after all,” Lorena says.

      I’m baffled. My party? I’m cool enough I host my own party now?

      “I wanted to ask you if my sister, Edith, can join,”’ Lorena hisses, almost begging me.

      I stare expressionlessly at Edith, remembering she and Lorena tried to kill me so many times. It occurs to me that maybe it’s one of their games again.

      But when other students greet me and a hot guy winks at me and gestures for me to call him, I realize that this is happening.

      I’m about to tell Edith, yes she can join me, but I’m interrupted with someone else’s voice.

      “No,” the man says. “Lorena has to study.”

      I don’t need to turn around to recognize the Pillar’s voice, though he sounds unusually sane and collected.

      “Of course, professor Pillar.” Lorena says and pulls her sister away.

      When I turn, the Pillar smiles at me. Handsome old man, I have to say. Still wearing a hat, a blazer, a black one this time with a vest and tie underneath. An expensive Rolex is wrapped around his hand that grips his cane.

      No hookah?

      No nerdy professor?

      I see how the young girls are infatuated with him.

      “Professor?” I play along, trying not to burst out laughing. Does he remember? Why have we even crossed back to this life? I remember Lewis suggested we all go back to Wonderland. Apparently, part of my memory isn’t helping again.

      “Alice,” he nods seriously. “It’s an enchanting day.”

      Did he say enchanting? I must be dreaming. I think I loved him more when we were insane.

      My lips are sealed and my eyes are glued to his.

      He says nothing, staring back. I can’t tell if he is puzzled. What if this is the kind of Pillar I will have to deal with in this life? Who is going to answer my questions? Who is going to drive me crazy and keep me on my toes?

      But then I follow professor Pillar’s eyes, as he stares at his sleeve in wonder. My eyes don’t adjust easily, as I’m not sure what I’m looking at. I squint and near his arm as he discreetly indicates with blinking his eyes.

      “Is that ketchup, professor Pillar?” I say with half a smirk.

      “What else could it be? Blood?” he whimsically whispers in my ear. “Had to kill a three-legged monster, with two noses, and one eye in the back alley.”

      “With a hookah, I suppose?” I whisper back, giggling.

      “A chess piece,” he sighs. “I don’t smoke. Bad for you health.”

      “A Black Chess piece, I assume.”

      “You assume correct, Alice,” he says, sitting on the bench and leaning on his cane. He looks so elegant, I’m so pissed off. “That’s why you’re my best student, Alice. Come sit with me.”

      I sit next to him, both of us staring at the street. I notice we are a few feet away from the Alice Shop in Oxford.

      “So we’re professor and student in this version of the War?” I say as polite as possible, not looking at him.

      “I like being a professor,” he still sounds posh and aristocratic as a respected professor would be. “It’s like being Indian Jones, except I’m cooler.”

      “And you killed a Black Chess in the back alley?”

      “Nah,” he leans back. “I ate pizza. It’s ketchup, only I don’t want to be seen gorging on pizza as I’m being called Sir at the moment.”

      “Sir Carter Pillar,” I muse. “No more Pilla da Killa?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “No more Waltraud Wagner, the asylum warden?”

      “She cleans toilets in the university,” he says. “Still fancies roller blades though.”

      “Tom Truckle?”

      “The dean.”

      “That’s not good. No Mush Room?”

      “It’s a toilet now,” he says. “where student secretly sniff ‘mush’, the newest version of drugs.”

      “In Oxford University?”

      “Sherlock did Cocaine, Lewis did pills. Things never change.”

      “So why are we here again? Didn’t I do a good job the last time--of course you as well?”

      “You did, dear Alice, but evil never dies.”

      “Lame, don’t you think?”

      “Lame is the name of the game. Always has been.”

      “But how come I’m aware of what’s going this time?”

      “You didn’t eat a mushroom to forget this time.”

      “Fair enough. No Jabberwocky?”

      “Not so far? Things seem pretty chill in this life. A Harry Potter reboot is in the making.”

      “And the Queen of England?”

      “Alive and kicking. Touch wood.”

      “The Queen of Hearts?”

