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Prologue Part One
Oxford University, Wonderland, 1889
 
A seventeen-year-old Alice Wonder ran across the Tom Quad, hardly catching her breath. Her jaw had tightened and tears rolled down her cheeks. Her facial muscles froze with horror at what she was about to witness.
She tried to wave at the man standing in the distance but her hands went numb. Her heart was about to burst out of her ribcage and splinter into a million Tiger Lilies as she struggled to keep her pace. A thought crossed her mind: He did it. The darkest villain of Wonderland really did it.
Alice panted, stumbled and almost fell, but insisted on reaching her destination. She tried to shout but the heavy rain dissolved her words into useless droplets of water, spat out of her trembling lips. Crying was inevitable. Why not when the sky seemed to be weeping too?
God, this couldn’t be happening? She was only seventeen years old. Alice Wonder, the girl whom Lewis Carroll based his timeless bestseller upon. The girl who inspired many, and was supposed to have a great life ahead. The girl who’d brought joy and happiness to the children of Wonderland — and the world.
Again, she was about to stumble and fall on her way. It seemed like the slippery grass was conspiring to slow her down. The rain, too. Even the flowers rocked to the heavy wind, as if talking to her. Whispering: Don’t go, Alice. You won’t like what you will see. Just don’t do it.
Oxford’s perpetual mist of grey blurred her vision. It shaded the Victorian architecture of the university and morphed it into the creepy sight of a haunted mansion instead.
Don’t go in there, Alice! She thought she heard the flowers screaming at her now. What you will see will change you forever!
But she wouldn’t stop, though she was limping now. She had to see for herself.
“Lewis!” She managed to scream feebly.
Lewis stood by the door leading to the university’s choir room in Christ Church. He stood in his priest’s outfit, hands laced in front of him, collected in spite of the pouring rain. Silent and wise in spite of what had just happened.
But he wouldn’t meet her eyes.
“What happened?” She asked, her hands flapping sideways, trying to help her balance on her weakening knees.
“Don’t come in here, Alice,” Lewis pleaded, still not meeting her eyes.
“Why?” She choked on the words, her eyes widening with morbid curiousity. “Is it real?”
“Just go away,” he said. “I’m begging you.”
“Why, Lewis? Why?” She knew why, but she had to ask. She had to pretend it didn’t happen. That what the March Hare had just told her was wrong. That the Inklings were wrong. It just didn’t happen.
“I don’t see the point of you seeing it with your own eyes.” Lewis raised his head and looked at her with swollen, moist, and caring eyes. Like the rain and the grass, he was trying to protect her. But his stare unintentionally exposed her to the great pain she was about to suffer. A prelude to the madness she was about to witness.
“No!” She shrieked, only strides away from him. “This can’t be true.”
“Be strong.” Lewis took her into his arms. “Promise me you’ll be strong.”
Alice sobbed so hard she thought she’d collapse and die from the lack of breathing.
“Say it isn’t so.” Her muffled words longed for Lewis’ warm heart. She hit him feebly, but her hand was too weak. It slipped and then fell as if she were dead already. “Please, tell me it isn’t so.”
“I’m sorry, Alice.” Lewis patted her. “He did it, Alice. I’m so sorry.”
She lifted her head up, her eyes buried in a grave of tears. “All of them?”
“Yes,” Lewis said.
“The children?”
“Them, too.” Lewis said. “He killed them all.”
 
 
 



Prologue Part Two
 
If birds hummed because they didn’t know how to speak words, then Alice’s silence was the same. She didn’t know what to say. What to feel. She wished she could numb herself to death right now. She didn’t want to feel this. Talking about it only stirred the pain.
“Let me take you somewhere safe,” Lewis offered.
“No. I want to see.”
“God, Alice.” Lewis sighed. “No, you don’t want to see.”
“I do,” She insisted. She decided she wouldn’t shy away from it. In fact, she wanted to engrave the morbid memory in the back of her head, so she would never forget it.
So she would always remember to have her revenge.
“It’s a bloodbath inside,” Lewis confessed.
She nodded, her tears threatening to drown her in a pool of eternal grief. But she rose above it somehow. She never knew she could. “Did He hurt them badly?”
Lewis looked away, saying nothing.
“Talk to me!”
“What do you want me to say?”
“How bad did he hurt them before he killed them?”
Lewis opened his mouth but said nothing. He was about to say his name. But the Wonderland Monster who’d killed the children had scared everyone so much, even Lewis preferred not to taste his name on his tongue.
“He…” Lewis felt the weight of the moment pressing against the back of his skull. He’d not been a man to stutter at this point. In fact, he’d been the most eloquent when he taught mathematics at the university. But this was too much to handle. “He chopped off their heads.”
The image flashed like lightning before Alice’s eyes. “What else?”
“Poked out their eyes.” Lewis felt dizzy reciting what he’d seen inside the dean’s room. “Then burned them. Please, Alice. I can’t go on with this.”
“I can.” She slid her hands from under his arms and turned to walk inside.
“Whatever you see inside will stay with you forever,” Lewis warned her.
“I want it to stay with me forever,” She said, not turning to face him. “I want this, Lewis.”
Alice entered the room and witnessed the gore fest with teary eyes. She fisted her hands and gritted her teeth, so she’d stop crying.
She took it all in.
Every last detail.
And for the rest of her life – until she later lost her memory in the real world – she would have nightmares, thinking about Him. He whom Lewis, and everyone else, feared the most.
 



Prologue Part Three
 
A few minutes later, Lewis watched Alice come out into the rain. She nodded briefly but continued walking away. Many years later Lewis would swear the Alice who came out was someone else entirely than the girl who’d entered.
“Where are you going, Alice?” He called from behind her.
“I’m going to kill Him,” She said, not looking back.
“You know He is indestructible,” Lewis said. “You can’t kill him.”
“Sure I can,” she said, talking louder. “I just have to find his weakness.”
“He has no weaknesses,” Lewis argued. “You know I’ve tried.”
“Everyone has a weakness, Lewis,” She said. “All I need is to get close enough to find it.”
“He will burn you, Alice. He will smoke you and puff you into the wind.”
“Not if he thinks I’m a friend, not a foe,” She said, turning back, raindrops distorting the beauty of her adolescent face.
The look in her eyes intimidated Lewis. “What do you have in mind, Alice?”
“From this day on you have to forget about me being an Inkling,” She said. “I’m going to befriend Him. I’m going to spill blood with Him. I’m going to be his apprentice. I’m going to make him trust me. Hell, I’m going to make him need me. From this day on you will always see me by His side.”
“What?” Lewis grimaced, his migraines slowly returning.
“Please forget about me, Lewis. You, Fabiola, Jack, the March, and the little girl,” Alice said. “I’m not one of you anymore. No more Good Alice. From this day on, I’m Black Chess.”
“W-why?” Lewis said. “A-Alice, th-this can’t be t-t-true.”
Alice turned around, took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and walked away, slowly disappearing into the mist. “I can only know His weakness and kill Him if I’m on his side. And knowing how devilish he is, it’s not easy to gain his trust. I have to become a Bad Alice.”
Lewis stood paralyzed, not sure what to say. He couldn’t speak. Alice’s decision broke his heart, and for the first time in his life he began stuttering. 
It never went away.
 
 
 



Chapter 1
Somewhere in the streets of Oxford, Present day
 
I'm back in Oxford, walking the streets all alone. I’m in a haze, unable to forget the Chessmaster’s words. What secret about my family did he keep for himself before he died?
Oxford, though cold, is much better than the bitter, stinging freeze I experienced in Russia. It feels like home after all. A word I’m not sure I fully know the meaning of. The closest home to my heart is still the asylum. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I miss my solitary confinement in that darkened room with my Tiger Lily and the writing on the wall.
I sit on a bench and try to collect myself underneath the drizzling afternoon rain. The sky above is a veil of grey, the color of my life, the color of all the mysteries I haven't been able to solve.
I look around and see everyone else is tucked under the safety of their umbrellas. I used to own one. It shot Bandersnatch teeth for bullets and assisted me in jumping from the top of a tower once. I killed the Muffin Man with it. Not sure where it is now, but I’m sure it never protected me against the rain – or my madness.
I lift my head up and let the raindrops tickle my face. A good feeling. It helps me think I’m not a figment of my own imagination – or Lewis Carroll’s.
In my silence I pray to the rain that it would help me cleanse myself from whatever evil I’ve committed in the past, when I worked for Black Chess. It’s a mystery how those who seek good in life always ask for forgiveness, while it hardly crosses the mind of the purely evil.
What puzzles me more is the fact that I’d ever joined Black Chess. How did that happen? Was it after the Circus? What was I thinking?
Lowering my head, I realize I’m gripping a phone in my hand – I think it’s the Chessmaster’s, but I can’t seem to remember for sure. Like I said, everything is still a haze after he mentioned my family.
The phone beeps. I’ve been dialing the Pillar’s number for some time, but he hasn’t answered.
Where is he? I need to ask him about my family.
It crossed my mind earlier to ask others. I could have asked Fabiola, but she is still wounded in the hospital from the events in Russia. And the March Hare would be useless, lost in a childhood he failed to outgrow. Jack came to mind, too, but I don’t know where he is.
How come I’m so alone? I’m Alice Wonder, goddammit.
The phone still beeps. No answer.
If there is a puzzle of all puzzles, then it’d be how the Pillar is still my only friend. Such an evil manipulative man who, according to the Chessmaster, taught me everything bad I did back in Wonderland.
Do I really want to ask the Pillar about my family? I doubt he will tell me anything. If he does, it will be all riddles. I’m fed up with riddles. I’m fed up with killing Wonderland Monsters and chasing lost keys, most of the time not really knowing why. 
I want to have a normal life, like a normal hormonally-imbalanced, tantrum-throwing, mad nineteen-year-old.
The phone stops beeping. No one picks up. I dial again. 
Why isn’t he picking up?
Sometimes I think of him like a puppet master. The Pillar knows everything. He only tells enough to keep his mysterious plan going. He plays me like marionette. Plays everyone. He knows everything, probably more than Lewis Carroll himself.
But why does he fight for me?
Maybe it’s nothing admirable and noble. What if I’m just his apprentice from the days back in Wonderland, and all he wants is to get me back on my feet, so I’ll assist him in more killing and wars?
An inner feeling tells me that’s not it. The moment the Chessmaster told me about my family, an idea flickered in my head. A frightening idea, yet so beautiful – in a wicked way.
Come on, Alice, spit it out. Don’t keep it inside.
It’s a silly thought, but it would explain so much. A thought I shouldn’t be thinking. A haunting revelation that needs confirmation: Could the Pillar be my father?
 



Chapter 2
White Hearts Hospital, London
 
Lying on her back and all alone, Fabiola fixed her stare toward the ceiling. The speed with which her wounds healed exceeded her expectations. Some of her Wonderland powers must have crossed over with her into this world – though the healing wasn’t fast enough to cure her wounds within a day or two.
It’s been three days and no one but the March Hare has visited her. Not even the women who used to confess to her in the Vatican. They were embarrassed of her, she’d heard. None of them loved her anymore. The White Queen who'd denounced the Church and walked away with the devil, they said about her.
At times, she wished she had died in Kalmykia. It’d have been an honorable goodbye, all in the name of protecting Wonderland. All her life, she had trusted in Lewis Carroll's legacy and fought a noble war, not sure what it was all about – as if any warrior or soldier ever knew.
But soon, when she remembered Him, that wish of dying disappeared. She had waited for so long to kill the man who'd once killed the children. She had to see him suffer before she died.
“Him?” A voice echoed in her room, interrupting her thoughts.
She edged on the bed and squinted against the yellow light coming from a dim lamp near the window. Someone was sitting on the couch nearby. Someone in a priest’s outfit.
“Lewis?”
“Yes!” A rabbit peeked its head out of the priest’s pocket. “Lewis and me!”
“You scared me.” She eased her head back onto the pillow. “You seriously need to make up your mind whether you’re dead or alive.”
“Somewhere in b-b-between.” His voice was warm, calm, but stuttering.
“A terrible answer. I mean Carolus wants you dead, but you’re already dead?”
“I’m dead, Fabiola.” Lewis nodded, patting the rabbit, which showed a saddened face. “But my spirit still lives on; thanks to the children reading my book each day, or I’d have vanished forever.”
“So it’s true, you’re alive as long as the Alice books aren't out of print?”
“Not alive. Just there. My spirit.”
“And Carolus wants to kill even that?”
“Correct.” Lewis crossed one leg over the other. “But I’m not here to talk about me. I’m here to talk about you – and Him.”
“I don’t want to talk about Him.”
“None of us wants to, but we have no choice.”
“Of course we have.”
“No, we don’t.”
Fabiola titled her head toward him again, a little worried. “What do you mean?”
“It’s time, Fabiola.”
“Time for what?”
“For that thing we’ve been waiting for all along.”
“Of course not.” Fabiola’s face wrinkled. “It’s too soon.”
“No, it’s not.” Lewis stood up. “Alice knows.”
“So what’s new?” Fabiola shook her head. “She knows she is Black Chess. That’s what I’ve been trying —“
“It’s not that,” Lewis interrupted.
The rabbit nodded agreeably. “It’s not about that.”
“I thought you said she knows…” Fabiola interrupted her own words with muffled moan. “Oh, my. You mean she knows about…”
“The Chessmaster told her,” Lewis said. “She doesn’t know everything, but she is a smart girl. She will figure it out. Soon  she will know the truth about her family. You know what that means, right?”
Fabiola nodded in silence, lowering her head, tears threatening to burst out of her wounded eyes, and guilt painting her features.
 



Chapter 3
Somewhere in the streets of Oxford
 
In my head, I’m picturing this little story: The Pillar, my biological father, was the evilest man in Wonderland. He took me under his wing and showed me what evil really was. He was proud of me, proud of his apprentice daughter, and I seem to have enjoyed his company. Then something happened, I’m not sure what. But Fabiola, who is probably my mother, had been played by the Pillar somehow, decided she’d fight for me and turn me into some kind of a Good Alice. That’s why she hated him. That’s why she didn’t want to acknowledge I was the Real Alice. She both feared for me – and feared me. That’s why she sometimes wants to kill me, and sometimes wants to help.
But what kind of mother would attempt to kill her own daughter? This doesn’t add up.
The phone in my hand is still beeping. I need the Pillar to pick up, or if I keep guessing who my family is I will go insane – pun intended.
But I still can’t help it. Who doesn’t want a family?
Closing my eyes, I daydream of a real home. A father, a mother, and maybe brothers and sisters. Someone to lean on and cry in their laps when madness hits the wall. Someone to have nearby all the time, even if I’m not that fond of them sometimes.
I imagine us having breakfast every day. Telling each other how our lives suck but how we won’t stop dreaming. Even at nineteen, I’d like to have a mother who’d comb my hair from time to time. A father who’d not approve of the boy I’m dating. And sisters, real ones not like Lorina and Edith, to borrow shoes from when I go out on a date.
My eyes flip open to a phone notification. It’s not the Pillar yet, but some urgent BBC headline I’d signed up to read earlier. I check it out. It’s that strange story about Inspector Dormouse again. I’ve marginally heard about it, but now his picture occupies the main page online:
Chief Inspector of the Department of Insanity has gone missing while investigating a serial killer.
It’s not like I was fond of Dormouse, but he seemed harmless, sometimes funny, if ever awake. Which makes me think he isn’t really missing. He’s just napping somewhere and will be back soon.
Looking up from the phone, I see I’ve walked a remarkable distance while thinking about my family. The place where I stand now looks eerily familiar. Slowly, it comes into focus and I can't help but wonder why I've ended up here.
How come I’ve walked to this place? Was it on purpose? Did my legs betray me or is it my subconscious that led me here?
I take the steps up to the front of the house before me. I’ll trust my gut and knock on a door I’d thought I’d left behind forever. 
The house where my so-called sisters live.



Chapter 4
Alice’s House, Oxford
 
“You have some nerve coming here,” Edith welcomes me by the door.
“I’m here to see Mother.” I try to sound indifferent. Last time I was here, the two sisters almost killed me. This time I could kill them, but I don’t want to.
“She is not your mother.” Edith glares at me.
“I know. Just tell her I want to ask her something.”
“She isn’t here.”
“Do you know where I can find her?”
“I don’t. Just go away.” She is about to close the door, but I squeeze my foot in. Edith’s stare tenses. The darkness inside me must have surfaced. She’s scared.
“I just want to know about my real family.” I look away to make it easier on her.
“You have one?” She chuckles.
“So I’m told. I was wondering if my… your mother knew about them.”
“She never mentioned it. She definitely thinks you’re a homeless orphan. Still are, as far as I can tell.”
“So she never mentioned anything about my past?”
“You have no past, Alice,” Edith says. “You don’t even have a mind to rely upon.”
I ignore the comment. “How about the Pillar?”
“Not again.” She sighs.
“When I was here last time you said he was a bad man. You warned me about him.”
“And you never listened.” She puts a hand on her waist, the other against the door-frame.
“I was wrong.” I play along. “Just tell me why you warned me about him.”
“Mother used to say he taught you how to be evil back in Wonderland,” Edith says. “Of course, I have no idea what she was talking about. Your Wonderland stories must have driven my mother crazy.”
“What else?”
“I’m telling you there is no Wonderland. Are you deaf?”
“Just tell me what Mother told you about the Pillar.”
“Some hallucinations about you collaborating with him to find his weakness.”
“Weakness?” I tilt my head.
“Eh, some terrible story, straight out of a cheap late night B movie,” She says. “Something about the Pillar killing people close to you, or maybe children, I am not sure.”
“So?”



“Story goes that the Pillar was invincible, and that you planned your revenge by befriending him, killing people all over Wonderland, hoping to find his weakness and eventually kill him.”

 



Chapter 5
 
 
“So I joined Black Chess to win his trust and later find his weakness and kill him?” I mumble. 
“See? It’s all cheap comic book revenge crap – or a lousy excuse for you to go on a killing spree, if that’s even a true story.” Edith says.
“Did I ever find his weakness?”
“I doubt it.”
“Why so sure?”
She laughs. “Because look at you. The Pillar must have driven you insane.”
“But you’re sure she said it was the Pillar, right?”
“Of course. Mother always told us the story of when you first came, you feared him so much you could not taste his name on your tongue.”
“How so?”
“You always referred to the Pillar as ‘He’ or ‘Him’. But one day you finally confessed. Mother says that’s when you forgot everything, even telling her that little story.”
“And that’s why you warned me about him?”
“Can you imagine spending our childhood warned of ‘He’ or ‘Him’ as if he were the Boogeyman, then seeing him walk into the house?” She steps forward as if to tell me a secret. “What’s wrong with you, Alice? I mean, really? Didn’t you see he was about to kill us in here?”
I don’t argue with her. She and Lorina tried to kill me as well. Every killer in this world argues they are right, that they’d killed for a reason.
“Anything else?” Edith taps the doorframe, impatiently.
“No, thanks.” I nod and turn to walk away.
“I would call Lorina and ask her,” Edith says behind me. I can imagine the wide, ugly smirk on her face right now. “But she’s cuddling with Jack upstairs. You want me to call her?”
I continue walking, pretending I didn’t hear her. Then, when I hear the door slam behind me, I detour into the nearest alley, hold my breath so I don’t vomit, lean against a wall and wait to make sure no one is watching. 
Then cry my heart out.
 
***
 
It’s hard to say how long I keep sobbing. As long as no one, especially Edith or Lorina, sees my tears, I will be alright.
I can’t believe I gave Jack to Lorina. I am so regretting saving his life right now. I’d have preferred him dead but mine, however selfish it now sounds.
Standing against the wall proves futile, as the weight of my sadness pulls me down to the ground. And there, in my darkest hours, a flicker of light shines through. It’s not a divine beam of twilight or lightning in the sky, not even an alien space ship promising to take me to a better place. It’s my phone. A message from the Pillar:
It’s happening. Everything I feared. We have no time. Meet me at the Radcliffe Asylum. Now!
 



Chapter 6
Buckingham Palace, London
 
The Queen of Hearts accidentally farted. It was a comical one, a few meaningless air bubbles floating like fish breaths in the aquarium of life. Politicians do it all the time. They call them presidential debates.
"That was a relief,” She wheezed, eyes wide while leaning back on her favorite couch in her chamber.
She'd meant to let out a moan from the pain of the wounds she had endured in Kalmykia, but it came out all wrong – and smelly. Glad she was all alone, she wondered if the citizens of Britain ever imagined their Queen being a slob just like everyone else.
“Humpty!” She summoned Margaret’s son.
“Coming, Majesty.” Humpty came limping in, a satirical version of the Hunchback of Notre Dame.
The Queen looked irritated, watching the poor child trudging across the hall. “They did a horrible job stitching you up, darling,” She mused. “I mean, is that your head?”
“It is, Majesty.” The poor child sat by her feet. “Something wrong?”
“Nah,” The Queen lied. His egg-shaped head had taken a few bumps here and there. It was by no means egg-shaped anymore, let alone coherent enough to be called a head. “You look beautiful, darling. Now why don’t you be a good boy and lick mum’s tired feet?”
Humpty didn’t object and began doing what her dogs once did in the past. The boy was helpless, but the Queen still loved him. She could not conceive children, so he was her one and only. Of course, he was Margaret’s really. But it felt much better to have another’s child as her own. The Queen loved taking from other people what wasn't hers. A little attitude she had grown up with. She used to love to take anything that belonged to her sister when they were children.
The sister she wouldn’t want to remember now.
“My baby.” She scooped Humpty’s head off the floor and kissed the nose. “Don’t worry, baby. Mum will fix you soon. No one will ever laugh at you like they did to me when I was a child.”
“Does that mean I won’t be as ugly anymore?” Humpty questioned.
“You will always be ugly, darling.” She patted the decapitated head. “But you will rule the world. That’s what ugly people do.”
Suddenly, the Queen heard Margaret’s voice nearby.
Confused, she pushed Humpty’s body under the bed next to the couch. “How did you get in, Margaret?”
“It’s important. The guards let me in.” Margaret wasn’t yet visible, probably standing behind a column at the other end of the huge chamber. “Can I come in?”
“Just a second,” The Queen said, attempting to roll Humpty’s head under the bed after shushing him.
But the child’s head refused to budge. She’d accidentally poked his eyes with her thumb and forefinger, like bowling ball – and the head stuck.
“Just a sec!” The Queen said again, pulling Humpty’s head off her fingers and kicking it under the bed.
Clapping her hands free and then turning around, she realized Margaret stood behind her. “I told you to wait.”
“I didn’t hear you,” Margaret said, eager to peek behind her. “What’s under the bed?”
“A head,” The Queen’s tongue slipped.
“A head?” Margaret curved an eyebrow. “Under the bed?”
“Who said head?”
“You said head.”
“I didn’t say head.”
“I heard head.”
“I said dead. I mean ted. No, I said bed. Yes, bed.”
“You shoved a bed under the bed?”
“Aye.” The Queen nodded, chin up, hands behind her back, blocking Margaret’s stare.
“Who puts a bed under a bed?”
“What’s wrong with a bed under a bed?”
“No one ever puts a bed under a bed.”
“They put boxes, shoes, and other things. Why not a bed?”
“So you mean you have a smaller bed you just shoved under the bed?”
“Aye.”
“What’s in the small bed?”
“Another bed.”
“Seriously?” Margaret challenged her.
“Why do you ask so many questions?” The Queen’s voice pitched up. “I’m the Queen of England. I can do whatever I want. Why did you want to see me?”
“Ah, almost forgot.” Margaret’s face returned to its spider web of seriousness again, though not so much as to defuse her plastic surgeries. “I received a message from an anonymous informant.”
“So?”
“It’s someone who knows about us, about each one of us. The details mentioned worried me.”
“Did he blackmail you?”
“It’s not about that. That person, whomever he or she is, claims to have important news coming.”
“News about what?”
“About the Six Keys.”
“So it’s a Wonderlander who sent the message.”
“Can’t be sure,” Margaret said. “All I know is that he asked me to wait here with you.”
“Wait? For what?”
“Something that, according to the messenger, will please us.”
“What kind of nonsense is that?” T he Queen protested. “And why in Wonderland’s name would you even pay attention to it?”
Margaret stared right into the Queen’s eyes, then showed her the written message. “Because whoever the messenger is, he mentioned this phrase.”
The Queen picked up the paper and unfolded it. The words at the bottom were clear. A phrase most Wonderlanders knew about. A phrase she didn’t expect to hear so soon. “It’s happening.”
 
 
 



Chapter 7
Radcliffe Asylum, Oxford
 
Tom Truckle swallows two of his pills upon seeing me. He doesn’t even greet me. He slumps deeper into his chair, pushing with his feet against the edge of his desk.
“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not here as a patient.”
“Then why would an insane girl who left the asylum come back?” He says, staring at me suspiciously from the corner of his eye. “You love it here, don’t you? You love being insane?”
“Calm down.” I roll my eyes. “I know the Pillar and I gave you a hard time, but you weren’t the most honest of men either. You should have told us Lewis made you build the asylum.”
“Trust me, even that, I’m not sure of anymore,” he says. “The many pills I took compromised my thinking.”
“I noticed.” I sit down opposite to him, slightly enjoying his involuntarily flinches. He reminds me of the old days when I first met the Pillar and snatched a Certificate of Insanity out of him. “Now calm down, seriously. I thought we’d become friends after we met in the future.”
“We met in the future?” His eyes widen.
“Now I’m sure the pills you take messed up your mind.” I wave my hands in the air. “But never mind,” The whole trip to the future is confusing me as well. I’m not sure how I ended up outside the asylum in the new timeline, but I have to play along. “Just tell me where the Pillar is.”
“The Pillar? Why would he be here?”
“He sent me a message a while ago, requesting I meet him here.”
“In the Asylum?” Tom pulled himself closer to the desk again. “I don’t see why he’d want to meet you here.”
“Me neither. I’ve been trying to call him since I came back from Russia, but he doesn’t answer. Finally, he sent me this message saying ‘it’s happening’. Do you have any idea what he means?”
“It’s probably nothing. The Pillar is playing some game of his, like always.”
Did Tom just put stress on the word his, or is it my imagination playing games on me. “Tell me something,” I try to sound friendlier. “Do you still remember things from Wonderland?”
“Some.”
“Anything about the Pillar and me?”
“Anything like what?”
“Like us on a killing spree. All of this backstory most of you seem to know, but I don’t.”
“I didn’t mingle with many Wonderlanders back then. I was a teacher in some obscure school; I lived in the outskirts. I was a loner. A medicine nerd. No one wanted to talk to me. I think it’s why Lewis trusted me with building the asylum.”
“I suppose so.” I tongue my cheek from the inside. “So even Lewis didn't tell you about me and the Pillar? Something about me seeking revenge by joining him and figuring out his weakness?”
“Ah, that story. I’ve always assumed it was a myth. I don’t know much about it,” Tom says.
“Do you know anyone who does?”
“I do.” He shrugs. “Not a reliable source, though.”
“Who?”
“I don’t think you want to know.”
“Who, Truckle?” I rap a hand on the desk.
Tom stiffens with fear, mostly influenced by the pill, not my voice. Then he stands up and walks to the door. “Follow me.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Dr. Tom Truckle takes me to the Mushroomers’ ward. My footsteps echo in the overwhelming silence. On both sides, the Mushroomers are gripping the bars, speechlessly staring at me. I still remember when they’ve been my dearest friends and fans. I remember the times they encouraged me to escape and when they helped the Pillar dress me up and forge a university card. They don’t seem so fond of me anymore.
I think it’s because of Black Chess. Fabiola made sure they knew about it.
“You said you knew someone who can help me.” I urge Tom to stop.
“I did.” He nods, signaling at the Mushroomers.
“Them? What could they possibly know?”
“More than any sane person does.” Tom plasters on a fake smile while squeezing a key into a Mushroomer’s cell. When it turns, it squeaks like in a horror house.
The cell is one of the bigger ones, with more than twenty Mushroomers inside. These are usually the most peaceful, the ones who are mad but keep to themselves. They never harm anyone. Tom adores this type of insanity.
I follow him inside, face to face with the anticipating Mushroomers.
It’s hard to tell who’s afraid of who now. But I can relate. These days, we’re all afraid of each other in this world. We wonder which side we’re on: the mad or the truly mad.
“Tell Alice about the walls, boys,” Tom addresses the introverted Mushroomers. “Don’t be afraid. She will not join Black Chess. She changed her mind. In fact, she came to see you.”
None of them seems to buy into it — not even me. I don’t know who I really am at this point in my life. I’m trying my best, but it seems subpar, a mere wishy washy endeavor without cutthroat results.
One of the Mushroomers takes the flashlight Tom offers him and waves it toward the cell’s walls. Rotten and dark substances cover the surface. But following the beam of the light, I realize I’m staring at writings on the wall. Just like in my cell.
The Mushroomer stops at a certain spot and kneels down. So do I. He wipes the wall with the back of his hand and kills a small spider in the process.
“Read.” Tom points at the wall. “This will answer your question.”
 



Chapter 9
 
It’s not easy to do so, but I get used to the scribbling after a couple of attempts. I’m staring at a sentence, one that was carved with a sharp instrument on the wall. It strikes me that it is the same writing style as that on the wall in my cell. Whoever wrote this, also wrote that. Only this one doesn’t mention the number 14 or any of the like. It’s a clear sentence, zigzagged in a sloping curve, diagonal to the wall:
…and there she walked with HIM, one hand in His, the other holding a knife behind her back…
I shrug, not sure what’s going on.
“Show her the other one,” Tom says. 
The Mushroomer does. I follow the beam of light. The new sentence says:
…and she persuades him she is his apprentice, and he believes her… she kills and spills blood with him… wherever they go, smoke follows them, like a fog, like a sinful mist… he finally trusts her as one of his own, but still she can’t figure out his weakness…
“More,” Tom requests of the Mushroomer.
For half an hour I continue reading incomplete sentences scribbled on the wall. Most of them about ‘her’ in small letters and ‘Him’ in capitals. A disjointed story, but one that simply narrates what I suppose is about me and the Pillar, back in Wonderland.
“So it’s true.” I lean back against the wall, my breath tightening in my chest.
“I’d say it’s a myth,” Tom suggests. “We don’t know who Him or her are.”
“But I know.” I sigh. “It all makes sense now. I wanted to hurt the Pillar by joining him and learning of his weakness. We killed and hurt people, and I must have caught Black Chess’s eye in the end — if he doesn’t turn out being Black Chess himself.”
“It doesn’t make any sense to me,” Tom says.
“It does.”
“No, it doesn’t. Why would you have done this?”
“Revenge.”
“For what?”
“I don’t know.” I let out a painful sigh. “But whatever it is, the Pillar must have hurt me really badly.”
“How badly?”
Slowly my eyes face Tom Truckle. I think my stare worries him so much he takes a step forward instead of back. He must be sympathizing. “I think the Pillar is my father.”
Tom is speechless.
“An evil father. So evil I was ready to sacrifice my reputation and sanity to kill. I think I figured out his weakness.” I can’t believe the words I’m saying, but it’s my only conclusion. “But then something happened, and he came to gain my trust, playing me around.”
“For what?”
“Remember when he made me believe he was the Hatter, only to get to one of the keys?” I’m improvising here.
Tom nods, though I’m not sure he does remember. His face lights up, though. “Are you saying the Pillar did all that to…”
“To find the Six Keys? Yes,” I say. “I think the Six Keys are his weakness.”
 
 



Chapter 10
 
“Are you telling me the Pillar is the real enemy?” Tom Truckle seems alert all of a sudden.
I nod, unable to truly utter the words. It’s the only conclusion that makes sense. Tom listens to me as I recite all the events since the Chessmaster told me about my family, all the way to Edith’s story about Him and how I supposedly joined Black Chess to have my revenge.
Tom takes a moment to let it sink in. He looks like he could use another pill but prefers to sober against the temptation. “So the Pillar, in some major twist, is the evil of all evils, and the whole search for the Six Keys has one purpose: to find his weakness and kill him?”
“It’s hard to believe but it does explain a few things,” I offer.
Tom is still processing. “Not everything, though it explains his fake affection for you. You’re simply his only hope to find the keys that could kill him. Once he gets them he will destroy them.”
I say nothing. It’s hard to fully theorize the Pillar’s motives, but it definitely is somewhere close to Tom’s speculations.
“The real irony would be that he is using the same technique you used with him in Wonderland.” Tom laughs awkwardly. “You pretended to be his friend to get your revenge. Now he is doing the same to you. What a sneaky, smoke-puffing mastermind.”
“I’m surprised you believe it,” I tell Tom. “You’re the last one I expected to buy into this theory.”
“You should thank Inspector Dormouse for that.”
“Dormouse? Why?”
“He contacted me a few days ago, seeking help with chasing the Pillar.”
“I’m not following. What happened?”
“A long story short, it all has to do with the number 14,” Tom began. “Turns out Professor Pillar didn’t just kill twelve people before arriving to the asylum, but fourteen.”
“What are you talking about?”
Tom recites his adventures with Inspector Dormouse in detail. How they found out that the Pillar killed fourteen people in a ritual to have fourteen lives, akin to the Cheshire’s nine. He tells me about Dormouse chasing the Pillar in the hospice, and that the Pillar probably killed him.
“So Dormouse isn’t just asleep somewhere?” I say. “The Pillar killed him?”
“Most probably,” Tom says. “We’ve been played, dear Alice. Pilla da Killa deserves an all-time Oscar for best performance in a supporting role by the Academy of Lunatics of the World.”
I blink a couple of times, unable to comprehend the revelation.
“If he is really your father, then you’re a descendant of evil itself,” Tom says. “No wonder you’re half as evil as him.”
I ignore the comment and ask the most important question at the moment. “Then why do you think he asked to meet me in here?”
“That, my dear Alice, is a question that I don’t think even Einstein could answer.”
But the answer came, faster than expected, in a most brutal way.
I watch the March Hare suddenly storm into the cell. He is panting, sweating, half of his old-man’s upper torso bending over. He rests his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath.
“March.” I pat him. “What are you doing here?”
“Now that’s what I really need.” Tom rolls his eyes. “Another lunatic in my asylum.”
“Shut up.” I elbow him. “March, are you all right?”
“I am, Alice. I am,” The March says, straightening up. “It’s you who I’m worried about.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you, Alice.” The March pulls out his phone, scrolls down to show me something.
This is when I begin to have an idea of the Pillar’s new game.
“You sent me this message, Alice,” The March says. “You said I have to immediately meet you in the Radcliffe Asylum. You said: “It’s happening.”
 
 



Chapter 11
Buckingham Palace, London
 
The Queen and Margaret anxiously awaited the message they had been promised. Nothing came, so they killed time by watching the BBC news. Margaret had assumed that maybe the message would be part of the national news. Again, nothing of importance.
The BBC was covering the Vatican’s news. After the Chessmaster had brutally killed the pope on live TV a few days back, they were pressured to elect a new one right away. Masses gathered in the piazza outside St. Peter’s, awaited the announcement.
“What’s so important about this new pope?” The Queen asked, standing close to her bed, making sure Humpty’s head wouldn’t roll out and expose her in front of Margaret.
“There is a rumor that the people want the new pope to be stronger than the last one,” Margaret said.
“Stronger? How?” The Queen chuckled. “They want a Kung Fu pope?”
“Actually, it’s something like that. The people want a kickass pope, one who’d stand up to terrorists like the Chessmaster.”
“That’s absurd,” The Queen said. “All popes have to be wusses.”
Margaret’s eyes glimmered with shock. “I can’t believe you just said that. It’s insulting.”
“But it’s the truth. Popes and religious idols have to play nice all the time,” Said the Queen. “I agree with the people that it’s time to have a cruel pope. Do you think Donald Trump is a good idea?”
Margaret rolled her eyes, looked away, and resisted spitting back at the person she hated most in the world but ended up working for; which was a common feeling among employees, almost everywhere.
“So what about your messenger?” The Queen changed the subject.
“We’ll have to wait.”
“He couldn’t possibly know about the happening.”
“We can’t risk dismissing him. I heard Alice was told about her family by the Chessmaster.”
“She knows?”
“Not everything, but once she does, it’s going to get bloody.”
Carolus suddenly burst into the chamber, holding out a note. “Second message has arrived.”
The Queen snatched it from his hands immediately. “Did you see who sent it?”
“Couldn’t. Someone slipped it underneath the door by the guards.”
“What does it say?” Margaret asked the Queen.
“It’s more of a joke,” The Queen puffed. “This is nonsense.”
“Just tell me what it says.” Margaret snatched the note from her.
The Queen watched her ferocious assistant read with disappointment. She waited until she saw Margaret looking back at her, and enjoyed the disappointment in her eyes, too.
The second message simply said to wait for the third message…
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
Radcliffe Asylum
 
I watch Tom jump up and down in anger after hearing the March speak.
“I knew it!” He says. “The Pillar would have never asked to meet you here. It’s another one of his games.”
“Why gather us all here?” The March wonders.
“He’s got a point,” I say. “The Pillar could have just asked the March to be here as well.”
“Then who’s invited you two here? And why?” Tom pops down another pill. He seems to really fear the Pillar now. “Who’d want you here in the asylum? And why hasn’t the Pillar shown up yet.”
I cut the chitchat by dialing the Pillar’s number again. This time it’s out of reach. What’s going on?
“Could it be a new Wonderland Monster?” The March suggests. “Playing some personal game with us?”
I say nothing. I have no speculations.
“I have a bad feeling about this.” Tom dashes out of the cell, walks the halls and climbs up the stairs.
The March and I follow.
Inside his office I watch him flip through news channels, looking for a clue. Most channels are covering the new pope’s arrival in the Vatican. None of it has anything to do with us in the asylum.
“Maybe we’re reading too much into this,” I suggest. “Let’s wait for the Pillar.”
“As if he is coming,” Tom says.
“If he is really after the Six Keys, then he will still want to meet with me,” I say. “Since when does the Pillar disappear for long?”
“Alice,” The March shoots me a worried look. “Are we going to be all right?”
I pull him closer and pat him again. “We will. Don’t worry.”
“Because I should be looking after Fabiola if I’m of no use here.”
“How is she?” My question is sucked away by the sudden noise outside Tom’s office. It seems like many wardens want in.
“What’s going on?” Tom shouts behind the closed door.
“Something is wrong. Really wrong.”
“What is it?” Tom tenses, even more.
“Check out the outside surveillance cameras,” someone says behind the door. “They’re all over the asylum.”
“Who is?” Tom mumbles, switching his TV channel to surveillance.
And there we see it. It doesn’t make sense — as if anything does anymore. The March, Tom, and I are staring at the police force in every shape and form surrounding the asylum’s four corners. Some of them are ready with their guns and rifles pointed at the building.
“What in madness’ name is happening here?” Tom gapes at the screen, staring at it.
“Whatever it is, the message was right,” I say. “It’s happening.”
 



Chapter 13
Buckingham Palace, London
 
“…on the back!” Margaret told the Queen. “It’s an absurd joke. The messenger is telling us to find the third message on the back of the note.”
Furious, the Queen snatched the note back and read:
Switch your TV channels until you find news about what’s happening at the Radcliffe Asylum. Enjoy. 
“Nothing’s happening in the asylum,” Margaret said, switching channels. But then one channel showed it.
The Queen glued herself to the screen, not quite comprehending what was going on. The news line at the bottom explained very little.
Margaret said, “It says the British police and Interpol are about to catch the most threatening terrorist organization in the world.”
“What kind of bonkers is that?” The Queen said. “How did I not know about this? What am I, the Queen of Bed and Breakfast?”
“That’s not the point,” Margaret said, raising the volume. “Why would our police think the terrorists are in the Radcliffe Asylum? I’m not quite sure what’s going on.”
The Queen said, “The real question is: who is your messenger, and how did he know about this?”
 
 



Chapter 14
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
Eyes wide, I watch the police about to attack the asylum from Tom’s surveillance cameras. It all feels like judgment day or something. Not one reasonable explanation crosses my mind. All I know is that I’m terribly scared.
“Look!” Tom points at the news channel, covering our situation. “They think we’re terrorists.”
“Wonderland Monsters, to be precise,” I say, listening to the host.
It seems that, in some ironic twist, Interpol is convinced that the Mushroomers – including me and the March – in the asylum are responsible for every terrorist attack in the last few months. They claim that Wonderland Monsters is a codename for terrorists. That every monster in the past weeks worked for one organization, which is based in the asylum.
Dazed and confused, I’m listening to the host.
“After Inspector Dormouse’s mysterious disappearance, the British police discovered the inspector’s detailed notes,” Xhe says. “Inspector Dormouse was chasing after the greatest terrorist organization in the world. An Interpol trusted source said, ‘We’re not talking ISIS; we’re talking those whom ISIS works for.’ This is a lunatic organization who call themselves Wonderlanders. They think this world needs to be corrected, and are not only determined to hurt us, but to execute their mission in comical matters that would make them laugh at us.”
I’m exchanging unbelievable glances with Tom Truckle, who just spilled his stash of pills on the floor.
“ISIS works for us?” He says with a raised eyebrow. “I mean they’re loons, but work for us?”
“It’s nonsense, but what about Dormouse thinking we’re terrorists. Do you know anything about that?”
“Of course he didn’t,” Tom says. “He’s been after the Pillar. I wonder why no one’s mentioned this.”
“So whoever sent me the message, collaborated with Interpol, thinking we’re terrorists?”
“We’ve been ambushed, dear Alice,” Tom says. “And I bet it’s the Pillar. He’s decided to sell us out.”
“Why would he do that if he is after the Six Keys?”
“Maybe he found them already. Who cares?” Tom continues listening to the host. So do I.
“The terrorists are an organization two centuries old,” She says. “They call themselves Mushroomers, and they hide in asylums all over the world, pretending they’re mad. Interpol’s representative says it’s been a brilliant plan. He has also confirmed their responsibility for at least six terrorist attacks, including the murdered girls with grins sewn to their faces, the so called Muffin Man almost poisoning us, the Hatter who’d implanted a bomb in a rabbit, the hookahs sold which were about to kill everyone, and the Chessmaster’s mass murders last week. Those, among many other small incidents here and there.”
“This is so messed up,” I say.
“Conspiracy theory 101,” Tom says. “Connect the dots to a few incidents, attach them to a few introverts, and whoa, you’ve got yourself a story to persuade the world.”
We keep on listening. The last part raises the stakes and tells me we’re in grave danger. The host says, “It’s not really known who are the Mushroomers’ leaders. But Dr. Tom Truckle is definitely a conspirator, helping them with a hiding place. An insane man who’d recently escaped a highly secure asylum called The Hole, and is known by the name of Professor Jittery, and codename March Hare, is their mastermind, having designed numerous landscapes where they hide their weapons of destruction.”
The March Hare’s ears tense. His eyes roll sideways and his shoulder tighten. “I did that?” He wonders, almost believing it. “I mean, there is a lot I’ve forgotten about my past, but what are weapons of mass destruction?”
“Shut up!” Tom can’t take it anymore.
I continue listening, already knowing the next name on the list: “Thirdly, comes a disturbed girl by the name of Alice Pleasant Wonder — not pleasant at all, if you ask me.” The host chuckles and flips her expensive hair extensions back onto her shoulders. “Alice Wonder is the most wanted on the list at the moment, repeatedly seen near destructive events, and so-called Wonderland Monsters. Britain’s CCTVs prove that,” — a montage of footage showing me near every catastrophe I’ve helped stop is broadcasted, but interpreted as if I were the terrorist. “This girl killed her entire group of classmates in a bus accident a few years back, an incident which seemed to cover a greater act of terrorism.”
The news channel switches to Edith and Lorina talking about me
“I mean, we’re her sisters. We’ve always known she was troubled, but we did our best. Trust me, we treated her so nicely. Gave her our clothes and celebrated her birthdays and have been so kind to her,” Edith says.
“So, so kind!” Lorina comments.
“But we never knew she was a terrorist,” Edith continues.
The pain hits harder when Jack shows up on the screen. “She is a terrible girl. I can’t even explain how evil she is.”
For a moment, I pretend I’m strong enough to handle this. I swallow hard and stand up straight, thinking my physical body would help my inner emotion to stand strong. But I am wrong. My knees give up on me and I drop to the floor.