      “Haven’t found her, neither did I find Margaret. They’ll show up.”

      “The Cheshire?”

      “Can be anyone walking around us.”

      “You’re right about that,” I look around. It’s a scary thought that the Cheshire could be anyone. “Lewis?”

      “Is pretty much dead in this version.”

      “The March?”

      “My assistant,” the Pillar smiles. “Works in the library now."

      “Still paranoid?”

      “If you mean the light bulb in his head, yeah, he still can’t sleep at night because he can’t turn off the lights, you know.”

      “Fabiola?”

      The Pillar doesn’t answer me.

      I turn and look at him.

      “Still looking for her.” he admits.

      I nod. "And Jack?”

      “On the bus, as usual.”

      “I guessed so. Why doesn’t this part change?”

      “I’m not God. I’m just a dude who likes tea.”

      Funny how I’m never used to him actually being the Hatter. “So can I ask a question, professor?”

      “The answer is no. I didn’t kill anyone yet.”

      “That wasn’t it. I still wonder what this was all about?”

      “Meaning?”

      “I know I saved the world from the Jabberwocky last time. I know I had to go on a journey and grow into my adulthood and powers. But in the end, a lot of things still don’t makes sense.”

      “Life isn’t supposed to make sense.”

      “Really? That’s all you got for an answer?”

      “Ask anyone if they know what this life is all about,” he slightly waves his cane at people as if they were lost sheep. “We just like to pretend that we do, though. That’s why our fiction has to make sense. You have to tell the reader why the hero was able to use this kind of magic at that certain point in time. You have to logically explain to them why the heroine fell in love with the hero while in real life it’s never so clear.”

      “Again,” I remind myself. “Fiction is our way to save our souls from the fact. So no purpose, huh?”

      “Even if there was a grand purpose to life, I’d say make your own box-sized purpose. One that fits and is achievable. Trust me, it’s called happiness.” he sighs and pulls out a cigar, tucks it in his mouth, but doesn’t smoke.

      “You said you didn’t smoke.”

      “But I started.” He winks.

      I shake my head and laugh.

      “Do you know how many people wish to have lived that adventure of yours down the rabbit hole?” He says.

      A wider smile lights up my face now. He is right. It’s been painful, mad, and bloody, but I’m grateful.

      The Pillar puffs one last smoke and then winks at me and leaves.

      But I stop him, “Should I call you Hatter this time?”

      He doesn’t turn around and says, “You call me professor, kiddo,” he waves his cane in the air. In a larger than life attitude, he tips his hat at his students and tells me, “Wait for the bus, girl. Fall in love with that Jack boy. Don’t complicate it. You don’t need to have logical reasons to love him. Have kids and tell them about nonsense. They will love it.”

      The yellow bus arrives. My eyes are still glued to the Pillar walking away. Part of me wants to run after him and thank him for all he has done. Father, friend, mentor and pain-in-the-ass. Part of me feels like Alice in the books when the journey end and she has to say goodbye to the great characters she met.

      But I understand. I have to let him go. I understand I have to grow up. I understand that at some point I will have to complete the circle and mentor someone else — maybe I will meet Constance somewhere in this new life.

      I blow him a silent kiss at the back and attempt to get on the bus.

      “I felt that!” He says, still walking away. “Just don’t kill the boy in the bus.”

      Then he walks away…

      The bus arrives and I see Jack behind the window, standing all alone. As handsome as always, yet he looks more collected, and kinda shy.

      I get on the bus snake my way to deliberately stand next to him. He shrugs when I look at him and looks away.

      Oh, that’s not the Jack from before. He definitely doesn’t remember.

      I find an empty seat, still staring at him. Sooner or later, I’ll have to leave this bus. I don’t feel comfortable here. The question is should I leave with or without Jack.

      The student next to me get out on the first stop.

      I rest my hand on the seat so everyone knows it’s reserved. Another sideway glance at Jack shows me that he was looking at me. Still, he shied away.

      Calling him by his name would scare him. I clear my voice then say, “Hey,” I pat him on this back and he turns to look at me. “Do you want to sit?”