Chapter 15
White Hearts Hospital, Oxford.
 
Fabiola couldn’t fathom what was going on. Glued to her TV screen, events were taking place too fast for her. Even Lewis Carroll’s spirit next to her seemed confused.
“Is this what you really came to warn me of?” She asked him.
“I had a feeling things would take a bad turn,” He said, pointing at the screen. “But I never imagined this.”
“What exactly is ‘this’?” The rabbit in his pocket asked, munching on a carrot.
“Someone framed them — I mean us — for being the terrorists threatening the world?” Fabiola said, listening to the host announcing every incident the Interpol — and the FBI — thought the Mushroomers were responsible for. “The bombing in France? The shooting in Orlando? This is utter nonsense.”
“This is Black Chess,” Lewis said. “They decided to turn the world against the Inklings by playing a calculated game.”
“So someone faked those facts to persuade the authorities?” Fabiola said.
“Exactly. And now we’re going to be public enemy number one. We’re going to be forced to clash with the public, whom we’re actually trying to protect from Black Chess.”
“That’s some devious plan, Lewis. Who do you think is behind it?”
Lewis refrained from answering, but the words were already on the tip of her tongue. “Him?”
Lewis nodded, though not entirely confident about it. “Who else would it be?”
“Why now?”
“Why not?”
“Because he could have played such a dirty game from the beginning. Why now, Lewis?”
“Maybe the Six Keys don’t mean anything to him anymore. He’s decided to destroy the Inklings because he doesn’t need us.”
“Things can’t be so easy,” Fabiola argued. “This war is much more complicated than this. Something is very wrong here.”
Lewis took a moment, rubbing his chin. “What if it has to do with Alice?”
“Meaning?”
“She’s about to know the truth about her family, which means her anger might be unstoppable. She will become an unmatched threat to Black Chess.”
“You mean they decided to get rid of her — and us — afraid they won’t be strong enough to match her outrage?”
“It’s the only reason I can think of.”
“If so, then why fabricate the story of the asylum being the center of terrorism?”
Lewis faced Fabiola ever so slowly, enough to give her time to get it. “I think Alice is inside. Someone’s managed to pull her in and fabricate this whole conspiracy thing to get the police to kill her. I’m starting to really believe it’s Him.”



Chapter 16
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
The drop to my knees awakens me instead of bringing me down. Sometimes life is like that. Sometimes all you need is to get your will and energy back is a knock on the head. And boy, am I fueled right now.
“We need to fix this fast.” I stand up, addressing Tom Truckle. “We need to escape the Asylum. Now!”
“I can do that,” Tom says. “Follow me.”
I stop in my place. “What about the Mushroomers?”
“What are you, nuts?” Tom spatters spit into the air.
“I wouldn’t have been admitted here if I weren’t,” I say. The Mushroomers grin next to me.
“They’re a burden, Alice,” Tom says. “I only know of a little trick to get you and I out of here. Don’t risk your life for them.”
“They’ve always risked their lives for me,” I say. “Besides, we’re one. We’re insane. We’re supposed to be Lewis’ army.”
“It’s not going to work.” Tom grits his teeth. “The police are all over the place. I was going to dress you up and get the guards to protect us while we ducked out from one of the back doors and escaped.”
“So there isn’t really a way out of here,” I comment. “We’re practically trapped. How come this asylum isn’t designed for such an emergency?”
“It is, but not the way you think it is.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Tom sighed. It’s a long sigh, and his breath smells like a medicine cabinet. “It’s a protective system. I was going to use it once when Fabiola was here.”
“What kind of protective system?”
“I push a button and we’re locked inside with bulletproof walls until the enemy gives up.”
“That’s absurd.”
“It’s how Lewis designed it. We have a year of food and supplies and air inside, and we spend the time until our enemy backs off.”
“Are the walls that strong?”
“They weren’t in the past, but I’ve upgraded them through the years. They’re a fortress now. No one gets in or out if I press the button.”
I think it over. It’s a stupid solution. I can’t believe we’re going to die in here.
“You want me to push that button?”
“Of course not. It’d be our last resort. I hope things don’t get that hard.”
“I wouldn’t be as optimistic as you are.” He points at the TV screen and raises the volume.
A man in a police uniform speaks through a loud speaker. He addresses us as the Inklings, then as Mushroomers. He isn’t quite sure what or who we are, but is following orders. Non-negotiable orders. He says we should step out of the asylum and turn ourselves in for crimes against humanity.
“I feel like I’m Hitler,” Tom mumbled. “Crimes against humanity, really?”
The police man waits for a reply, but we’re too shocked and confused to even consider responding. After an agonizing minute of silence, the policeman gives the alternative, in plain English: “You have twelve hours to turn yourself in, or we’ll break into the asylum and shoot every living thing.”
“I don’t think that’s legal,” The March Hare comments.
“I don’t think he can say this with all the cameras broadcasting everywhere,” Tom adds.
I end the conversation with the only words that come to mind. “In an insane world like the one outside the asylum, the police can do whatever they want, as long as they have a warrant.”
 



Chapter 17
Buckingham Palace, London
 
“What are you doing, My Queen?” Margaret asks.
“Getting dressed up. We’re going to Oxford.”
“Why?”
“I don’t want to miss the show.”
“Show?” Margaret grimaces.
“That’s like the best reality TV show I’ve ever seen. Watching terrorists nuked by the police. I love it.”
“We can watch it here on TV.”
“And miss all the helter-skelter of a blood fest? I want to see it with my own eyes. Your messenger is a genius. I want to see the Inklings blown up by the police while the world cheers for them.”
“We’re not really sure what’s going on yet,” Margaret said.
“I don’t care.” The Queen stomped her feet. “I want to watch!”
“You sound like a child.”
“I’m a child. Can’t you see how short I am? This show in Oxford is going to be even better than the Circus back in Wonderland. I’m going to see Alice Wonder splattered in blood and shot by the police. If it happens, I will turn today into an annual holiday in Britain.”
“This is insane.”
“Please stop saying things are insane, as if everything isn’t. Get ready, Margaret, we’re going to watch the greatest execution on earth!”
 



Chapter 18
Buckingham Palace, London
 
The twelve-hour deadline makes things a bit easier. I feel like I have time to breathe and think. The Mushroomers are thinking too, but I doubt there will be anything good coming out of this. Tom doesn’t do anything but fill us with more pessimism. But it’s the March who has an interesting idea.
“I’m going to search for more writing on the walls with the Mushroomers,” He tells me.
“Now?”
“Yes, Alice. Now. If we’ll end up dead anyways, I’d like to know more about your story with Him, whoever that is. I’d like to know what really happened. Who wrote those things. I want to know about your family and who they are. Don’t you want to?”
“Of course I want to.” I lower my head, thinking about a family I can’t remember. “You’re right, at least I’d like to know part of the truth in case we can’t figure a way out. But I promise you, March, I’m going to get us out of here.”
“And I promise I will figure out all I can about the writing on the wall. So let’s start working.”
I watch him leave with the Mushroomers toward the other cells, then turn to face Tom. “Are you sure you’re not keeping anything from me?”
“I think I’ve told you everything I remember,” He says. “I’m like the March Hare and you, living a semi-amnesiac life.”
“The March and I don’t remember because of the shock therapy we received. I wonder why you don’t.”
Tom pulls out a new bottle of pills. “Each of us has his own poison, Alice.”
I am not going to comment on that. My head tilts toward the TV again. “Do you think the police will keep their twelve-hour promise?”
“They have to. It’s been broadcast on TV. Besides, they have nothing to lose. We have no way out.”
“So I guess the plan is to do our best for, let’s say, the next eleven hours and then you should be pushing the button.”
“That’s the plan.” Tom nods.
One of the asylum’s guards enters the room and informs us of the following. “There is something you need to see, Dr. Truckle.”
“What now?”
“We received a package earlier, before the matter with the police, but we hadn’t the chance to tell you about it since you were still talking to Ms. Wonder.”
“I don’t want to see any packages.” Tom says. “Can’t you see we’re in trouble here?”
“We think it might interest you,” the guard insisted.
“Why would it?” I interfere, curious about what kind of package gets delivered to asylum right before an ambush. I wonder if it’s some kind of message.
“It’s not really a package,” The guard says.
“Do you think this is the right time to tell jokes?” Tom tenses.
“I’m not joking, doctor,” the guards says. “I called it a package so as not to worry you.”
“What is it?” I say. “Just tell us.”
The guard shrugs, tries to talk, then shrugs again. Then again. Then he says. “It’s a coffin.”
 
 



Chapter 19
 
The coffin is set on the floor near the entrance door. It’s basically black, but is painted in all kinds of playing cards. Wonderland style.
The first thing that comes to mind is Jack. But why would Jack be dead in a coffin? He is with Lorina now and hates my guts. This coffins seems to be trickier than I can interpret.
“You’re thinking what I’m thinking?” Tom says to me.
“I hate that phrase. How can I ever be thinking what you’re thinking?”
“You’ve got a point,” Tom crosses his arms and places a finger on his lower lips. “If I’m thinking this, how can you possibly think this as well?”
“Exactly. If you’re thinking this, then I must be thinking that. I could never think this.”
“But it’d be cool if you think that while also thinking this. That’s the point of the phrase.”
“It’s impossible. There is always one this and one that. We can’t be thinking the same this or that.”
“You’re right. It explains why only one man discovered electricity, not two.”
“Because he was thinking this, which in this case was electricity.”
“But how about lovers?” Tom says. “Who believe they know each other, thinking the same this or that?”
“STOP IT!” The guard bursts out all of a sudden, though I feel a bit of relief after talking nonsense with Truckle. “Do you want me to open the coffin?”
“I’m afraid we’ll see something we might not now want to see,” Tom says.
“Ah,” I say. “You think it’s Inspector Dormouse in the coffin.”
“Now you’re thinking what I’m thinking.” Tom grins.
“Why would you think it’s Dormouse?”
“I think Inspector Dormouse discovered something about the Pillar we shouldn’t know of. So the Pillar killed him and decided to get rid of us all, including you.” Tom completes his theory. “He faked the phone messages and gathered us here while providing fake documents to the police and having them ambush us.”
“And the coffin with Inspector Dormouse’s corpse is like a joke, a big smug grin while the Pillar is smoking his hookah somewhere, laughing at how stupid I was.”
“Exactly.”
“I don’t think we have enough time to keep guessing,” I say. “Let’s open the coffin and see.”
The guard breathes impatiently, now that he finally gets to show us who is inside the coffin. The lid is lifted and slowly our new visitor is shown. He is lying on his back, like Dracula, in a deep sleep — or an eternal death.
But he is not Dormouse. In fact, he is someone whose appearance debunks every theory we’ve had about what’s going. 
Inside the coffin lies Professor Carter Pillar.



Chapter 20
The Queen’s Bentley State Limousine
 
 “Are we there yet?” asked the Queen.
“Almost,” Margaret answered impatiently. “I’m still not sure why we’re heading over to a place where a great massacre might occur.”
“The Queen of England has to be there while the police catch the terrorists. They need to see me in control. I’m contemplating if I should declare having discovered the terrorists myself.”
“And what about my messenger?” Margaret looked miffed.
The Queen turned and eyed the Duchess with a suspicious gleam. “Is there really a messenger, Margaret?”
“What? You think I made this up?”
“I don’t know.” The Queen shrugged her shoulders and looked out the window.
“Why would I do something like that?”
“Come on, darling,” she said without looking back at Margaret. “We all know that everyone of us is into this whole thing for personal reasons.”
Margaret shrugged, and even looked out her own window. She wouldn’t want the Queen’s piercing eyes exposing her true intentions.
“It’s okay,” the Queen said. “As long as you’re not planning to kill me. I know what you want, and I promise to give it to you when I get what I want.”
“Your promises are nothing but a castle of sand.” Margaret sighed.
“Unless you give me what I want, too.”
Margaret turned to look at the Queen still facing her window. “And what would that be?”
“The main reason why I am into this.”
“I thought you were on Mr. Jay’s side, only wanting to serve and win the Wonderland War.”
“Partially, yes. If Black Chess wins, I want a piece of the cake.”
“But there is another reason?”
“Of course there is. And you know it.”
“Ah.” Margaret mopped her forehead. “Your sister.”
The Queen nodded silently.
“You want revenge.”
“Aye.”
“For what she did to you in your childhood?”
“Aye.”
“You could have done this long ago. Why tell me now?”
“Consider it just a reminder. I promise to find your son if you help me kill my sister.”
“When do you want me to do that?”
“Not now, of course. I still need her. Just be ready.” The Queen turned and faced Margaret. “And be honest with me.”
“But I’m always honest with you.”
“So the messenger is real?”
“I’m not going to repeat myself,” Margaret said. “I told you he is real.”
“Then who is doing this?”
“I’m not sure, but it’s a brilliant plan. I assume this is why we’re driving to the asylum. You think whoever planned this might be there?”
“Could be, but I actually have another reason.” The Queen flashed a broad grin, pulling out a playing card from her pocket. An Ace.
“I’m not sure I understand,” Margaret said.
“Jack Diamonds.”
“What about him?”
“I’ve invited him and his girlfriend, Lorina, to come along. He is in the limo behind us.”
“Okay?” Margaret cocked her head with anticipation. She wondered what devious plan the Queen of Hearts had in mind.
“I want you to talk him into something when we arrive,” the Queen said.
“Me? What do you want me to tell him?”
“I was thinking, if Alice dies in the asylum today, it’d make it a bit more cinematic, theatrical; something tense like the ending of Scarface.”
“That’s a pretty old movie,” Margaret said. “I’m not sure I remember it.”
“Think of it as a messed up version of Romeo and Juliet.”
“Now I’m really confused.” But Margaret wasn’t. She instantly caught the connection. The Queen was asking for the most brutal of endings. “You don’t really want me to ask Jack to…”
“Kill Alice? Yes.” The Queen grinned, clapped her hands, then her feet, tried to jump off the backseat but failed due to her weight. If she could somersault to celebrate her ingenious idea, she would have. “I want Alice not only to die, but by the hands of the boy she loves the most. That’d be so Wondertastic.”
 



Chapter 21
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
Tom Truckle and I take our time staring at the Pillar’s corpse in the coffin. There is little or nothing that I can say. This must be the second strangest day in my life since I went to Mushroomland. I wonder what’s really going on. Nothing makes the slightest sense.
“I didn’t expect that,” Tom says. “So the Pillar is dead?”
I kneel down and check his pulse. “No,” I say. “He is either sleeping or someone sedated him.”
“Why would someone sedate him and send him over?”
“That’s the million-mushroom question. If it proves anything, we’re now sure the Pillar didn’t invite us here.”
Tom scratches his temples. “Then who did?”
“I say we wake the Pillar and ask him.”
The guards are taking care of this part, lifting the professor’s body and transporting it to his VIP cell. We follow their footsteps in silence, still thinking. No conclusions come to mind.
Once he is lying on his couch, I rummage through his pockets and pull out his phone.
“Checking sent messages?” Tom asks.
“Yes. Actually, I can’t find it.”
“So he didn’t send it. Someone managed to convince you it was his phone through some technology.”
“Why use the Pillar as bait?” I’m wondering.
“Because, as ironic as it sounds, you trust him the most,” Tom says bluntly.
“You’re right. I trust him, as puzzling at it seems,” I say. “I trust the man whom I joined to kill or something. I’m so confused.”
“Don’t be,” Tom suggests. “If he is your father, it’s understood. Emotions rule over logic.”
I take one long inquisitive look at the Pillar. Could he really be my father? We don’t even look anything alike. 
“Ah-ha! Found it.” I hold the phone up in triumph after pulling it from a hidden pocket in his coat. I distract myself by scrolling through his phone for any clues. “Here,” I tell Truckle. “Proof the Pillar didn’t arrange this meeting.”
Truckle takes a look. “Wow. The Pillar received a message from you, Alice, to meet him at the Inklings Bar?”
“Our mysterious host must have invited him there and then sedated him.”
“It’s hard to believe the Pillar being so foolish.”
“Unless this mysterious host is someone he knows very well.”
“You’re suggesting our host is someone we know?” Truckle says. “One of us, to be precise.”
“Or how would he have sedated the Pillar?”
“Point taken,” Truckle says and points at the TV again. “Look, here is an explanation why the Pillar has been sent to join us.”
I raise my head and stare. This can’t be happening.



Chapter 22
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
Titling my head, I watch the host announce the Pillar being the mastermind behind the terrorist organization. Professor Carter Pillar, also known as Pilla da Killa, with twelve — or fourteen — people killed, proves to be an easy target. It’s really easy to fake a story about him being a terrorist.
Tom almost chuckles as he watches the Pillar’s profile, blood covered in Tibet, making fun of the Duchess in the Drury Lane Theatre, shooting people left and right, CCTV cameras showing him killing people inside parliament — my naive soul dragged along in a chair, of course — and last but not least, the Pillar’s bloodbath in Colombia.
“I do remember the BBC portraying him as a hero a few weeks back,” I comment. “They praised him for stopping the greatest drug lord in the world.”
“People forget, Alice,” Tom says. “The media can easily turn yesterday’s heroes into today’s villains. News is sometimes like bad remakes of remarkable movies. All jumbled up.”
I watch the Pillar’s footage of killing drug traffickers in Mushroomland, now portrayed as an insider war between drug lords. In truth, it’s hard to blame anyone. I, myself, don’t know what to think of this man.
However, something else puzzles me.
“If whoever invited us all had a chance to kill the Pillar, why didn’t he?” I ask Tom.
“I am assuming it’s someone in Black Chess,” Tom says. “For some reason the search for the Keys and the whole Inklings against them didn’t matter anymore. They know something we don’t. Something powerful.”
“Enough to want to ambush and kill us?”
“Why not? They don’t need us. Not even the Pillar. And because they’re not sure they can do it themselves — considering you and the Pillar always stand in the way — they decided to make you the public’s enemy number one.”
“I understand why we’re now terrorists, but I have a feeling I don’t understand what you’re implying.”
“Think of it, Alice.” Tom stares at the TV. “Don’t you see what’s going on? Our photos are being engraved in the minds of every British citizen in the world. We’re doomed. We’re the reason for every mother, father, and children’s pain in the last few years. This isn’t just about killing us.”
“Then what is it about?”
“It’s about labeling us. Even if we make it out of here, how can we ever persuade people we’re the good guys? By telling them we’re characters from Carroll’s book who just happened to be real? It’s some devious, and genius plan.”
Tom is right.
Having been concerned with the puzzle of my own family, I overlooked the fact that we’re deep in the mud right now. It’s going to be hard to even fight Wonderland Monsters anymore. I wonder if this is really our end.
My thoughts are interrupted by the Pillar’s moans. He raises his heavy head for a brief moment, glances at me with beady eyes, then falls back again.
This is when a slither of hope slices through the grayness of the situation. “What if the Pillar was sent here for another reason?” I challenge Tom.
“Who cares? We’re all mad corpses waiting for exile.”
“Don’t be like that,” I try to cheer him up. “It’s time you think of what’s happening, Dr. Truckle.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t you remember why you’ve installed the surveillance cameras inside his cell?”
“Of course, I remember.” Tom was about to burst, but a soft breeze of epiphany cooled him down instantly. “Holy Lord of the Rings. You’re a genius, Alice. How did I forget about that? The Pillar knows how to escape from the asylum and return as he pleases.”
“See? There is hope after all.” I smile.
 
 



Chapter 23
The Queen’s Bentley State Limousine
 
Having arrived, the Queen got out of the limo to talk to the police. Everyone seemed surprised by her presence, but she was welcomed, especially by the press. But before she started babbling on national TV, she’d made sure to send Jack to talk to Margaret in the limousine. Margaret had blurted the words out as bluntly as she could. She’d asked Jack to kill Alice. And Jack said yes, so spontaneously that Margaret had to investigate.
“Just like that?” she wondered. “You’re ready to kill the girl whom you know loves you so much?”
“She doesn’t love me,” Jack said. “She used to stalk me.”
“You’re used to killing anyone who stalks you?”
“Not really, but Lorina, my girlfriend, really hates her guts.”
“Oh.” Margaret was about to slap him on the face, but figured she didn’t want to upset the Queen to get what she wanted. “Do you know how to shoot a gun?”
“Lorina and Edith taught me. They’ve asked me to kill Alice as well.”
“Some family,” Margaret mumbled. “So, I guess my work is done here.”
“All in the name of the Queen,” Jack said. The boy sounded as if brainwashed, but Margaret didn’t want to ask. “All in the name of Black Chess.”
“You know about Black Chess?”
“The Queen told me I should work for them. She promised they will pay my college fees and help me marry Lorina.”
“I see. Can I ask what you really like about Lorina?” Margaret refrained from saying more about the bratty girl with no empathy whatsoever.
“She likes me, so I like her back.”
“You sound so dumb,” Margaret said under her breath.
“What did you say?”
“I said you sound like my first boyfriend when I was in college.” She flashed a fake smile. Who was so dumb, she added in her mind. “So.” She clapped her hands. “I guess we wait here until the right moment comes so you can shoot Alice.”
“I thought I was going to enter the asylum to kill her.”
“No, darling,” Margaret said. “You will have to wait for the Queen’s orders. I’m not sure what exact plan she has in mind, but you will get your shot.”
 



Chapter 24
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
Waking up the Pillar is a daunting task.
At one point he opens his eyes and pulls me closer and starts to dance a Caucus Race dance, one I know he is fond of. But when I talk to him, I realize he is kind of sleep walking. I push him away, suddenly conflicted about being so close to him.
It’s hard to even think about him right now. Is he evil? Is he good? Is he my father, or is he my number one nightmare in life? All I know is that he knows how to escape the asylum. A glance at the timer on BBC News shows me we have only ten hours left before the police barge in — or before we have to shut ourselves inside.
“I’m worried he is playing games.” Tom points at the Pillar. “What if he is faking his sleep?”
“I don’t see the point of that,” I tell him. “We’ve already concluded he isn’t the one who’s invited us here.”
“It doesn’t prove he is on our side, though.”
“I know. Stop reminding me. If I search my soul, I may hate him more than you can imagine. Right now, he is our only hope escaping this place.”
Tom takes my words and leaves the cell. A minute later he arrives with his guards carrying buckets of ice cold water. “Time to give the professor a wakeup call.”
The guards repeatedly splash the Pillar with water. None of it wakes him up. The best result we get is the Pillar sneezing, a thin, frail, and cute sneeze, then he goes back to sleep.
“He is faking it,” Tom says. “Who doesn’t wake up from ice cold water?”
“I found something!” The March Hare arrives panting, interrupting our attempts to wake up the Pillar.
“On the walls?” I ask.
“Indeed,” the March says. “First of all, the scribbling is evident in almost every cell in the asylum. Same words, same gibberish, but it all tells the story about her, presumably you, Alice, and Him, and how you joined him to find his weakness.”
“We already know that, March,” I say. “Tell me something new.”
“All the writing was done by the same person,” the March says.
“That’s impossible,” Tom says. “I don’t know of a single patient who’s been to every cell in my asylum.”
“Maybe you don’t know much about your asylum,” I tell him. “The Pillar has proven that already. Who is that same person who wrote the message, March?”
“All the writing is signed by someone who calls himself Patient 14.”
“Oh, not again.” Tom waves a trembling hand in the air.
“You know who that is?” I ask.
“It’s all a myth, Alice,” Tom says. “Just like the writing. It’s some abracadabra nonsense written by the Mushroomers.”
“Tom!” I interrupt. “It’s time to tell me everything you know about this Patient 14.”
 



Chapter 25
 
“It all started with Waltraud Wagner and Thomas Ogier,” Tom begins.
“Who are they?” the March asks.
“The two wardens responsible for me when I was in the asylum,” I explain to him. “They enjoyed frying my brains out in the Mush Room. Do you know what the Mush Room is?”
“Of course I do.” The March’s eyes glaze with a bitter taste of a memory. “They repeatedly used it on me when I was in the Hole, the asylum underground where we first met. But that’s before they installed the light bulb in my head.”
“Good.” I face Tom. “So what’s Waltraud and Ogier’s relation to Patient 14?”
“First, you have to understand who Waltraud and Ogier really are,” Tom says.
“I don’t understand. Are they not who they pretended to be?”
“No.” Tom lowers his head, lacing his hands nervously. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. Lewis told me to keep the asylum’s secrets for myself.”
“It’s too late for that, Tom.”
“I agree,” he says and stares back. “Waltraud and Ogier are Wonderlanders.”
“That’s really a bad joke,” I comment. “I mean they never seemed to know about anything that was going on.”
“That’s because I made sure they didn’t remember,” Tom says. “They were Black Chess’ best assassins. They were brutal.”
“How did you make them forget?” The March is curious.
“Lullaby pills,” Tom says. “Lots of them.”
“Why did you want them to forget?” I ask.
“Lewis had always wanted to avoid the inevitable Wonderland War. One of his plans was to get Wonderland Monsters hooked on Lullaby pills. It worked with Waltraud and Ogier, but rarely with the rest.”
“So Waltraud walked the asylum in a haze, not knowing who she was, all this time?”
“Not in the beginning. The pills took some time to work.”
“So which Wonderlanders were they?”
“Tweedledum and Tweedledee.”
 



Chapter 26
 
I don’t comment. I’m not sure what to think of this.
“This doesn’t explain anything about Patient 14,” the March says, sounding overly interested. I think it’s because he can sympathize with every patient who’s been to an asylum before.
“Patient 14 is a legendary patient, a myth like I said, one I’ve never met,” Tom says. “According to the legend he knew of a great secret every Wonderlander sought after. Somehow, when we Wonderlanders crossed over to this world, he ended up in an asylum in Austria where Waltraud and Ogier worked.”
“I’m assuming this was not a coincidence,” I say.
“Not it wasn’t. The Tweedles, or as some call them, the Dum brothers — I like to call them Dumb Brothers, but that’s another story — had been placed by Black Chess to interrogate this mysterious patient and find out the secret he kept. All of this happened in the 19th century when mental patients were still treated in violent ways.”
“And of course the Dum Brothers took turns in tormenting him.”
“Indeed. But Patient 14 was strong. He never spilled the secret. In fact, he influenced a lot of his mates to help him escape, but he failed,” Tom says. “Then later, he was sent to Britain where I was told by Lewis to catch any Wonderland Monsters I came across and feed them the Lullaby pills.”
“You don’t look like you’re capable of catching a Wonderland Monster,” the March says.
“That’s correct. So I lured them to work for me by claiming Patient 14 was hiding somewhere in my asylum.”
“Did it work?”
“It did, even better — and madder — than I’d anticipated.”
“How so?”
“They actually believed he was hiding among the other Mushroomers in here. This is how the Mush Room began.”
“This was the Dum Brothers idea?”
“It was, and I endorsed it. Anything to stop those annoying insane people from babbling all day long. It was driving me crazy.”
“I’d say the pills drove you crazy,” I tell him. “They also made you forget some details.”
“You could say so. But what matters is that the Dum Brothers fried every patient’s head, testing if they were Patient 14.”
“But you just said they’d forgotten who they were.”
“I said it didn't happen so fast. By the time they were tormenting you in the Mush Room, it had become a habit they enjoyed and never remembered why.”
“And the writing on the wall?”
“No one knows whose it is,” Tom says. “The fact that it’s signed by Patient 14 doesn’t prove he ever existed. Are you done interrogating me about that myth yet?”
“She isn’t,” the March says, looking a bit dizzy. “Because this Patient 14 knows the true story about how Alice and Him met. Knowing such a thing proves he isn’t a myth.”
I watch the March wince a little. I ask, “Are you all right?”
“I am. I think it’s the light bulb in my head playing games on me.”
I help him rest on the edge of the Pillar’s couch, feeling guilty he’s been dragged into this. The March is like the purest thing I’ve seen in this insane world. I want to hug him and keep him safe all the time.
I turn back to Tom Truckle. “So let’s say Patient 14 is real. Does that mean he’s the one who wrote on my cell’s wall?”
“Could be,” Tom says nonchalantly. “But that would mean he’s been to your cell or that you knew him at some point.”
“Or he’s known my family.”
“That, too, is a possibility.”
I share a moment of silence with all of them in the room. My eyes shift to the news showing the police cars waiting outside. Nine hours left, and nothing in this day makes the least bit of sense. I’m not sure if I should be digging deeper into Patient 14’s legend, or focus on waking up the Pillar to escape this place.
But, like usual, it’s the Pillar who makes these decisions for all of us. I watch him sit up on his couch with his beady eyes. He barely glances at us, then pulls out his small hookah nearby, lights it up, leans back on the couch and starts smoking.
He says, “Is it my eyes or is a bit blurry in here?”



Chapter 27
 
It’s only seconds before the Mushroomers barge into the cell and greet the Pillar. He’s their idol. The leader of the pack. The crème de la crème of the bonkers and the loonies. The Pillar takes it up a notch and begins dancing with them.
“I told you he’s playing us,” Tom tells me.
I fist my hands and turn toward the Pillar and shout, “Stop it!”
The Mushroomers duck behind the couch. Again, they fear the girl who once worked for Black Chess, but ironically have a sweet thing for the most manipulative man in the world.
The Pillar calms the Mushroomers down, whispering, “Just don’t upset her. She’s a mad girl with a teenage problem. Remember Carrie, the movie?”
The Mushroomers duck even lower.
“Pillar!” I tense.
He straightens up, as if in an army, dropping the pipe’s hose. “Aye, aye, sir.”
“Don’t do this.” I’m playing as calm as I can. “This isn’t really the time.” I point at the TV. “We’re going to get killed in a few hours if you don’t anything about it.”
“I know.” He nods. “Heard you talking while I pretended I was asleep.”
“Told you he was faking it,” Tom says.
“Drop the act, pill popper,” the Pillar says. “I was asleep in the beginning, but then decided to listen to what was going on. Did I really arrive in a coffin?”
“You did,” I answer.
“That’s some morbid gesture from whoever planned this unlikely gathering.”
“Who brought you here?”
“I have no idea. Got your message to meet you at the Inklings. Once I stepped in, someone knocked me on the head. The rest is a day trip in the back of a black limousine, I’m assuming.”
“I find it hard to believe,” I say. “It’s not easy fooling you.”
“I wouldn’t have fallen for the trick if my phone didn’t say the message was from you.”
“Don’t play sentimental on me.” I wave a hand. “You don’t have the slightest of my sympathies today. There’s so much you need to tell me.”
“I’ve told you everything you need to know in the note I wrote you. The Wonder note.”
I look sideways, not sure how to answer this.
“I take it you’ve never read it,” the Pillar says.
“I didn’t. It’s not with me here. I’ve buried it at the bottom of my Tiger Lily’s pot. The pot is kept in a safe box. I find it hard to believe that one word on that note explains everything.”
“It does,” the Pillar says. “Don’t underestimate the power of words. Love is one hell of a single word. It changes the course of our lives.”
“Oh, please.” I evade his eyes, or he’d infuse his magic upon me.
“What did you do to Inspector Dormouse?” Tom interrupts, taking a step toward the Pillar and playing brave. “What did you do to him?”
I watch the Pillar’s reaction, eager to hear another manipulative lie like he always does. This time, he really surprises me. “I shot Inspector Dormouse and buried him in an abandoned flower garden near Big Ben. I don’t think he minded. It’s not but an eternal nap for him. He always loved naps.”
 



Chapter 28
Outside the Radcliffe Asylum
 
The Queen of Hearts enjoyed taking pictures outside the asylum. All kinds of press and news channels focused on her. She even pulled out her phone and began taking selfies for Instagram. Some with the police officers, some with a few passersby, and the majority of herself alone, blowing kisses at the camera.
The Interpol officers were irked by her, but could not speak up. They prayed she wouldn’t stay for the remaining eight hours, because she seemed to be enjoying herself. She’d even begun to Snapchat.
“Was it you who discovered the terrorists’ plan, Your Majesty?” a reporter asked.
“Who else?” she said, chin up. “I can smell a terrorist’s fart a mile away.”
“Excuse me?”
“Me and Interpol have a codename for terrorists,” she joked, pulling a couple of the officers into the frame. She forcefully hugged them as if they were a team. “It’s an insider’s joke. We call them farts. Terrorists deserve it.”
“But why not catch them earlier?” another reporter asked. “Why didn’t we hear anything about it before?”
“I endorse discreet execution. I suggested we wait until they were all gathered, planning for a new terrorist attack. And here we are. We’re about to end terrorism in the world. Right boys?” she addressed the poor officers, bending low to fit into the camera’s frame and match her short height.
The Interpol officers nodded, faking smiles.
“But how come they meet in an asylum?” a reporter inquired. “What about the mental patients inside?”
“They’re all mad!” the Queen raised her voice. “Mad is another codename for terrorists. You’re either sane or a terrorist.”
“This doesn’t make sense, Your Majesty.”
“Does it not?” She leaned forward and whispered to the reporter. “Do you want me to call you mad right now?”
The reporter shrugged and backed away.
One last reporter stepped up and asked, “So what’s the plan? Are you really giving the terrorists eight hours? Why not barge in and kill them right away?”
The Queen’s eyes glazed upward. The idea seemed brilliant. “I think you’re right,” she said, then turned to the Interpol officers. “I think we should just break in and shoot them all dead. In fact, this is an order! Just bring me that Alice girl alive. I have a surprise called Jack for her.” 



Chapter 29
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“I can’t believe you confessed to it,” I say to the Pillar.
“You said there is a lot that you need to know from me,” the Pillar’s says, as if telling a joke. “Prepare for a few shocking surprises.”
“Then it’s true.” I stand up to him, noticing the change in his demeanor. Something isn’t right. I can’t feel that invisible sense of caring about me anymore. Or is it my mind playing tricks on me? “You’re Him. You’re the one who I joined to find his weakness and kill. You’re the reason why I joined Black Chess. Not the Circus. You manipulated me and hurt me and others somehow, and then came to finish some sick game of yours, pretending to care for me. You’re nothing but a Wonderland Monster like every other one I’ve chased and killed.”
The Pillar says nothing. He gives me that blank stare, like an invisible curtain that prevents me from reaching through. I can’t interpret that look in his eyes.
“Just tell me it’s true.” I am almost pleading for answer.
“If I do, what will you do to me, Alice?” The Pillar’s voice is still flat and emotionless.
It occurs to me that his question is more of a test. He wants to know if I am mad enough at him to fight back, to call him an enemy. But I’m not there yet. He might still hold answers about my family. I want to ask him if he is my father, but my tongue betrays me and glues to the roof of my mouth as I swallow hard.
“See? You’re asking for answers you can’t handle.” The Pillar gently pushes me out of the way. He picks up his cane and rolls it in the air, twice. “Let’s start with the question all of you really need to be asking me.”
“There are no questions,” Truckle says. “I say we kill you.”
“I doubt he’d die easily,” the March says. “What about his fourteen lives?”
So many questions roam in my head. None of them of which I’m sure I can handle the answer to now. The one sentence I can utter is, “Who are you, really?”
The smug smile on the Pillar’s face is ten miles wide. “I’m the one person who knows how to get you out of here.” He points at the ticking deadline on the BBC News channel on TV. A new banner scrolls across the bottom announcing the queen’s order to enter immediately. It seems like the police changed their mind. They’re preparing to break in within a few minutes. Death is literally knocking on the asylum’s door.
 



Chapter 30
 
The March Hare panics, seeing the police are about to break in. He leaves us to look for more writing on the walls. He still believes he’ll find more clues, if not an in-your-face conclusion about Patient 14.
I stand exchanging looks with the Pillar and Truckle, the Mushroomers have left with the March to assist him.
“You don’t really think the police will break in, do you?” Truckle says. “They’re supposed to wait another seven and half hours.”
“I think they’re just bluffing to scare us,” the Pillar says. “Whoever designed this situation wants it to look legal to the public. They won’t risk breaking the deadline. The media loves poetic justice, and hates when the hero breaks a promise.”
“Still, we need to find a way out of here,” I challenge the Pillar. “Why not tell us, or are you planning on leaving all alone?”
“That’s a good point,” Tom remarks. “The Pillar may have planned to get in to fool us and play innocent, and in the last minute he will escape.”
“So many theories, so little time,” the Pillar says. “The way out is underneath your feet, Alice.”
I look down. There is a carpet I’m standing upon. “How so?” I ask.
“There is a tunnel underneath the carpet. You access it by opening a hole in the floor. It can only be done with a rare kind of magic using my hookah’s smoke.”
“That’s how you did it!” Tom jabs a finger at the Pillar, who avoided it the way you avoid an annoying mosquito.
“Why are there tunnels underneath the floor?” I ask.
“Lewis Carroll was a devoted supporter to mental illnesses, because he was worried he was mentally ill himself. The migraines had increased and he had recurring relapses of blackouts where he didn’t remember what he was doing,” the Pillar says. “He ended up investing in the Radcliffe Asylum to cure himself, and later, to have Tom Truckle create an Inkling army of Mushroomers.”
“It doesn’t explain the tunnels.”
“The tunnels were Carroll’s Plan B to escape if Black Chess ever attacked, just like today.”
“But Tom told me there is no way out, only a contained bunker of some sorts. The walls and all that.”
“That’s part of the truth.” The Pillar shushes Tom before an attempt to object. “Lewis never told Tom about the tunnels.”
“And he told you?” I mock him.
“No, he didn’t. I learned about them later,” the Pillar says. “The reason why he hadn't told Tom is that the tunnels were a mess. Lewis wasn’t a good architect. He screwed up the math. Most tunnels reached dead ends and never led the way outside.”
“Then how did you get outside?”
“I used my own magic spell. It widened the size of the tunnels and lead to a backstreet, right underneath a public toilet,” the Pillar says. “Unless you’ve got something against the smell of human urine and poop, I shall show you.”
His remark almost makes me laugh. Sometimes I feel as if the Pillar has a spell on me. This unexplained feeling of caring for an unethical person like him urges me to ask the question I’ve postponed so long.
“Pillar.” I dance on my tiptoes, feeling tense. “We’re not leaving before you answer an important question.”
“Again?” He sighs impatiently. “We’re about to get killed.”
“I don’t care, besides you said they might be bluffing.”
“Questions will get you nowhere, Alice. It’s all in the Wonder note.”
“I doubt this question is.”
“What do you want to ask me, Alice?” His voice stiffens and he knocks his cane against the floor.
“Are you my father?”
Suddenly, the air in the room isn’t enough for both of us to keep breathing anymore.
 



Chapter 31
White Hearts Hospital Asylum
 
“You think they’re really breaking in?” Fabiola asked Lewis.
“They’re bluffing. Just trying to scare them to get out. This plan requires convincing the public that the Queen of Hearts and her men did the best before they shoot them dead.”
“I see,” Fabiola says.
Lewis stares back at her for a minute too long. The silence almost suffocates her.
“What is it, Lewis?”
“I’m wondering if you were going to leave to go to the asylum and take Alice’s side?”
Fabiola didn’t find the right words to answer. She never had.
“I mean you’re confusing me, Fabiola. Most of the time you want Alice killed…”
“You know how evil she can be.” Fabiola felt the need to explain.
“Then, in Russia, you took a stab in the back for her.”
Fabiola pursed her lips, thinking. “It was different in Russia.”
“How different?”
“The way she fought.”
“Tell me about it.” Lewis looked proud of Alice.
“She was unstoppable, so strong, as if she would not rest before she rid the world of every last Black Chess.”
“I assume she reminded you of yourself, back in Wonderland.”
“She did.” Fabiola nodded. “I had to stand by her side when I saw that.”
“Why not stand by her side now?”
“Because I still fear her, Lewis. Remember her family?”
“What she did would be considered brave by some.”
“Pure lunacy by most,” Fabiola said.
“She needs you, Fabiola.”
“I’m not sure she does.”
“She is young. It’s hard for her to ask for help. You were the same when you were her age, so stubborn.”
“I know.” Fabiola fumbled with the covers on her bed. “But then, it’s also you, Lewis.”
“What about me?”
“You never told me the whole truth.”
“Which part?”
“I have no idea what we’re fighting for. I mean, I know we should stand up to Black Chess, but what is the Wonderland War really about?”
“The most precious thing.” Lewis smiled broadly, so proud of something she didn’t understand.
“You’re being vague again.”
“Not at all. You’ll realize how precious the thing we’re fighting for is once it’s revealed.”
“Why can’t you reveal it now?”
“Many reasons,” he said. “One of them is that I believe we have a traitor among us in the Inklings, but it’s too soon to tell.”
“If there is a possible traitor, then it would be Alice.”
“You don’t really believe that.” Lewis patted her gently. “If it makes you feel better, I can tell about where the Six Keys are.”
Fabiola cupped a shriek. “You know? Are you playing games with us?”
“I don’t know exactly,” Lewis said. “However, I know who knows where they are and what they are for and what the Wonderland War is about.”
“Puzzles and nonsense, Lewis. You have to ease up on those.”
“How so? This is what people like about my books? Puzzles and nonsense.”
Fabiola reached for his hands. She was surprised she could actually touch them, though he was only a spirit of his real self. “Lewis, please,” she said gently. “Tell me anything that makes sense. Just one bit of information that gives me hope. I’m not going to argue about how you don’t know while this other guy knows. But tell me who knows about the Six Keys?”
“You want a name?”
“That’d be a start.”
“We used to call him Patient 14.”
 