      “Me?” He says, looking sideways as if I have better options.

      I forgot that I’m a cool girl in this life. He probably thinks it’s a mistake. I lightly tap the seat one more time, twisting my lips in awkwardness.

      He finally nods, “Thanks.”

      Jack sits next to me, holding his backpack to his chest.

      I have to break the silence, so I stretch out a hand, “I’m Alice.”

      He takes my hand and says, “Jack.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jack.”

      “You too,” he blinks while staring at me. “Ah—”

      “Yeah?” I show him I’m interested. “You want to say something?”

      “I was looking for a companion to attend the Alice Day,” he kinda mumbles, but I got it—though I cringed at the world ‘companion.’ “Would you like to—”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’d like to.”

      He must have thought I’m the easiest girl on the planet. I take him by the hand and we leave the bus. I can’t risk killing him again this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue Part Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Future: The Alice Shop, St. Aldates Street, London

      

      

      

      The bell on top of the door rang when professor Carter Pillar entered the Alice Shop. He walked toward the desk where Fabiola stood selling gifts.

      The Pillar smiled, knowing that she had no idea who she really was in this version of life. She stood there as beautiful as ever, selling toys and outfits.

      He had lied to Alice, saying he hadn’t found Fabiola, but he had, and he was hesitant to ask her out.

      “Fabiola?” he nodded respectfully.

      “Frabjous professor,” she loved to call him. “What brings you to my humble shop today?”

      To see you. To damn see you. “I was thinking I would buy an outfit for the festival. You know my students want me to attend.”

      “Oh,” she looked surprised. “I’m going myself.”

      Silence saturated the air. Things got smoother that he had anticipated. The Pillar shrugged. He had waited so many Looking Glass travels for this moment.

      “Alone?” he said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have assumed-”

      “Are you asking me out, professor Pillar?” she smiled.

      God, her smile turned him into a little butterfly.

      “If you’re not going with someone else.” he said.

      She eyed him for a while. Sometimes he wondered if she would still like him if she remembered all of the conflicts from the past. He also wondered if not telling her was cheating. But would she have believed him if he told her he killed the real Pillar for her?

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t.”

      He swallowed hard, “I understand,”

      It was such a disappointing moment after all they have been through. At least she didn’t want to kill him in this version, and it was time he excused himself. It was a shame that being as handsome in this version of life didn’t work out its charms.

      “Unless you wear a costume,” she said with a tease in her eyes.

      His eyebrow hung high.

      “You look. Well, too elegant,” she said.

      You should have seen me showering in blood, he thought, but said nothing.

      She said, “You know Alice Day is all about insanity, right?”

      “Insanity,” he considered. “Didn’t know that you like to be…”

      “Insane?” she laughed. “Catch me After Hours in a bar next door and I’ll show you insane.”

      He liked this side of her.

      “So what will it be?” she asked.

      “The costume?”

      “Mad Hatter or the Pillar?” she said

      His heart almost stopped. Did she know? “Why those two?”

      “You don’t look like Alice to me,” she wrinkled her nose.

      “I don’t,” he said, his heart beating faster. “Which costume do you think suits me better?”

      “I’ve always had a crush on the Hatter,” she rubbed her chin, sizing him up.

      He wondered if should confess being the Hatter, but he wanted to tease her  back, “I’ve always had a thing for the Pillar. He is badass.”

      “Not badass, but one insane fella, I admit.”

      “You like insane, remember?” he blatantly flirted with his eyes.

      She shrugged this time. It pleased him to know she liked him. Did she have a crush on the elegant professor already?

      “Insane is good but also dangerous,” she tapped the desk with her nimble fingers, considering.

      “You  look like you like dangerous.”

      “Sometimes,” she leaned forward and rested her face on her fist. “But you can’t go wrong with the Hatter.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He is the second most famous character after Alice,” she said, devouring his eyes. “Also children love him a lot. He is such a crowdpleaser.”

      The Pillar took a moment to think it over. He stepped closer to the desk and leaned forward. They were only inches from each other’s lips.