Chapter 32
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“Why would you ask a question like that?” the Pillar says with a straight stare.
“The Chessmaster mentioned he knows my biological family,” I say. “You must know of them.”
The Pillar’s stare doesn’t change, neither does his silence.
“The Chessmaster is lying,” the Pillar says.
“What do you mean he is lying? Why would he?”
“I don’t know, Alice, but I’ve never heard of your biological family. I always assumed you were an orphan Lewis picked up and adopted or something.”
“Now it’s you who is lying,” I burst out. “I find it hard to believe you don’t know about my family!”
“I find it hard to believe you think I’m your father.”
“I think you are her father,” Tom interjects. “That look in your eyes when she asked, there is something about that look.”
“Stay out of it,” The Pillar waves him away with his cane, then approaches me. I find myself taking a step back, but he reaches for my shoulders. “I’m not your father, Luke — I mean Alice.”
“Would you swear on it?”
“As if I’m the kind of man who wouldn’t lie while swearing.” He rolls his eyes. “The Chessmaster probably wanted to mess with your head.”
“Why would he do that?”
“Because you beat him. Because he wants you to spend the rest of your life going crazy.”
“As if I’m not losing my mind already,” I counter back.
“Just drop it. You think this is the perfect time to discuss this?”
“I do think that. If I’m about to die, I need to know about my family. I need to know why they’ve never contacted me, or why they’ve kept me a secret, why they never bothered to help me out of this mess I’m in.”
“I’m sure they have a good reason,” the Pillar tries to calm me down.
“So you know them?”
“I don’t. I’m just assuming. The one you should ask would be Carroll himself. Maybe he knows.”
“What about Him?” Tom sticks his nose between us like a nosey neighbor.
“Who is Him?”
“You must know,” I say. “The story about me joining Him to find out his weakness and kill him. The reason why I joined Black Chess.”
“Who’s been messing with your head?” the Pillar says.
“Other than you?” I say. “Almost everyone!”
I find myself reaching for the rifle the Pillar keeps near the couch and point it at him. “Tell me the truth!”
“Alice?” the Pillar says cautiously. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
“Yeah?” I ready the trigger and aim. “Aren’t you the one with fourteen lives? Why would you be scared if I shoot?”
“Because this rifle has Bandersnatch teeth for bullets.” He looks really worried.
“So?” Tom Truckle’s nose joins in again. “Are you saying you’re not immune to those bullets?”
The Pillar dismisses him for the third time, keeping eyes on me.
“My God,” I say with a smile on my face. “So it’s true. Your fourteen lives aren’t immune to Bandersnatch bullets.”
The Pillar nods, and in a rare moment, looks defeated.
“Then I’m going to shoot you, if you don’t tell me what you know about Him.”
 



Chapter 33
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“All right.” The Pillar gives up, hands in the air. “What do you want me to tell you.”
“Who are my real biological parents? You? Fabiola?”
“I. Don’t. Know.” The Pillar grits his teeth.
“Lying again.”
“Do you think I’d risk my life not telling you, if I knew?” the Pillar says. “Those bullets will drop me dead, and I don’t know of any magic or rituals to bring me back to life from them.”
“So what do you know?”
“Ask me and I’ll try my best.”
“Who are you?”
“Carter Chrysalis Cocoon Pillar.”
“Are you Him?”
The Pillar purses his lips. It’s as if he’s struggling with telling me the truth, trying to swallow it deep into the belly of the whale of secrets he is.
“Tell me!” I shout, my rifle’s tip touching his chest.
The Pillar looks sideways.
“I will not hesitate shooting you.”
“I know,” he says softly.
“Then tell me!” I shout, but then follow my furiousness with a weakened. “Please.”
“I am.” The Pillar looks back at me.
Unconsciously, I lower the rifle. I think the shock is too great to bear. I think I still hoped the Pillar wasn’t who I should have known he was from the first day I suspected his intentions.
“You are?” Tom says. He too, seems surprised, though he’d endorsed the idea from the beginning.
“Tell me more,” I say in a fractured voice.
“Ask me and I will answer you.” The Pillar evades my eyes.
“Did I join Black Chess because of you?” I ask.
“Yes.”
“Did you teach me how kill and hurt people in Wonderland?”
“Yes.”
“How many did we hurt?”
“Can’t remember.”
“Did I do it to get closer to you, to find your weakness?”
“Yes.”
“Did you expose me?”
“At some point, yes.”
“How did you find out?”
“I found out from day one, and I played you.”
 



Chapter 34
 
My lips are trembling, but I have so many questions. “So I killed all those innocent people for nothing? I never found out your weakness?”
“You shouldn’t have tried to fight fire with fire. It’s your fault, not mine.”
“Why did you come back for me in this modern world then?”
“I needed to know something.”
“The Six Keys.”
“Something like that.”
“Don’t play games with me or I’ll shoot.”
“I find that hard to believe.” The Pillar’s eyes finally find mine.
“Because you, in some twisted way, are my biological father, right? What did you do? Leave me as child? Throw me out in the streets? Is that why I hate you so much? Is that why I’ve decided to rid the world of you in Wonderland?”
The Pillar’s breathing seems unstable. I can hardly tell what he is thinking. Every moment of silence slices through my soul like a sharp knife that cuts but never kills.
“I don’t think you can kill me, because deep inside you know we’ve always been together, doing the things we did,” the Pillar says. “We have a bond, Alice. We can do great things.”
“Great things?” I’m too offended by his suggestion that I point my rifle at him again, my forefinger trembling with an unmatched desire to shoot him. “You call killing innocents a great thing? What about the Wonderland Monsters? Were they innocent somehow? A part of your devious and meticulously calculated plan?”
Tom interrupts for the fourth time, actually raising a hand in the air. “Inspector Dormouse found out the Pillar killed the drug lord in Colombia for his own needs, not to rid the world of him. Turns out he was one of the fourteen he needed to kill. So, I assume every other Wonderlander he made you kill had a similar purpose?”
“What purpose?” I ask the Pillar. “I’m dying to know.”
The Pillar does not speak. He stares at Tom as if he is going to kill him.
“What purpose?” I repeat myself. “Did you want revenge because I managed to fool you? But you just said you knew from day one. Did you want to remind me of who I am? Did I find your weakness in the Six Keys and you’re not telling me?”
“I don’t think it’s the right time to continue this conversation,” the Pillar says. “Let’s get out of this amush and I promise you I will confess all to you.”
“Don’t believe him, Alice,” Tom says.
“You’re goddamn right, I won’t.” I push his chest with the tip of the rifle so hard the Pillar winces with fear, then stare him in the eyes, promising my finger I will shoot this man right now. “I think I will have to shoot without knowing the rest, Pillar. Talk about fighting fire with fire.”
Again, the March Hare calls for me from afar. “Alice” he yells. “Wait!”
 



Chapter 35
 
I watch the March enter the cell, a few Mushroomers behind him. “What is it?”
“I found the text that explains your story with Him.”
“On the walls? What does it say?”
“Yes, Alice.” The March’s eyes are moist, full of sympathy. I think he is going to cry. What in God’s name is he going to tell me? “I know all about your family now.”
My finger loosens on the trigger for a second, but then I force it to stay strong. I tilt my head toward the March, ever so slowly, unable to ask him to elaborate, so he does by himself.
“The Pillar, too, knows about your family,” the March says. “He lied when he denied he knew about them.”
“Why did he lie, March? Tell me. I know I can trust you.”
“It’s not going to be easy,” the March says. “I think you should lower you gun.”
“Why? Because I will not control shooting him when you tell me? I will shoot him anyways, trust me.”
“Please, Alice.”
“Just tell me, March!”
“You have to promise me not to shoot the Pillar first,” the March says.
“The Pillar is my father, isn’t he?” I’m sobbing now. I can’t feel my feet, and I think I’m going to be sucked down into a Rabbit Hole.
“No, he isn’t.”
“Then who is my family?”
“It’s what happened to them that matters,” the March says.
“Don’t,” the Pillar says to March. “Don’t tell her.”
I push the rifle against his chest, my teeth grit and my face wrinkles with irritation. “Don’t speak a word, Pillar.” Then I turn to the March. “Just tell me what happened to them. I can take it.”
The March hesitates but then speaks up. “They were killed.”
“All of them?”
“That’s what the writing on the wall says.”
“When?”
“Back in Wonderland. Your father was the dean of Oxford University, a good friend of Carroll’s.”
“And?”
“One day they gathered your family in Christ Church when Carroll was still a priest,” the March says. “He used to help children sing in the choir.”
“Children in my family?”
“Children from all over Oxford.”
“So?”
“In the middle of the ceremony they were massacred. Everyone died except Lewis, who was outside picking flowers for a brief moment.”
“Why did the Chessmaster hate my family?”
“Your father had collaborated with Lewis many times and planned to kill him for the death he caused in Wonderland. They were so close, and the Chessmaster hated them, including you, later, of course. He didn’t kill your family, though.”
“Then who did?”
The March’s face wrinkles with pain. Conflicting emotions painted a dull and confusing portrait on his face. But finally he gathered his strength and nodded toward the Pillar and said, “Him. That’s why you vowed to join him and find his weakness. Now, that doesn’t mean you have to shoot…”
The March was too late. So was my finger on the trigger. Without permission. Without thinking. I shot Carter Pillar dead.
 
 



Chapter 36
The Queen’s Limousine
 
The champagne spurted out of the bottle like golden fireworks inside the limo. The Queen and Margaret squealed with mirth as Jack and Lorina kissed. For a moment, the Queen felt jealous and would have gone as far as kissing Margaret, but she ended up kissing her own hand instead. Nothing wrong with being in love with one’s self.
“What are we celebrating?” Margaret said.
“The death of Alice!” the Queen chirped and played a song from her pinkish iPhone. A famous old song with explicit lyrics, but one that every bar in Britain knew about. It always ended with a phrase: Alice? Who the %$@* is Alice?
“Ah?” Margaret scratched her head. She still couldn’t swallow Jack’s eagerness to kill Alice. It just didn’t make sense, but it seemed the Queen had managed to influence the boy and lavish him with her generous offers.
“And how is Jack going to kill her while she’s still hiding inside the asylum?” Margaret had to ask.
“Who said she’ll stay inside?” the Queen said. “That’s why we made up the whole thing about the police breaking in so soon.”
“So it was a bluff?”
“Life is one big bluff, Margaret.” The Queen grinned. “Soon, Alice and her friends will have to give in and come out. That’s when Jack’s role comes into play. Isn’t that so, little Jackie?”
“All in the name of the Queen.” Jack raised his glass of champagne, Lorina giggling behind him.
“This is going to be a day to remember.” The Queen sighed. “Alice killed by her boyfriend while the public thinks she is a terrorist. Brilliant.”
Margaret said nothing. She’d begun sympathizing with Alice, which was actually a bit strange. Margaret had never been known for a soft heart. She’d committed atrocities that would book her a business class flight to eternity in hell. But she could not imagine how Alice felt, being told how her family had been brutally murdered. Having kissed the queen’s ugly butt to get her son back, Margaret began to realize the importance of family bonds. She, herself, had sold her soul to a devil called Black Chess for her son, Humpty. She couldn’t imagine Alice’s rage when she found out about her own family.
Instead of celebrating, she wondered who’d organized this whole gathering in the asylum again. Who was this mysterious messenger and what was the grand plan behind this meeting?
No solid answers came to mind, so she occupied herself with the news on her phone. This channel didn’t cover the situation at the Radcliffe Asylum, but insisted on broadcasting the events at the Vatican. Masses were still gathered, waiting for the new pope’s announcement.
Margaret suddenly felt uneasy about this. What was the fuss about this pope? Could he have anything to do with what was going on in the asylum?
 



Chapter 37
The Pope’s Residency, The Vatican
 
The young man waiting in the room seemed worried. He was handsome, fairly strong, and tall with thick, loose, black hair. His features screamed Italian with a dash of Greek sharpness to his nose. He was a beautiful man. Someone you would trust and confide in. He even looked sexy in a humble way. He could have easily been mistaken for a movie celebrity. Or a GQ male model. What he didn’t look like at all was the next pope.
“Are you ready, Angelo?” said the man in a black suit, standing behind him. Yes, a black suit, not a cassock or clothes that in any way hinted that he belonged to the place. In fact, due to this one-of-a-kind incident, the Vatican was filled with men in black suits today.
They’d been there since the day the pope had been killed by the Chessmaster. No one knew what to call them, but the thronging masses who waited in St. Peter's piazza had heard rumors about a New Order. The Vatican needed stronger men who would stand up to the likes of the Chessmaster and every other terrorist in the world.
The Vatican needed bad asses to stand up for those who called themselves Wonderland Monsters, spreading havoc all over the world in the past weeks. Of course no one really said ‘bad asses’, but in every prayer, it was on the tip of everyone’s tongue.
“I’m not sure that I’m ready,” Angelo, the young man, tapped his fingers on the bible on his lap.
“You are, young man. It’s time,” the man in the black suit said. “I know it’s sooner than we thought it’d be, but it’s happening.”
“Yes.” Angelo sighed. “It’s happening.”
“For years and years we’ve been prepared for this moment,” the man in the black suit said. “And you’re the chosen one.”
“Am I?” Angelo looked reluctant.
“You are, my son.”
It embarrassed Angelo that everyone around him called him ‘son’. He was the youngest of them all, yet they’d chosen him for the hardest mission of the century.
“It’s time to stand for what we believe in,” the man said. “The world does not need peaceful men anymore. It needs us. It needs justice. Swift justice. It needs you.”
Angelo looked wary. He didn’t exude the persona of the hero the world was waiting for, but he had no choice.
“Tell me when you’re ready to go out and talk to the world,” the man said, patting Angelo on the shoulder. “God in heaven, you’re shivering.”
Angelo said nothing. He told the man nothing about the goosebumps.
“I think we better delay your speech to the world,” the man said. “Just an hour or so.”
“I think so, too,” Angelo said.
“You need something to drink?” the man offered. “I know you love milk. All popes loved milk.”
Now, Angelo tilted his head up at the man, shrugged, and said. “For what I’m going to tell the world now, I prefer whiskey. A bottle of scotch, to be precise.”
 



Chapter 38
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“Why the leg?” the Pillar screams, bouncing back on the couch.
 I open my eyes in horror. How did I miss? Why did I miss? Was the other Alice in me protecting him? I raise my rifle again and aim to finish the Pillar, but the Mushroomers stand in the way.
“Step away!” I warn them.
“No,” they say. “If you want to kill him, you will want to kill us first.”
“I don’t understand why you like him so much. This man killed my family!”
“We’re not sure of that yet,” they foolishly defend him.
Speechless and defeated, I let the March pull the rifle from my hands. “You need to rest, Alice. I think it’s a good idea you didn’t kill him.”
“Why so?” I sit, feeling dizzy.
“Because we need him to perform the spell and open the hole,” Tom says. “Isn’t that so, Pillar?”
“I need a doctor!” The Pillar arches on the couch.
“Man up,” I spit out the words.
“Yes, man up!” Tom insists. “Now tell us about the spell, Pillar.”
“I need a doctor first, or I will lose my leg.”
“I can help you,” the March says. “I know how to get the bullet out, and I have exotic plants that could heal the wounds sooner. I discovered them while designing the landscape of the Garden of Cosmic Speculation.”
“See?” Tom sneers at the Pillar. “We’ll save your life in exchange for telling us about the hole. Besides, I’d really like to know how I’ve never seen this hole.” Tom is actually pointing at the wooden floor underneath the carpet. There is no hole, but we have to believe the Pillar, until proven otherwise. “How did you fool me, huh?”
“The smoke from my hookah plays games with the mind, so when you enter the cell while I’m away, your mind plays tricks on you and you don’t see it,” the Pillar says. “In fact, the hole is right there but we don’t see it, including me, unless I perform my magic.”
“Then do it!” Tom demands. “Can’t you see the police will be here in six hours?” Though the banner on the news had read that the queen had issued an order, the time clock still hadn’t changed so they assumed that the timeline still stood.
The whole time the Pillar performs his magic, I’m not looking. I leave the cell on my own, feeling like I am about to vomit. Flashes of memories attack me, but they’re all in silhouette and blurry. I can’t actually remember my family.
Walking in a haze through the corridor, I wonder if any of this is really happening. What if I’m totally bonkers? What if the only true memory is of when I sat on the couch and that psychiatrist talked to me — whether his real name is Mr. Jay or not?
In fact, I’d love it if I were crazy. It’d mean none of this is happening. It’d mean I’m not suffering such pain. Suddenly, I understand why someone like Tom Truckle is addicted to the pills. He’s not actually addicted to them. He is addicted to the absence of pain. He is looking for an eternal numbness so the wheel of life would rotate without him, without making a fool out of him.
I lean against the bars of a cell, waiting for them to open the hole. If this is my reality, then I should escape this place before thinking of other plans. Shooting the Pillar was done on the spur of the moment, because of my rage at him. The wise thing is to escape first.
Tom arrives, looking for me. He seems even more worried now.
“What is it?” I ask.
“The hole.”
“Did you find it?”
“Yes, but it has shrunk.”
“Shrunk? Is this a joke?”
“The Pillar swears it hasn’t been like that before.”
“This can’t be. What do you mean by shrunk?”
“It’s a tiny crawl space. None of us will fit in.”
“How is this even possible?” I ram my hand on the bars.
“I have no idea, and for the first time, I think the Pillar isn’t playing games. He seems as genuinely shocked as us.”
“Why would he play games, Tom? He’ll end up trapped and eventually dead in here, like the rest of us.”
 
 



Chapter 39
The Pillar’s Cell, Radcliffe Asylum, Oxford
 
The Pillar is aching, though his wound was taken care of by the March. Instead of smoking hookah or cracking jokes, he is chewing on the March’s healing plants; he looks bitter, like a lamb ready for the slaughter.
“This stuff sucks,” he mumbles with a mouthful.
“You have to chew it, so you can take the pain,” Alice says.
“Thank you very much, princess.” The Pillar limps on his cane, addressing me while checking the small hole in the ground.
“Don’t call me that,” I retort. “And remember, you’re lucky I only shot your leg.”
“I’m lucky you’re a terrible shooter,” he says.
“Don’t piss me off, Pillar, or I’ll really kill you.” Veins pop in my neck. I’m not really sure I should be talking to him.
“You’ll kill me eventually. That’s what the future predicted, so let’s not act as if it’s a big deal.” He sounds bitter, and when he kneels down, his leg bursts with pain and he utters a suppressed scream. It comes out like a little girl’s scream.
Normally, I’d laugh at him, but I don’t. I’m starting to toy with the idea of not killing him anymore. What if I can make him suffer in pain for a whole year? What if I take my time with the whole ‘killing him’ thing? Welcome to the dark side of Alice, speaking up now.
“I don’t understand how the hole shrunk like that,” the Pillar says, briefly glancing at the counter displayed on-screen on TV. Five and half hours to go. Apparently the police admitted the bluff of breaking in earlier. We’re now back to the deadline. 
“Could it be you read the spell wrong?” Tom suggests.
“I tried it again while you talked to Alice. It didn’t work,” the Pillar thinks out loud. “Someone has really planned this situation meticulously. We should investigate whom our host is, or we’ll never find the answers.”
“No time for that,” the March says. “We need to get out of this place.”
“How about calling Fabiola?” the Pillar suggests. “She could send help.”
“I suppose you don’t know we don’t have signals for phones or WiFi in the asylum,” Tom says.
“Since when?” I am curious.
“Just learned about it thirty minutes ago,” Tom says. “It must be Interpol’s doing. It crossed their minds that we’d seek help from outside.”
“The real question is: why wasn’t Fabiola invited?” the suspicious Alice in me asks.
“Good point,” the Pillar says.
“Maybe because she is ill in the hospital and can’t move?” The March’s tone is a bit accusatory. None of us even cared to visit Fabiola.
“Could we spare the chitchat?” Tom pops down another pill.
“We could,” the Pillar says bitterly, still chewing like a goat, and pretending the wound doesn’t hurt. “How about you gimme one of those pills?”
“You want my pills?” Tom’s eyes widen.
“I know I’d end up dumb like you.” The Pillar is still chewing. “But the pain is unbearable.”
“Be my guest.” Tom hands one over.
“Is it bitter?” The Pillar stares at it with distaste.
“Not like stuff you’re chewing on,” Tom says.
“Do you have honey maybe? Some cinnamon to sprinkle on it? I hate pills,” the Pillar muses.
“You’re not really interested in the pill,” Tom says. “You just want to talk. You think we’re going to die in here, right?”
“Caught me.” The Pillar smirks and stuffs the pill into Tom’s mouth. He turns and flashes that grin of his at me. “Alice, why don’t you just shoot me? I mean, really shoot me?”
“What?” I tense, feeling both offended and betrayed by his apathy. “Why ask now?”
“Because whoever invited us here, really thought it through. It’s unlikely any of us will make it out alive. The only choice we have is to push the button and trap ourselves inside forever. Imagine spending the rest of your life in a bunker with all these insane pill-popping individuals. I’d prefer being shot.”
 
 



Chapter 40
The Queen’s Limousine
 
“LOL.” The Queen grinned, sipping her champagne.
“Please don’t say that,” Margaret said, incredibly annoyed by her company.
“LOL!” Jack followed, cheering with Lorina.
“You can’t say LOL, My Queen,” Margaret protested. “This is real life, not Facebook.”
“What do you want me to say? Laughing Out Loud?” the Queen said.
“Not even that. Just laugh,” Margaret said.
“But how would you know I’m laughing out loud? It’s hard to express how much I’m laughing without telling out loud that I’m laughing. Right, Jack?”
Jack, Lorina, and the Queen clinked glasses and cheered as if they were drunk students on prom night.
Margaret could not fathom what was really going on, but she had to ask. “Why do you feel you have to laugh out loud now? Is it because Alice is going to die now?”
“Nah,” the Queen said. “A minute ago I remembered that they may think they’ve found a way out of the asylum.”
“How so?”
“The Pillar used some spell which opened a hole that lead to the underground tunnels,” the Queen said. “This was how Pillar escaped the asylum repeatedly.”
“Really? How do you know that?”
“I’ll get to that in a minute. The brilliant part of the story is that I can imagine them thinking about using the hole for escape — that’s assuming the Pillar is inside as well.”
Since Interpol had announced the Pillar as the head of the terrorist organization, Margaret had already assumed he was inside. Her messenger must have planned that part as well. However, she was curious about the Queen’s story about that hole. “So we should tell your men about this hole, right?”
“Nah.” The Queen raised her glass. “They’ll discover it’s not working anymore. It’s either totally blocked or too small for anyone to pass through.”
“Really, how do you know all that?”
“I found out about the hole two weeks back and arranged for its size to be shrunk. Don’t worry. They can’t leave.”
“Please Queen, I’m curious.” Margaret leaned forward. “How could you have known? The Pillar is usually meticulous and careful enough you wouldn’t be able to fool him so easily.”
“Not when time travel is involved.” The Queen winked.
“Time travel?”
“Mr. Tick and Mrs. Tock had traveled back in time for a mission of their own and told me about the Pillar’s trick when they came back.”
“Unbelievable.”
“I promised them a few favors in exchange for a little tweak in the timeline.”
“You mean you sent them back again to change the tunnel?”
“Sometimes you’re smarter than I think you are, Duchess.” The Queen clinked glasses with Jack and Lorina again. “Last week I sent them to shrink the hole, and now the Inklings can’t leave.”
“But wait a minute. This means…” Margaret was furious. She’d suddenly discovered she’d been played and manipulated by the shortest and most obnoxious ogre in the world. The Queen of Hearts.
“Yes, dear Margaret.” The Queen nodded. “I knew about the invitation. I knew about the message you received.”
“And you acted as if you didn’t know about the message? Why?”
“You’ll understand soon enough.” The Queen stuck out her tongue like child.
“But you’re not the messenger,” Margaret contemplated.
“No, I’m not. I’m just a helping hand. Don’t worry, Duchess,” the Queen said. “Something horribly beautiful is going to happen today. Just remember, I’m smarter than you. In fact, I’m smarter than all of you! And by the way, I was just bluffing when I told the police we’re going to barge in. I just wanted Alice to come out and get shot!”
 



Chapter 41
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“I’m going to face them outside and tell them we’ve been framed!” I say, turning around, ready to face death itself.
“No one’s going to believe you, Alice,” the Pillar says behind me.
I dismiss his words and walk on through the corridor.
“He is right,” Tom says. “No one’s going to believe you.”
“We have to stand up and face them.” I stop and turn back. Tom, the Pillar, the March, and the Mushroomers are staring back at me. A variation of different stares. But one thing is similar. They look up to me as if I’m the leader who has to find a solution. “We can’t let Black Chess rule the world, posing as if they’re the world’s savior.”
“It’s too late for that,” the Pillar says. “This isn’t a yesterday’s plan. This has been going on for two hundred years. Black Chess is everywhere. In every industry. In every authority. The masses are brain washed. No argument can change that.”
“You’re the last one to tell me this,” I say. “You’ve convinced me we can do it. You made me believe I can save lives. So stop the hypocrisy.”
“I meant every word I said,” he says. “But just be real about it. The world has been suffering from so many terrorist attacks in the past few years. The public is hungry to find who is responsible. Hungry for justice. We’re the scapegoats now.”
“Then what should we do?” the March asks, worried like a four-year-old.
“Anything but go outside and talk to them,” the Pillar says, but then falls into a thinking silence for a moment.
I let the silence fill the room. Let it slow down the anger. When in anger everything is confusion. All actions executed in confusion end up being mistakes. The silence stops time. Time heals — partially. But it helps make us think. The Pillar is a master of such moments. I swear I will kill him eventually, but it’s a good idea to have his deception on my side for now.
“What are you thinking?” I ask him.
“It has just occurred to me that part of their plan is to lure us outside,” he explains. “The fake threat, claiming they’d barge in, was a game. They wanted us to give in and go out.”
“Why?”
“It’s hard to tell. This whole situation is bonkers, but maybe they want to shoot us in public and pose as heroes in the public eye. Maybe something else.”
“Then my idea of confronting them wasn’t that bad.”
“You could be right, Alice. But…”
“What is it, Pillar? We only have five hours left.”
“I think I have a better idea.”
“You think?”
He rolls his eyes. “Okay. I have a better idea.”
“Speak up. And it better be good.”
“I know someone who can crawl into the small space of the hole.”
“That’s hard to believe. The hole is too small. Besides, what good will come out of it? We can’t fit anyways.”
“I’m sure the asylum is full of secret tunnels none of us, or anyone else, have discovered. Somewhere in these tunnels there must be a wall leading to a usable tunnel. All we have to do is bring the wall down.”
“Why are you so sure?”
“History. It’s a given fact that the Radcliffe Asylum was surrounded with tunnels in the time of war. Escape tunnels, now buried in the rubble of time and neglect.”
“We could punch through every wall, starting now,” a Mushroomer suggests.
“That would take forever,” Mr. Tom Pessimistic Truckle comments.
“If we get someone with a tiny figure to crawl through, they could find a way and guide us. We could use Tom’s walk talkies to communicate.”
“How do you know I have walk talkies?” Tom says.
“You’re an eighties guy. I searched your office, but that’s not the point,” the Pillar says.
“It’s not the point indeed.” I step forward. “The point is, who do you think can crawl in that small space?”
The Pillar shrugs. “Someone I should not introduce, but I have no choice.”
“Who?”
“A girl.”
“A girl?”
“A little girl who once was the sixth member of the Inklings.”
 
 



Chapter 42
Outside the Asylum
 
The Queen’s gloating had been spoiled with a knock on her window. She rolled it down a fraction of an inch. An Interpol officer bobbed his head and informed her through the tiny opening that they needed her to kindly step outside. Rolling down the window further, the Queen spat on him and humiliated him for a while, but finally gave in, realizing that something unexpected had happened.
Something that seemed like a devious twist in a well-planned script.
“What?” She burped in the face of the officer standing in front of the asylum. “Who wants to talk to us?”
“Carter Pillar.”
“Why? He is a terrorist and will die in a few hours.”
“He is offering a solution out of this situation.”
“Solution?” she roared. “As if we’re not the ones with the upper hand now.”
The officer leaned closer, whispering. “In the public’s eye we can’t deny him that, or we’d be crucified.”
The Queen fidgeted in her place. “What does the Pillar want?”
“He sent us a Mushroomer asking for a phone with a signal and a camera. We sent him one. He is going to appear on national TV in a moment.”
The Queen sighed and crossed her arms, watching the Pillar show up on TV. He sat on Tom Truckle’s desk in the asylum with a paper in his hand. He looked tired, with a few blood stains on his blue suit.
“Do I look good?” the Pillar asked the camera man.
“Good.”
“Does my hat look good?”
“Good.”
“Do you look good, camera man?”
A few Mushroomers laughed. The Queen was getting impatient.
“People of Britain,” the Pillar began. “People of the world.”
“Who does he think he is?” the Queen mumbled. “A king or a queen?”
“My name is Carter Pillar,” he said, facing the camera. “I’m the leader of the most organized terrorist group in the world.”
The Queen grinned with satisfaction.
“I’ve done really bad things.”
Her grin widened.
“But you will not catch me. Not because I will escape justice, but because I’m mad. I flew over the cuckoo’s nest a long time ago and my mind never came back. According to the law, you can’t punish a mad person.”
The Queen scratched her temples, wondering what the Pillar was up to.
“However, this isn’t the purpose of my speech,” the Pillar said. “I’m offering to turn myself in. I mean, if the police shot me, it would be unfair, because I have answers to all of your questions. The reason for our atrocious and inhumane attacks in the past years that you, the public, will want to hear.”
“This doesn’t look good,” the Queen commented. “What are you up to, Pillar?”
“But I will only turn myself in in exchange for a little girl who is also a terrorist,” the Pillar said. “I will hand her information to your messengers. Hand her over and I will be yours. This is the Pillar, the most wanted saxophonist — I mean terrorist — in the world. Over and out, happy days, chocolate and madness to y’all.”
 



Chapter 43
 
The Queen of Hearts was contemplating the Pillar’s offer when the call came in. Checking her personal phone, she saw it was Mr. Jay. She had to pretend it was her mum and that she needed privacy. No one even wondered how old the Queen of England’s mum would be, and if she could possibly be still alive.
“Hello?” the Queen said, alone in a side alley with a few of her guards on the corner of the street.
“Are you considering the Pillar’s offer?” Mr. Jay asked in his low and hollow voice.
“I need to think about it, though I wouldn’t want to hand the girl over.”
“The little girl is of no threat. She is an Inkling. Always was. I say she should die with the rest inside.”
“I wouldn’t trust the Pillar.”
“Neither would I, but what can he do? They are squeezed inside the asylum. None of his tricks will work.”
“If you say so,” the Queen said. “But I’d ask the exchange to be between Alice and the little girl.”
“Why?”
“I’ve tempted Jack to kill her if we could bring her outside.” She snickered with mirth.
Mr. Jay sounded as if pleased with the idea, though the sound he made to express that would scare an infant and suck it to its mother’s womb.
“What do you think, Mr. Jay? Let’s ask for Alice and watch the boy he loves kill her in plain sight.”
“What would be the reason for him killing her? The public doesn’t recognize Jack as an authority. Even if they think she is a terrorist, he doesn’t have the right to kill her.”
“I’ll make sure I’ll introduce Jack as one of my guards to the police. He will have a license to kill Alice then. And then I’ll make up another story of him being a traitor.”
“Ah, you’re disposing of Jack as well.”
“Two Inklings with one stone.”
“I thought you wanted to use Jack’s talent on our side?”
“That was before today’s situation. Let’s really get rid of every Inkling today. We owe it to ourselves. They’ve been dragging us back for too long.”
Mr. Jay remained silent for a while. He always did that when thinking things over. The Queen waited. In her mind, she contemplated asking him about the Six Keys. Why they had suddenly given up on the idea. But she assumed the Cheshire’s trip to the future had something to do with it. He’d once been in Jack’s mind, and Mr. Jay wouldn’t let her kill Jack if he still needed him for the location of the Keys. The Six Keys’ location were definitely in the Cheshire’s mind. Which reminded her: she’d not seen the Cheshire for some time? Where could that devious cat be now?
“I think we better get the Pillar out,” Mr. Jay interrupted his own silence.
“Why so?”
“First of all, I want to see him die in public. I’d like to see him on his knees while the police bury him under their bullets.”
“And his fourteen lives?”
“Don’t worry. Interpol was provided with Bandersnatch bullets. I took care of it.”
“Brilliant, but why else would you prefer the Pillar coming out?”
“Because of Alice.”
“I’m not following.”
“Alice is always stronger with the Pillar by her side,” Mr. Jay said. “Killing the Pillar will weaken her, no matter how much she knows about him or how much she thinks she hates him.”
“He’s been a great asset to her, I admit.” The Queen thought it over. “As you wish, Mr. Jay. The Pillar it is.”
“One last thing,” Mr. Jay said. “Give him a chance to make a fool of himself when he gets out. Let him speak and babble. I’d like to have a good laugh before he dies. Then, once it’s enough, make something up and shoot him. Just scream and tell the police he has a gun or something. They will take care of it.” He let out a long sigh. “That will be some nasty show broadcasted worldwide. I love it.”
 
 
 



Chapter 44
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
I watch the Pillar being pushed by the Mushroomers in his new wheelchair. He’d decided against limping his way out to the crowd. The loon still has his pride by his side. Ten Mushroomers volunteer to assist him, though they know they will get caught. I’m done arguing with them. They love him in ways I can’t understand.
“Maybe you’re not destined to kill me, Alice.” He smirks, passing me by.
“Don’t underestimate the Queen outside. They’ll probably shoot you in public to please the masses.”
“It still won’t be you.” He winks and begins rolling himself.
I stop the wheel chair with a grip of steel, bend over and glare at him. “If they don’t kill you, Pillar, don’t think I won’t.”
“That’s if you make it outside without me.”
“Don’t overestimate yourself. I am a big girl. I can save my ass all alone.”
He smiles, as if my words flatter him, as if he is encouraging me. I don’t get it. It drives me mad, so I let him wheel himself ahead and only follow in the Mushroomers footsteps.
“I haven’t killed your family, Alice,” he says on his way out.
I don’t reply. I don’t believe him. If I give into his lies, I’ll end up believing him. Everything points to him killing them. He’d admitted he was Him, the mysterious man I assisted in Wonderland earlier.
Tom Truckle stops him by the main door, though. “I need to know if this girl isn’t another trick of yours. I need to know she can help us.”
I’m anticipating the Pillar’s reply, as I’ve been curious to know about the little girl from the Inklings’ vision for so long. I only didn’t inquire about her to avoid having more conversation with the man who killed my family.
“The girl isn’t a trick,” the Pillar says. “She is tiny, slim, and small. She is a child. She can do it.”
“I’m still uncomfortable with sending a child down there,” the March protests, and I support him by hugging him close.
“She is an unusual child,” the Pillar says. “She can do a lot. She was once an Inkling. Ask yourself why Lewis brought a little girl along on his team. She is special.”
“Why haven’t we heard about her before if she traveled over to our world?” I ask from the back.
“All will be explained in time, Alice,” the Pillar says over his shoulder. “The same way you will fully understand my grand plan.”
“So, we just let her take over and send her through the crawl space?” Tom rubs his chin.
“Yes.” The Pillar wheels himself closer to him. “And since I may never see you again Tom, easy on the pills. Try M&M’s for a while.”
I watch Tom wince and make room for the Pillar to pass. This is the moment when I see the Pillar has covered his legs with a thick blanket. I wonder if he’s stolen something from the asylum and taken it with him. Then, I realize the Mushroomers are all covered in blankets as well. I could understand their reason, since their pajamas are all tattered and holed.
When I attempt to ask the Pillar, the double door to the asylum slides open. The sun is low outside. It’s afternoon. The scene of the police waiting is intimidating. 
This really looks like war.
 



Chapter 45
 
“I’d say you should step forward a little, Alice,” the Pillar says over his shoulder again. “I’d like you to welcome the little girl. She will be in your care.”
Slowly, I step forward, forcing a steady breath. I can’t imagine I’ll be seeing the girl I’ve always been curious about. I wonder if she can answer many of my questions.
“Once last thing,” the Pillar says. “I want to point out that the faces you’ve seen in Fabiola’s vision when you first knew about the Circus don’t stay the same.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ll let the girl explain it to you, but for now understand that you will not recognize her face when you see her.”
“Now that sounds like another trick of yours.”
“It’s not,” the Pillar says. “Just bear with me. Open your mind and don’t be stubborn. Not with this girl. She is special, like I said.”
“But you say I will not recognize her from the vision.”
“True, and you will understand why later. Just keep an open mind.” He rolls himself closer. I don’t panic like Tom, but I’m totally apathetic for the moment. “It’s been frabjous meeting you, Alice.”
I swallow hard. Say nothing. It’s been frabjous meeting you, Pillar, I know. But you’re such a dark and terrible man, it’d be a sin if I admitted it.
“I hope you burn for eternity, Pillar.” The words cut like a knife out of my lips, but I manage to make him believe it.
The Pillar nods, sincerely disappointed — or sincerely faking his disappointment. He turns to the Mushroomers. “Get ready to meet the Queen of England boys. Just don’t get close to her nuts.”
The Pillar turns into a silhouette against the low sun outside. I watch him roll himself out into the hands of the Interpol officers. The Mushroomers behind him.
In exchange, a little girl is tapped on the shoulder and instructed to approach me inside. Like the Pillar, she is still a silhouette with the sun in her back. I can tell from her height that she is younger than what I’ve thought of her. Somewhere between seven and ten years old. I still can’t see her face. She is really tiny. If she has skills, she’d fit through the crawlspace of the hole. I see her carrying a box and a suitcase in each hand. They’re too big for her, almost weighing her down.
I stroll up to help her. That’s when her face shines through. That’s when I see her. When I realize she isn’t the girl I saw in Fabiola’s vision — though, I also realize I can’t quite remember the girl from that vision anymore.
But that’s not what’s makes me stop halfway. The surprise is unexpected, but brings such joy to my heart. How can this be?
I kneel down and open my arms for her.
She drops her belongings and runs into mine.
I hug her like I haven’t hugged anyone in a long time.
“I missed you, Alice,” she whispers in my ears. “But I’ve always believed in you.”
“I missed you, too.” I squeeze her in my arms as the doors close. “I missed you so much, Constance.”
 



Chapter 46
Constance’s House, Oxford, a few months earlier
 
The Chauffeur had dropped off Professor Carter Pillar — or whatever his real name is — a few blocks away from Constance’s house. At the time, the police were looking for the professor. He’d just been sentenced to a lifetime in an asylum a day before, after the court denied allegations as a serial killer and declared him insane.
The Pillar’s plans were going well. He’d planned his access into the asylum some time ago. It was the only way he could meet Alice and make her trust him. But before he gave himself in, he needed to make sure of something. He needed a little info only one girl could provide. Constance Westmacott.
Constance’s foster mother opened the door and welcomed Professor Pillar, who’d disguised himself as psychological analyst sent by her child’s school.
“Is she inside?” the Pillar asked.
“She is,” the foster mother said. “Like always, locking herself inside her room.”
“Will she let me in?”
“Only if you told her you believed in Alice.”
“As in Alice from Wonderland?” The Pillar acted as if he didn’t know.
“Yes, that Alice.” The mother sighed. “Can you believe she thinks Alice is real? The Hatter, too?”
“She said something about the Hatter?”
“Many things. He is her second favorite in the story. She thinks he is the one who really understands Alice.”
“I liked Alice in Wonderland as a child, too,” the Pillar said. “Though I preferred the Caterpillar over the Hatter.”
The woman gave the Pillar an inquisitive look. “Are you going to help Constance?”
“I’ll do my best.”
And then the woman let him inside…
Entering Constance’s room wasn’t much trouble. He’d knocked and told her he was the Caterpillar, the real Caterpillar, and that he’d been friends with Alice and the Hatter. Constance opened the door immediately, and though she didn’t buy into his story, she let him in, rewarding his effort.
“You think I’m insane, too?” Constance said while she continued drawing pictures of Alice on the wall.
The drawings were all of Alice Pleasant Wonder. In a logical world it wouldn’t have made any sense that a seven-year-old introvert would guess how the Real Alice looked.
But Constance wasn’t a normal girl. She was the Inklings’ number six. And she knew it. But she rarely told anyone, because who’d believe her?
“I do think you’re insane.” The Pillar sat on the only sofa in the room, legs resting over one another.
Constance grimaced, and thought of telling him to leave.
“But I love insane people,” the Pillar said. She smiled shyly. “Insane people are the smartest.” He leaned forward as if they were old friends with a life-long secret. “They know things that others don’t know.”
Constance nodded eagerly, but then her faced dimmed. “But the others think they are the ones who are sane.”
“How would the insane know they’re insane?” The Pillar waved a hand. “Don’t bother. Just believe in yourself.”
“You know something?” She leaned forward, too. “I think you really are the Caterpillar.”
“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “But you told me you didn’t believe me when I was at the door.”
“I was afraid I’d scare you away. I mean, I knew you were trying to be funny and play along. But you are the Caterpillar. Just like many other Wonderlanders I meet. They don’t know they are Wonderlanders.”
“Hmm…” The Pillar rubbed his chin, thinking deeply. “So Wonderland is real, right?”
“Always has been. I’ve seen you there, but you weren’t a good man.”
“Really?” The Pillar squealed in a funny manner, so she wouldn’t fear him. “Aren’t you afraid of me then?”
“I’m not, because you don’t remember that you were evil. You don’t even remember that you’re the Real Caterpillar.” She snickered playfully, cupping a hand on her mouth.
“So not all Wonderlanders remember, huh?”
“I do. But can’t find anyone else who does.” She looked sad. “I’m an Inkling.”
“Ink-what?”
“Inkling. We’re Lewis Carroll’s army. We used to fight the bad people.”
“And what happened then?”
“It’s a long story, but we were transported to this world. So were the bad guys.”
“Then how come you remember who you are?”
“Because I’m strong.” She flexed her right arm’s muscle in a playful way.
“Come on,” the Pillar teased her. “You’re tiny and short. You’re only seven. You can’t be strong.”
“You don’t understand. Lewis made me strong.”
“How so?”
“Okay, listen.” Constance gave it a thought, as if trying to find the right angle from which she could make him understand. It’s as if she was worried the Pillar wasn’t smart enough to get the picture. “Do you remember the photographs Lewis Carroll took of the children?”
“Of course.”
“Those girls were his power. Some kind of spell.”
“Spell?”
“Lewis knew he’d die after he’d hidden the Six Keys, and…”
“Wait a second,” the Pillar said. “You know about the Six Keys, Constance?”
She nodded silently, her eyes concealing the rest of what she knew.
“Do you know where they are?”
She shook her head.
“Come on, Constance. You’re a terrible liar.”
“Trust me, I don’t know. I just know that Lewis hid them, then chewed a flower that forced him to forget where he did.”
The Pillar wasn’t convinced, but he decided he could postpone looking into the Six Keys for now. He was here for a most important question.
“Never mind,” he said. “Tell me about the girls he photographed and the spell.”
“Lewis knew he was dying soon, but he wanted his spirit to live on,” she began. “Through the photographs, he created a bond with life through the children’s love for him. As long as the photos survived, it was unlikely that his spirit would die in the future.”
“That’s why he needed so many, right?”
“Right. But later, when the Alice in Wonderland books became a bestseller, he didn’t need the pictures anymore.”
“Why not?” the Pillar wondered.
“Because the many children who read his books and loved them granted his spirit the ability to live on. It’s the power of love through books. A reader’s mind, when stimulated and provoked, rewards the author with such love so strong that their spirit may live forever.”
“Understood.” The Pillar nodded. “But where do you fit in all of this?”
“I have the spirit of every girl he photographed in me,” Constance announced proudly. “That’s why I am strong, and that’s why I look different now from when I was in Wonderland. Every few years I change my look to be like one of the girls in the photographs.”
“Oh.” The Pillar had never heard about the spell before, but Lewis had been a man of many secrets, so he wasn’t surprised. What mattered was knowing that Constance still remembered who she was herself out of being so many girls inside one body. This made her an unusual little girl, and a strong one.
Now, the Pillar needed to ask her the question he’d come for. He’d already guessed the answer through Constance’s behavior, but it didn’t hurt to ask.
“Who is that girl in the pictures you’re drawing, Constance?” the Pillar asked.
“That’s Alice.”
“How did you remember her features so well?”
“Because she’d been my friend back in Wonderland.”
“But I know a girl in this life who looks just the same. You think it’s her, too?”
“The one in the asylum?”
Constance’s words shook him. He wondered what kind of powers Lewis had granted the little child. “Yes, that one.” The Pillar smiled.
“She just doesn’t remember much after the accident.”
“The bus?”
Constance nodded eagerly.
“Do you know what exactly happened on the bus? Do you know why she had to kill everyone on it?”
Constance continued her nods and told the Pillar why. The Pillar listened carefully and then asked her another question. “So here is my final question, Constance, but you have to really pay attention because lives will be counting on your answer.”
“I know what you want to ask me,” she said. “And the answer is yes, the girl in the asylum is the Real Alice.”
The Pillar leaned back and let out a long sigh. He was finally ready to start this journey. He kissed Constance on the head and left to go to the asylum.
 