      “I’ll take the Pillar’s outfit,” he said.

      Fabiola leaned even closer, “But I told you that you can never go wrong with the Hatter. He is crowdpleaser.”

      The Pillar smiled. Well, smirked. Mischievously. Dangerously. Insanely.

      “Fabiola,” he said. “Do I look like a crowdpleaser to you?”

      “Nah,” she said. “And I like it.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Idea

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I finish a book I just read, I still think about it in my head for hours, sometimes days. And since I know you read a lot of books, I’d fully appreciate you writing your FRESH THOUGHTS down.

      

      WHAT BETTER WAY THAN AN HONEST REVIEW?

      

      Here is the LINK

      

      Don’t hold back. I don’t care about the five star. I care about communicating with you. I’m a reader like you after all. Just don’t mistake the series as a Shakespearean Masterpiece. I wrote this for entertainment, and nothing would make me happier than having succeeded. Let other know if liked the book or not, and the reason behind that.

      Review Looking Glass

      

      
        
        ~Storykiller

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, it’s been a long, long journey. I hope you enjoyed the ups and downs down the rabbit hole for four years now. I have to admit it’s been a greater journey for me. Not only did I enjoy writing it, but I enjoyed learning.

      I did a few unforgivable mistakes, like taking too long to finish the later books—and other things. But all’s good because I feel incredibly hyped to write more books this year. My upcoming two serieses should show a lot of improvement in writing and storytelling. Still, one can’t stop learning, but my heart is yearning to tell you my stories. Stay tuned around January 2020.

      If you’re interested in reading the newer books, make sure you’re on my mailing list or follow me on Facebook to get the announcements.

      

      Also here is my Pinterest HERE

      Instagram HERE

      

      If you want to chat with me personally, I’m most active on Facebook. I’d love connecting with you, because without you, none of this would’ve been possible.

      Visit me at my official Facebook Group HERE

      OR my favorite group:

      My Storykiller private group HERE

      

      Thank you, for everything.

      

      SUBSCRIBE TO CAMERON'S MAILING LIST HERE

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Cameron Jace accidentally lies for a living, but  all he wants to do is to escape with a story to a time and place that’s familiar yet different—and mess a little with your head.

      He calls that being a Storykiller. The act of  killing your prior perception of everything  you previously knew about history, folklore, vampires, witches, wolves, famous writers, and traditions.

      Don’t worry, he is not sick—well, kinda.

      He just happens to travel a lot and come across original and vintage books about folklore from the backyards in churches and old libraries and sometimes villagers in Europe.

      Ah, and if it matters, Cameron is a Top 100 bestseller of more than 12 books. He was on Amazon’s Top 100 Reader’s Favorite for a couple of years. He lives in San Fransisco (barely, as he still travels) and studied architecture for a few years.

      But none of that really matters, because readers make you who you are. Cameron is just grateful to have gotten a chance to express himself while most don’t.

      

      
        
        - Storykiller, Cameron Jace

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Cameron Jace

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Books in the INSANITY VERSE

        (each series needs to be read in ORDER of the series, but each series is separate in itself. You can start Carter Pillar Series without having read Alice Wonder Series and so on)

      

        

      
        ALICE WONDER SERIES

        Insanity

        Figment

        Circus

        Hookah

        Wonder

        Checkmate

        Family

        Mushrooms

        Looking Glass

      

        

      
        CARTER PILLAR SERIES

        Holy Smoke (coming soon)

      

        

      
        LILY WONDER

        Rabbit Hole (coming soon)

      

        

      
        THE GRIMM DIARIES SERIES

        Snow White Sorrow

        Cinderella Dressed in Ashes

        Blood, Milk. and Chocolate Pt 1

        Blood, Milk, $ Chocolates Pt 2

        Heartless (coming soon)

      

        

      
        I AM ALIVE

        I Am Alive book 1

        I Am Alive book 2

      

        

      
        AS NICK TWIST

        (gritty real-life thriller - no fantasy)

        The Last Girl

      

        

      
        AS R.R.KING

        (high/speculative fantasy)

        The Shadow of the Blade
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