 



Chapter 47
The Vatican, present day
 
The man in the black suit watched Angelo through the keyhole in the door. Angelo had gulped down the whiskey bottle he’d given him hours ago and lost control. He’d been playing James Brown’s I Feel Good and dancing to it alone in the room.
“This is a disaster,” the man in black told another man in black standing next to him.
“You shouldn’t have given him the whiskey.”
“I thought he was tense and wanted to help him ease up before his speech.”
“What are we going to do now? The crowd is awaiting the new pope.”
“And not just any new pope.” The man in black sighed. “The one we’ve been counting on for more than two hundred years.”
“I’d say one of us acts as if we’re Angelo.”
“No. It has to be Angelo. This is a prophecy. It has to be him.”
“So you want the new pope to do a James Brown number to the masses? Good luck with that.”
“I’m not sure what to do. Maybe wait a little.”
“Until?”
“The whiskey wears off.” The man in black sighed again. “We have no other choice. We have to be patient. Today is a day that will be remembered all throughout history.”
 
 



Chapter 48
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
I’m baffled listening to Constance telling me about who she is and about her powers. It’s not quite clear to me how she is the embodiment of every girl Lewis has ever photographed, but it’s something I’m willing to understand later. What needs clarification is how I saw another girl in Fabiola’s vision.
“Like I told you, it’s a trick of perception.” Constance is cute, but determined. She has a sense of unusual sarcasm to her tone, and she treats adults as if they’re stupid. “Do you even remember the face of the girl you saw in your vision?”
“No, I don’t.” I can’t understand why yet.
“That’s it. It’s like dreaming. Most people can’t recall the stranger’s face they encounter in their dreams. Fabiola’s vision did that to you.”
“Then why do I remember every other face I saw?”
“Because you’ve already known them in real life,” she says. “And because I’m not one girl. I’m all of Lewis Carroll’s girls in one.”
“That’s odd, Constance.”
“It is. What’s odder is that my face changes through the years. Can you imagine being seven-years-old for two hundred years?”
“I can’t, really. But I assume Lewis had a plan for you.”
“Of course he had. Part of it was to fly under the radar of Black Chess.”
“What do you mean?”
“All this time they’ve known me as an Inkling. That small helpless girl who draws Alice in Wonderland images on the wall. This led them to neglect me and underestimate my powers.”
“Which are?”
“Coming to save you, for instance. That’s only part of the secrets I hold.” She prided herself.
“But why didn’t you tell me when I first met you?”
Constance’s face changed. She looks sideways and begins whispering in my ear. “I will tell you later.”
“Why?” I whisper back, being playful and childish, which she seems not to like.
“Don’t talk to me as if I were a child.” She sighed. “Anyway, I’m not comfortable with telling you everything now, because there is a chance we have a traitor among us. Let’s escape this place first.”
It is my intention to insist on knowing more, but then Tom points at the TV screen. Outside the Pillar is approaching the crowd. It’s an important moment. A heavy one. The Mushroomers behind me consider him heroic by giving himself up and letting Constance in. Tom is still skeptical and thinks the Pillar may have fooled us by faking his way out of the situation.
As for me, I don’t know what to think. But there is this ball of fire flaming in my chest. I think the only way to put it out is to either watch the Pillar die or kill him myself.
 



Chapter 49
Outside the Asylum
 
In the eyes of the public, the Pillar and his Mushroomers looked as insane as The Three Stooges were. With their blankets covering them like two-cent beggars, they trudged with reluctance toward the police outside, along with the rest of the crowd. The scene should have been intense — the police capturing the most wanted terrorist in the world — but it was absurdly comical at best.
“Right now we’re witnessing a most memorable moment in history,” said the BBC reporter sent to cover the situation in the field. “It almost reminds one of Osama Bin Laden. Killa da Pilla might be worse, or, at least, the modern version of a terrorist in our age.”
Behind her the crowd had been chained into a breath-taking silence. So intense that whispers were very audible.
“Look at his eyes,” a woman told her friend. “Look at the hatred in his eyes.”
“And that suit,” her friend replied. “He is a lunatic.”
Nonchalantly, the Pillar wheeled himself forward with one hand, the other smoking a pipe. He strolled like a man who’d just woken up and was ready for his first shot of caffeine of the day. He also smiled, provocatively. Grinning at the cameras.
“You don’t have the right to smoke. You’re a criminal,” a police officer stopped him, pointing his gun at him.
“Oh,” the Pillar said and threw it away, only to pull out a banana from his pocket. “Nothing against peeling bananas though, right?”
The officer hesitated. “I’m not sure. I will have to check the regulations on that.”
“Don’t bother,” said the Pillar. “I’ll have it finished before you finish your bureaucratic check. Could you tell the Queen I want to speak to her before the police take me to jail?”
The officer hesitated again, but the Queen had heard. With a smug look on her face she signaled for the Pillar to approach.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” The Pillar clapped his hands free and threw away the banana peel. He began wheeling himself closer.
“Remember that all the guns are pointed at you, Pillar,” the Queen reminded him.
“I’m as harmless as a squirrel. Don’t worry. May my fellow terrorists approach, too?”
“Not them,” she said. “Once I hear what you have to say, they’ll be handcuffed and shipped to the worst prison in the world. As will you.”
“I’m humbled with your generosity, Your Majesty.” The Pillar advanced more.
The Queen knew something was off. She didn’t quite get the Pillar’s act. Why would he confess to being a terrorist? Why would he not burst out in public and tell them about Wonderland?
But she didn’t mind. The public wouldn’t believe any of this nonsense. The public wanted a cold-served revenge.
The Pillar stopped too close, so much so that her guards and the police tensed with their guns.
“That’s enough,” she said. “What do you have to say to the public? Do you want to admit your crime and ask for forgiveness?”
“I’d rather ask for a Coke and double-cheese burger with Brazilian nuts,” the Pillar said.
The crowd booed all around.
“You’re not winning any points here,” the Queen remarked.
“That’s because I’m not playing this game.”
“So we’re here to chitchat in front of the cameras? Are you seeking your fifteen minutes of fame on TV?”
“Normally, I’d want to tell you something like: you’re a short and stocky human poop with a crown on top,” the Pillar said. “But I’m a polite guy. I wouldn’t belittle our queen.”
“I think this discussion is over,” the Queen said. “One more insult and my guards will have the right to shoot you.”
“But of course. So farewell, Your Majesty.” The Pillar grinned without emotion. A plastic grin of undecipherable intentions. “However, before I go I’d like to tell you something on behalf of the people of Britain.”
“Yeah?” the Queen mocked him. “And what do the people of Britain want to say to me?”
“One word, Your Majesty,” the Pillar said. He pulled a rifle from under the blanket he had rested on his lap, then shot her, splattering her head open like watermelon splashing down from a ten story fall. “One loud word, Your Majesty.”
 



Chapter 50
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
I cup Constance’s eyes and bury her head into my chest so she doesn’t see what the Pillar just did. One of the cameras covering the situation is splashed with blood on live TV. It seems like the camera man hasn’t noticed yet and is in shock.
The surprise is too heavy that everything seems to happen in slow motion all around. Screams and panic seem distant to my ears, even the things broadcast are blurry for a moment. In a million years I didn’t expect what the Pillar just did.
“I want to see!” Constance pulls herself from under my arms.
“You’re too young to see this,” I say.
“Blood, killing? Are you serious?” Constance says. “It’s all over the news on TV all day. Most of the games I play contain worse scenes than this.”
“Can’t argue with that.”
Tom steps closer to the TV, staring in horror. Then he pops down five pills in a row. “That stupid Pillar is going to get us all killed!”
Can’t argue with that, either.
“Are we going to be okay, Alice?” The March falters under the pressure and longs for my hug.
Instead, it’s Constance who pats him. “Be strong, March. You’re not a kid anymore.”
Can’t stop admiring this little girl.
“I think I should push the button now,” Tom says. “They will be in a rage and will want to kill us right away.”
“Just give it some time,” I suggest. “They won’t do it right away. Wait until we understand what’s really going on.”
“What do you mean by that?” Tom barks at me. “The Pillar just shot the Queen of England!”
“I noticed,” I say. “But it’s not over yet.” I point at the TV. Whatever the Pillar’s plan is, he is not finished yet…
 



Chapter 51
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
I watch the Mushroomers spread sideways in every direction, each of them empowered with a gun as well. They start shooting at the police, though God knows they’re lousy shooters. I wonder what the Pillar told them to do.
The whole scene is a mess of people running in every direction. Every once in a while, a camera stops broadcasting, presumably having been kicked by the panicking crowd. The head line of the Queen being shot in the head is plastered on every news channel. It’s seriously hard to believe this is happening.
But in all this mess, my eyes are looking for the Pillar.
Finally, I glimpse him wheeling himself among the crowd, now covered underneath the blanket. The wheel chair is soon destroyed by the masses and he has to limp up with the rifle in his hand.
A camera man seems to have identified him and focuses on him. I stick to that channel, wondering where he is going. He is definitely not kind to the crowd he meets as he shoots a couple of the Queen’s guards on the way.
Where are you going, Pillar? What are you thinking?
It crosses my mind that he is escaping. A thought that terrifies me and urges me to grip my rifle, in case I’ll have to get out and chase after him. But I see an easier path to the west side, which he hasn’t taken. The Pillar would recognize such an easy chance to get out of this. So where is he heading?
Slowly, it seems like he is heading toward the Queen’s limousine.
The camera shakes all of a sudden, covering the broadcast is over. But then I realize the camera man pulled it off its tripod and decided to follow the Pillar on foot. It’s like a horror footage camera movie now, where we follow the situation from inside out.
Except this camera man is focused on the Pillar.
The limousine’s window is half open. Margaret Kent’s head sticks out, pleading at the Pillar not to kill her. She even promises him to get his one-handed relative to win the Wimbledon Tennis Tournament, like the Pillar had asked her the first time I’d ever seen her.
Then she pleads for her life. “Don’t kill me, Pillar,” she squeaks. “You don’t understand. I’m not really one of them.”
The Pillar loads his rifle, kicks an annoying passerby, then aims to shoot her.
“You’re supposed to be one of us, too!”
“You just said you’re not one of them,” the Pillar said. “So your sentence doesn’t make any sense.”
“It’s metaphorical. You know what I mean.”
“Margaret Kent.” The Pillar is about to shoot her. “Prepare to die.”
Margaret puts up the window, hiding behind it.
“Seriously?” the Pillar muses, then glances back at the camera man, as if making sure his execution of the Duchess will be caught on TV.
Then something happens. Another hit I’m not prepared for.
The Pillar shoots the window open, but Margaret is still alive. Then, Lorina screams from inside, then Jack.
My heart almost stops.
It’s not flattering seeing Lorina in Jack’s arms, but it’s heart-stopping realizing the Pillar will shoot.
“Stop!” I stand up in place, fully aware that none of my None Fu powers will get them to hear me, or allow me to run as fast as I can to stop the Pillar. It’s just a lame, weak attempt to numb my mind from the pain that’s about to attack me.
“He wouldn’t shoot Jack,” the March wails behind me. “Would he?”
I watch the Pillar aim again.
In my darkest hour, a small hand holds mine, so tight, and so gentle. It’s Constance. I glimpse her looking up at me, horrified, sympathizing, understanding. She really does understand what’s happening to me now.
It’s not just that the Pillar might shoot Jack, but it’s that the man who’s killed my family is about to kill… the last of my family; Jack.
“He wouldn’t do it,” Constance tells me. “He’s not that dark of a man…”
But her words mean nothing. The Pillar takes the shot, and I watch the car explode.
 



Chapter 52
The Vatican
 
Angelo was buttoning his white shirt while watching the Queen’s head split open.
“Ouch,” he said. “That’s freaking awesome.”
The man in black’s lips tightened. Angelo was not only getting drunker by the minute, but meaner. This was going to be disastrous. The crowd outside had been waiting for too long. And now that the Queen had been killed by this Pillar terrorist, they were getting furious, demanding justice, demanding a stronger pope, one who’d stand in the face of evil and stop this terrorism all over the world.
And even though the prophecy claimed it would be Angelo to take that stand, it seemed very unlikely at the moment.
“Did you just see that?” Angelo aimed his forefinger as if they were guns in the wild, wild west. “Pow. Pow.”
“That’s the Queen of England who got shot,” the man commented. “It’s exactly what you shouldn’t be happy about it.”
Angelo shrugged, tying his own tie.
“People are expecting you to help them, to stand up for them, not cheer for the killing of the Queen of England.”
“Sorry,” Angelo said. “It’s the whiskey.”
“I know, but you need to sober up.”
“I’m sober now.”
“You’re not.”
“Trust me, I am. Let’s talk to the people.”
“In this white outfit with a cravat you’re wearing?”
“What’s wrong with it? Angels wear white.”
“But not modern trousers and a shirt. They don’t wear cravats.”
“Now that’s something you can’t prove. Who said they don’t wear cravats?”
“They just don’t.”
“Would you go speak to your honorable father without dressing properly?”
“No?” The man in black seemed confused.
“So do angels. I bet they wear cravats when meeting God.”
“Ah.” The man in black mopped his forehead. The situation was getting worse by the minute. “I think your speech should wait.”
“You’re wrong.” Angelo’s demeanor suddenly changed. An evil, indecipherable look gleamed in his eyes. “I should speak to them now. Drunk, unshaven, and improbably dressed.”
“Why is that?”
Angelo gripped the man in black by the throat and pressed lightly. “Did you really just ask me why?”
“I’m sorry.” The man in black choked. “But I’d really like to know why.”
“Okay.” Angelo’s face tightened, his whiskey breath all over the man’s face. “Here is why.”
The man in black watched as Angelo clicked his iPhone and music began to play again. This time to give an answer to the man’s question. It was James Brown singing, again: I feel good, tarararara!
“That’s why!”
 



Chapter 53
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
While Tom discusses Constance’s situation, she is about to crawl into the hole, and I am still glued to the TV.
Scanning all the channels, I’m hoping they’d cover the situation with the limousine explosion. But the Queen’s death is taking priority. The Assassination of the Century they’re calling it now.
The conspiracy theorist channels, however, are making fun of the death. They’re vowing to print shirts with a smoking gun on the front and the word The People of England Have Something to Say on the back.
Still, Jack’s situation isn’t talked about.
“Forget about it for now,” the March says to me, trying to be as gentle as possible. “If Jack’s dead, there is nothing you can do about it.”
“Of course there is.” I fist my grip again. “I should have shot the killer in the chest when he was here.”
“Then you’d better focus with us on trying to monitor Constance as she crawls through the hole.”
I nod and step up to see what’s going on. In the Pillar’s cell, Tom is standing alone.
“Where is Constance?”
“She is inside,” Tom says. “She’s a brave girl. I gave a her a walkie talkie and tiny flashlight.”
I take the walkie talkie from him. “Constance. Can you hear me?”
“I’m here Alice,” the poor girl coughs back.
“You should have told me you were going before you entered.”
“We only have three hours. It’s okay. I can do it. I’ve been trapped in a similarly tight place by the Cheshire, remember?”
This paints a smile on my face, but puts a dagger in my heart as well. Constance was my first mission. My first love. The first hug I’d had after so many years in the asylum. Guilt is eating me up for letting her go into the hole.
“I remember.”
“You saved me that day,” Constance says. “Now it’s my turn to save you.”
The March is about to cry behind me. Tom is just tapping an impatient foot on the floor.
“I’m sure you will,” I tell her. “Is the hole getting tighter or anything? You should crawl back if that’s the case.”
“It’s not, but there is no crawling back now, unless I manage to crawl backwards, which I can’t do.”
“Are you breathing well?”
“Not really, but that’s not what bothers me.”
“Then what bothers you, Constance? Tell me, please.”
“The shit .”
“What?” Her vulgar language startles me at first, but then I remember she isn’t a regular seven-year-old. 
“The tunnel is turning into some sort of sewer tube. I can smell it in the distance. I see floating shit.”
“My God.” I grit my teeth and close my eyes. “Constance. Come back. That’s an order. I don’t care if you have to crawl backwards.”
“And then what?”
“Just do as I say!”
Tom interferes as usual. I need to put him on a leash or something. “Why not turn off the flashlight? That way you won’t see the shit.”
“Tom,” Constance says. “You’re stupid.”
The March laughs heartily at Tom.
“Talk to me, Constance,” I demand. “Tell me you’re coming back.”
“No, I’m not. Instead of wasting time with me, I think you should listen to the March. He told me he found new things about Patient 14.”
My gaze shifts toward him. I tilt my head. He nods, and I am curious what he found out.
“Are you going to be all right, Constance?”
“I will,” she says with confidence. “It’s either shit or dead.”
 



Chapter 54
 
“What did you find out?” I ask the March.
We’re standing in the corridor, away from Tom. I don’t want him to know. If there is an imposter among us, then he is my number one suspect. Besides, he has to keep an eye on Constance. Though I don’t trust him, I know he will do his best to help her because he wants out of here.
“The writing on the walls still has more to deliver,” he says.
“Like what?”
“The Mushroomers found a part mentioning that Patient 14 possesses all the needed knowledge about the Six Keys.”
“That’s a bit farfetched, don’t you think?”
“It’s what’s written on the walls. It also explains why Waltraud and Ogier were torturing him and everyone else.”
“They wanted to know the location of Keys?”
“Exactly,” the March says. “At least that’s the reason why they tortured Patient 14. This also confirms that the writing on the wall in your cell was his, not yours.”
“Is that all?”
“There is one vague line that explains that only he, Patient 14, knows the Keys’ location, purpose, and that only he has all of them.”
“That’s not quite right,” I counter back. “Lewis gave me a key.”
“Lewis gave you the bullet Carolus wanted to use to kill him. It just happened to look like a key.”
I grimace. Things are twisting too much in my head. “How about the key I found in my stepsister’s house? The one the Pillar fooled me to get.”
“That was just a key you liked when you were a kid in that house,” the March says. “The Pillar played you to get it, but it’s nothing like the Six Keys.”
“How do you know this, March?”
“It’s all written on the walls, Alice. Patient 14 is very important. We need to know more about him. We need to know how all of this is possible and how he has the Six Keys.”
“That’s if he isn’t just an insane patient in an asylum,” I say, unable to guess who it could be.



Chapter 55
White Hearts Hospital
 
Lewis Carroll had just told Fabiola about Patient 14. How he supposedly knew about the Keys, and how Waltraud and Ogier chased him for so long. But then the conversation stopped and he wouldn’t say more.
Instead, he insisted that Fabiola should work on finding her healing powers within her mind and so find a way to cure her wounds, so she could get up and help the Inklings.
“It’s not that easy,” Fabiola said. “Some of my wounds have healed, but not enough to get up and fight.”
“You have it in you, Fabiola,” Lewis insisted. “Be true to yourself. Free your mind and trust in what matters the most.”
“Power talk won’t work on me, Lewis. I’m not a child.”
“I know you aren’t. But my books don’t just influence children. Adults as well. Trust in your own self.”
“Even if I do,” she said. “I haven’t made up my mind about Alice.”
“You have to before it’s too late.”
“It’s hard to choose.”
“These are not times to stay in the grey, Fabiola. These are times of black and white. Black Chess and Inklings. Choose a side or drown in the current of the river in between.”
“If you tell me about Patient 14, I will choose a side.” Fabiola was left with no other choice but to bargain.
Lewis sat down and laced his hands. The rabbit ducked into his pocket, remaining silent as if it knew some secret and feared  speaking would spoil it. 
“You once asked me what the Wonderland War is about,” Lewis began.
“And you said ‘the most precious thing.’”
“Indeed. I’m not going to tell you what it is about right now because you may not understand. But I’m going to tell you that the Six Keys make or break it in winning this war.”
“That’s a given already.”
“The Six Keys were once in my possession.”
“I could imagine that too, though I was never sure.”
“I’ve always thought they were safe with me.”
“They should be.”
Lewis raised his head and met her eyes. “That’s not quite true,” he said. “At some point I feared I would misuse them.”
“Don’t be silly, Lewis. You? Misuse such a precious thing?”
“Not exactly me. But my other me.”
“Carolus?”
He nodded. “After Alice left to join Him and Black Chess, I lost it. I began to stutter. I missed her so much. And the migraines returned. This time severe and brutal. I was changing inside. Carolus was taking over. The evil side of me. He wanted to join Alice. Black Chess. I had to fool him. I needed to find a way to hide the Keys from the other me inside.”
“Oh, Lewis. I can’t imagine…” Fabiola stopped midway, her mind reeling with possibilities. “Did Carolus get them? Is that why he is working for the Queen of Hearts?”
The rabbit bobbed its head out of Lewis Carroll’s pocket. “The Queen of Hearts is dead!”
Lewis gently patted the rabbit back into his pocket. “No. The Keys aren’t with Carolus.”
“But you seem to know who has them, right?”
“I do,” he said, sounding embarrassed. “In a way.”
“Another puzzle?” Fabiola chuckled.
“I gave the Keys to someone.”
“You did? Who?”
“I can’t remember.”
“Really?” Fabiola was furious. “What’s with everyone not remembering? It’s such a cliché.”
“I had to make myself forget, deliberately.”
“You did what?”
“If Carolus knew about the new keeper of the Keys he would have told Black Chess.”
“I see.”
“I gave the Keys to someone while Carolus wasn’t present, then chewed a rare flower that helped me forget this particular memory.”
“Oh, Lewis. That’s foolish.”
“I know, but it seemed smart at the time.”
“So you have no idea to whom you have given them?”
“I don’t,” Lewis said. “But he does.” He pointed at the rabbit sticking its head out. “I’m not sure, but it claims it knows.”
Fabiola turned to the rabbit. And without asking, the rabbit said: “Patient 14.”
 



Chapter 56
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
The March Hare guides me through the many writings on the wall throughout the asylum. It’s hard to grasp the corridors within the corridors in this place. He and the Mushroomers have discovered numerous doors leading to more cells. I could ask Tom about these secret places, but I’m assuming he will lie to me for one reason or another. What matters is to know more about Patient 14. And hope one of these doors has a way out.
“Alice?” Constance says on the walkie talkie.
“Yes, Constance? Are you all right?”
“Shit really smells bad.”
The March giggles as we search the walls. I can already see him connected with Constance. Both, in a twisted way, are children after all.
“I know, sweetie,” I tell her. “You still can crawl back you know.”
“Don’t talk to me as if I’m a child. I’m tens of girls in one body. I’m much older than you.”
“Doesn’t mean you aren't a child anymore,” the March says over my shoulder, wanting to kiss the walkie talkie.
“I will not address you as a child,” I promise her. “Tell me, are you seeing any exits?”
“Not yet. The problem is that I’ve come across many side tunnels and I’m not sure if I should have chosen one of them.”
“I’d stay in the main tunnel. This guarantees you can find your way back.”
“I’m not coming back before I save us all.” 
Boy, the girl is a superhero. She makes me looks like a second-hand imposter.
“I’ll buzz you when I find something,” she says and returns to silence.
Behind me the March is looking for more writing on the wall. The ones we come across now are repetitive, reciting the story about Him and me. A tiny portion of me wonders if the Pillar had a reason to kill my family. It’s absurd, but I can’t explain his effect on me. His morbid and dark charm.
Could it be that he didn’t kill them? Could it be that my family sent him to save me and he doesn’t want to expose them?
I don’t know, but any chance of him being my father has dissolved into thin air — unless there is a major twist I can’t see coming.
“Here,” the March says. “I found the jackpot.”
“Really?” I kneel next to him. “What does the writing say?”
“It actually says where the Six Keys are.” The March’s ears prick with enthusiasm.
“That’s too easy, March. It couldn't be.”
“It would be if it told about a certain place. This isn't so. It’s kind of a puzzle.”
“Let me see.” I take the flashlight and point it at the wall. The writing is curvy but readable:
Lewis Carroll had no choice but give the Six Keys away. This or his darker half, known as Carolus, would have found them. Carolus was loyal to Black Chess. He arose when Lewis had been occasionally weakened by his migraines.
“This is too straight forward, unlike his previous writings,” I say to the March. “Are you sure this is Patient 14’s writing?”
“It’s the same handwriting, I guarantee that.”
I turn back and keep reading:
Lewis had to find someone to pass the Keys to. Though I never understood why, he chose me. I’m far from being a hero, but I accepted the challenge because Lewis was in pain. I loved him and didn’t want to see him like that. I took the Keys willingly and watched him feed himself a flower that made him forget he gave them to me. He did it so Carolus would never find the Keys.
“A complicated story, that is,” I say. “But it’s believable.”
“Read on, Alice,” the March’s curiousness shone on his voice. “We need to know who Patient 14 is, and where we can find him.”
I read on:
The Keys were a burden like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Many, many years later I watched a movie called The Lord of the Rings where a hobbit named Frodo carried the same burden of a ring. I really felt for him.
“I love The Lord of the Rings.” The March’s eyes widened. “I’d like to watch it again now.”
“Not now, March. This is serious.” I elbow him and read on:
There is too much that happened since, but I can’t write it on this wall. All I can say, trapped in this asylum, tortured by the evil Tweedledum and Dee, is that I came to a conclusion like Lewis’. I’ve decided to forget about the Keys.
“That’s not good at all.” The March’s face dimmed.
I concentrate on reading the rest:
I didn’t need a flower to chew. In my situation, all I had to do was to give in to the warden’s torture. The Mush Room did for me what the flower did for Carroll. But now I realized I am so close to forgetting about the Keys, and I’ve managed to send Lewis a note. I did it through a Mushroomer who’d been pardoned by the court. The message was simple. ‘The Keys are with me. You gave them to me. I’m Patient 14.’
“So Lewis did know about this all this time,” I mumble.
“But he only knew about Patient 14. Never knew his real name or where to really find him.”
“Since a Mushroomer passed the note on, he would have guessed Patient 14 was in the asylum.”
“We don’t know that Lewis knew this was a Mushroomer, but anyways.” The March rubbed his chin, thinking. “Why didn’t Patient 14 just tell Lewis the whole story? Why the codes?”
I knew why, and I pointed at the rest of the writing:
I couldn’t bring myself to tell it to Lewis in the note. For one, I didn’t much trust this Mushroomer. Secondly, who knew in whose hand the note would end up in? Thirdly, I feared that Carolus had taken over and would read the note instead of Lewis. I’m sorry I did that, but I needed to forget about the Keys. They were driving me crazy. I couldn't handle such a burden, especially when I knew what they were for. You cannot imagine what power the Keys hold.
“I’d really like to know,” I say.
The March nods agreeably. “Read that last part, Alice,” he says, chin on my shoulder, face like a cute bulldog. “That’s the part I was telling you about. The puzzle part.”
I read on:
As a last resort I’ve decided to tell you, whoever is reading this, and believes in it, where the Keys are. I’ve hidden them too, but in a place Black Chess would never find. I’ll tell you where they are. It’s sort of a puzzle. But if you’re meant to find it. You, and only you, will solve it.
I glance at the puzzle underneath. It doesn’t make sense, and I don’t think I’m the one to solve it, but it’s the first concrete clue toward the Six Keys since I’ve learned about them. It says:
I’ve hidden the Keys in plain sight.
A place so bright in the dark of the night.
Are you the one to get it right?
I’ve hidden the Keys in the a (…) of light.
“I love it.” The March clapped his hands. “I love puzzles. All we have to do is find the missing word before of light.”
 



Chapter 57
Some Creepy Castle in London
 
Mr. Jay’s face wasn’t visible in the dark, but his employees could glimpse his faint silhouette by the desk at the end of the room. They could also hear a hollow voice and the smoke that occasionally came out of whatever he smoked in there. His employees lowered their heads, narrowed their knees, and laced their hands in obedience, waiting for him to talk.
“He killed Nutty?” Mr. Jay’s voice came from the dark.
The employees hesitated, not sure what to say. One of them had the courage to ask, “Who’s Nutty?”
“Nutty!” Mr. Jay said. “Nutty Peanuts Coconut Nutcracker.”
Mr. Jay wasn’t one to crack jokes, nor did his voice imply mockery. He was dead serious. The situation was serious, too. The employees worried he’d end up burning one of them, like he always did when disappointed.
“Who is Nutty Peanuts Coconut Nutcracker?” one of the employees asked.
“The Queen of Hearts,” Mr. Jay roared and shot the man dead from the dark. A silencer, precise and efficient. Mr. Jay liked to kill calmly, as if saying hello to someone.
The rest of the employees narrowed their legs even more, suppressing a whole lot of laughter. The Queen of Hearts real name was Nutty?
“Yes, Mr. Jay,” one employee said. “Nutty—I mean the Queen of Hearts is dead.”
“Shot in the head,” another said.
“The Pillar shot her,” a third contributed, as if Mr. Jay hadn’t seen it on TV.
“I want the Pillar.” Mr. Jay rapped an unseen hand on the desk. “I want no excuses. I want him alive. I want him to beg for his life. I want to burn him alive.”
The employees promised they would find him, though none of them knew where the Pillar escaped to after shooting the Queen, Margaret, and Jack.
“What about Alice?” one employee asked.
“Alice will die. She can’t make it without the Pillar,” Mr. Jay said. “It’s still a mystery to me why the Pillar left without getting what he’s been after all along.”
“Maybe he did find it, Mr. Jay.”
“He didn’t. I know that for a fact. Today was supposed to be a new birthday for Black Chess, but the Pillar turned it into a funeral.”
The employees exchanged worried looks again. None of them wanted Mr. Jay’s anger to spark.
“So Black Chess’ plans failed?” an employees asked.
“I never fail,” Mr. Jay said. “I have a Plan B.”
“You do?”
“I always have. I had thought this to be my last card, but it seems like I’m going to lay it out sooner than I thought.”
“Would you mind sharing it, Mr. Jay?”
A long silence invaded the darkness. Then Mr. Jay said, “A war is coming. One that I’ve won before it’s even begun. It’s just that none of the Inklings gets it yet.”
 



Chapter 58
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“Only two hours left, Alice,” the March said, walking back and forth. “Constance hasn’t found a way out, and we haven’t solved the puzzle.”
“The Puzzle is too hard to solve,” I say. “Wherever Patient 14 hid the Keys, I don’t think I can find out.”
“Somewhere in the a … of light,” the March said. “What could it be? A pool of light? Beam of light? I don't know.”
“See my point? We’re not going to spend two hours solving such a vague puzzle.”
“Remember when he said only he or she who’s supposed to solve the puzzle can do it? Maybe it’s none of us. We need to find the one who can interpret it.”
“Who, March? Tom Truckle? I doubt Patient 14 would tell him where the Keys are. The Mushroomers? That’d be a long shot.”
“Constance?” the March said.
“Unlikely, but I’ll satisfy your curiosity.” I call Constance on the walkie talkie and ask her.
“Not me, Alice,” she replies. “I know nothing of this.”
“Then our lives are really in your hands, Constance,” the March tells her.
“I hope so.”
“Did you find anything?” I say.
“There is this thin yellow light in the distance,” she says. “I’m not sure what it is.”
“Are you sure it’s light?” the March says.
“I’m not, but I’m on it. Will talk to you again soon,” Constance says and resumes her silence again.
The March approaches me cautiously and says, “I want to say something, but I don’t want you to be mad at me.”
“What is it?”
“I was wondering if we’re ever going to see the Pillar again?”
“Why? You miss him?”
“Call me childish, but he made me laugh.”
“It is childish, March. But you’re a child so I understand.”
“So he is gone forever, right?”
“Don’t count on that.” I spit on the floor. “I’ll find him wherever he is and kill him.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really!” I fire back at him. It’s the first time I’ve ever shouted at the March. My demeanor scares him enough to plaster his back and palms against the wall behind him. “What’s wrong with you? He killed my family. Didn’t you see him kill Jack, too?”
“Calm down, Alice. You’re scaring me.”
“Then stop asking about the Pillar,” I say and regret my anger. “Listen,” I calm down. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. Anger is good, I think. It makes you do a few things right, things you wouldn't do otherwise.”
I smile at the sudden words of wisdom, and wonder which movie or game he’d heard them in.
“Which reminds me,” he says. “Would you want me to tell you about your real family’s names?”
The March’s offer is something I have been thinking about all the time since I knew about them. But other than my father being the dean of Oxford University, I don’t think I can take more information now. Learning about my biological family will get me emotional and weaken me. It’s a blunt way to deal with the situation, but I’m a student of Carter Pillar, who has the guts to shoot the Queen of England in cold blood.
“Alice!” Constance calls back.
“Yes?”
“I’m afraid I have bad news. The yellow light is my mind playing games on me. It’s nothing.”
“That’s okay, Constance. You did your best.”
“Also, I’ve reached a dead end. The tunnel widens a little, but it’s a dead end.”
I want to tell her she did good again, but I’m frustrated, feeling the walls close in on me.
“Listen,” the brave Constance says. “I will crawl back a little and try the side tunnels. Don’t worry guys. I will save you.”
And before I can answer back, she cuts the connection. I feel so embarrassed not being in the tunnel doing what she is doing. I wish I could go back to yesterday and shrink to the size of a child and do it instead of her. Where is that Alice in Wonderland shrinking drink when you need one?
 



Chapter 59
The Tunnels underneath the Radcliffe Asylum
 
 
Constance was about to crawl back when she heard a faint sound behind the wall. She stopped and listened carefully.
“Who’s there?” she demanded.
Someone was knocking on the wall from the other side.
“Who is there?” she demanded again.
She listened to a muffled voice talking back, but she couldn’t make out the words.
“What are you saying? Speak louder.” Her heart was beating fast. Whether this was a friend or a foe, it meant the tunnels ran deeper than she thought. Maybe there was a way out of this dungeon.
“Help,” the voice on the other side said.
Constance felt disappointed for a moment. She’d thought she’d found someone to help her, not the other way around. But she wouldn’t back away from someone who needed help.
“Who are you?” she inquired. “Why are you in the tunnels? Where are you in the tunnels?”
“Help…”
“I know you need help. I don’t know how to reach you. I could if you tell me something useful.”
“Help…”
This time, she thought the word help preceded another word, one she couldn’t hear. What did the person on the other side want to say?
“Help…”
Constance realized this was going to take too long. Suddenly, she had to choose between saving someone stuck behind the wall and saving the Inklings.
 
 



 
Chapter 60
St Peters Piazza, The Vatican
 
After waiting for so many hours, the masses were shocked to see the new pope. Why so young? Why so neat? Why wearing white? Who was this guy?
Silence fell upon the piazza, all but the sound of clicking cameras. Soon, the image of the new pope standing on the balcony would spread on social networks. Soon, people would make fun of him. That young man called Angelo.
“Cheers!” Angelo said, waving a bottle in the air.
Was that scotch?
All over the world, people couldn't believe their eyes. The masses down there in the piazza continued taking pictures, mouths gaped, offended, and rubbing their eyes in case they were imagining this.
Did the new pope just say cheers?
“You know what this is?” Angelo pointed at the bottle, swaying a little to the right.
No one answered him. Even those who’d end up booing couldn’t speak. This couldn't be happening.
“This is scotch.” He pointed at the bottle, then he began talking to the bottle as if it were a person. “Scotch, meet my fans.”
Murmurs slowly passed through the crowd.
“And this?” Angelo pulled out an iPhone. “Is my Facebook Page. Click like, people, in the name of the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost.”
The murmurs escalated, a tinge of anger, a tinge of unspoken tension.
“Got Instagram, too,” Angelo said. “But Facebook bought Instagram, so there is no pointing in liking it too.”
An offended man burst out in anger from the crowd. “Who are you?”
“Where is the new pope?” an old woman shouted.
“My name is Angelo Cardone,” Angelo spoke, resting both hands on the balcony’s edge, allowing the scotch bottle to drop and smash. “It’s more of mobster’s name, but I’m your new pope.”
Muffled shrieks scattered across the piazza.
“I’m not here by choice. I’m the chosen one,” he said.
“Who the hell chose you? Get off the podium!”
Angelo’s beady eyes blinked, his body swayed, and he almost fell over upon the crowd. “Let’s not talk about hell, not so soon.”
Though most people insisted on him leaving, a few actually laughed at his remark.
“Listen people,” Angelo said. “I’m not drunk.”
The crowd began to boo louder.
“Seriously, I’m not. I was just fooling you.” Angelo straightened up. “I was just testing you.”
The voices lowered. More people got curious.
“But imagine that terrorism in the world had spread so much, that a day came when a drunk terrorist stepped up and stood in the pope’s place,” Angelo said.
The crowd began to actually listen.
“Imagine we keep on flying white doves and answering bullets with prayers and peaceful statements,” Angelo said, his voice playful but authoritative. “Imagine we keep on forgiving the sins committed against us, and never shout back. You know what happens then?”
Angelo suddenly had the crowd’s full attention — and the man in black standing behind him.
“You will end up with a stranger on this balcony, probably a terrorist, imposing their ideology on us,” Angelo said, and the crowd listened. “And now, my beloved citizens, do I have your attention?”
A low sound began to escalate into a rocking cheer that shook the earth.
“Forget about the weaker pope before me. Forget about a pope who’d end up killed in the hands of the Chessmaster.” Angelo raised both hands in the air, like a magician with a spell that’d bind the world together. “I’m here to change that.”
“Yeah!”
“I’m here to stop terrorism.”
“Yeah!”
“I’m here to tell you how to end this mess, once and for all.”
Riotous cheers from the crowd. 
“I’m here to kick ass!”
This last word took the crowd by surprise. Only a few cheered back. They weren’t used to such words. To such bluntness. But it’d also touched a suppressed part in them. And ever so slowly, the crescendo of voices gathered and cheered. Like a disease, the enthusiasm for fighting fire with fire spread. All it needed was a new man, a supposed idol, to speak it out loud.
Angelo smirked at the crowd. The man in black ferociously clapped his hands behind him. It was only a matter of hours before the world would witness a day unlike any other in the history of mankind. A day where madness would reach its zenith.
Angelo began his speech…
 
 



Chapter 61
The Tunnels
 
“Help…”
Constance couldn’t leave the man behind the wall all alone. Her soft and caring heart just couldn't do it. She’d tried her best to interpret the words but couldn’t. Finally, she’d picked up a rock and begun carving into the wall, hoping she could create a small tunnel through to the man.
“Help…”
“I know. I know,” she said. “You need help. I’m trying to get through to you. Be patient.”
“Help…”
She didn’t reply this time. This guy was insistent and borderline stupid. She still wouldn't leave without helping him.
“Help…” The words came again but this time the second word made sense. “You.”
Constance stopped carving. “What did you say?”
“Help you!”
“How? What is that supposed to mean…?” Then her eyes widened against the semi-darkness. “You want to help me?”
“Yes!”
“Who are you?”
“Ude.”
“Ude?”
“Ude!”
“Your name is Ude?”
“Ude!”
“Not again,” Constance said. “Please focus, how can you help me?”
“Ude.”
“I get it. Your name is Ude. I need a better description of you.”
“Ude!”
“Really? Okay, tell me how you plan to help me.”
A silence came then she could make out a few words. “The opening.”
“Which opening.”
“Opening before…”
She cocked her head, glimpsing a side tunnel a few meters behind her. “You want to meet me in one of the side tunnels?”
A powerful knock came on the wall.
“Does that knock mean yes?”
“Yes!”
“All right.” Constance crawled back. It was exhausting, almost impossible, but the opening wasn’t that far away. “I’m coming.”
“Ude!”
“Not again. Just wait for me.”
“Could you please not say Ude again? It’s getting on my…”
Suddenly, she found herself at the opening. Aiming the flashlight deeper in, she realized the opening widened a great deal in the distance. “How did I miss that?” She thumped her head with her fist. Constance didn’t like stupid people, and she was stupid not using the side tunnels.
On all fours, she crawled, fast enough to risk inuring her knees and palms.
The tunnel widened all of a sudden, and to her surprise, she could stand. It wasn't easy, as her stiff body had gotten used to her previous position. But she was curious to meet Ude.
In the distance she saw someone in a red cloak. She couldn't see his face.
“Ude?” She squinted.
“Dude!” The voice came. It was from a young man, much older than her, of course.
“Your name is Dude.” She laughed.
“Yes.”
“Why are you here?”
“To help you.”
“Why do you want to help me? How did you know about me being in the tunnels?”
“You talk too much, Constance.”
“And you know my name.”
“I will tell you all about me when we find a way out for you and your friends.”
“They’ll be happy to know that the tunnel widens here, but how are they supposed to reach this place with the narrower tunnel before?”
“I will help you. Just stop asking questions.”
“And how can you help me, Dude?”
This time the Dude said nothing. He pulled out an old map, showing the architecture of the tunnels, only it was two hundred years old.
 



Chapter 62
The BBC Report - Wire Release
 
The World Has Gone Mad! Terror attack kills the Queen. A new Bin Laden threatens the world. An irresponsible new pope encouraging war on terror!
 
Breaking News Update:
 
The world is devastated by the Queen of England’s assassination by Pilla da Killa. Since her death, the world governments are on standby and in conferences all over the world. The Queen’s death, and the massacre outside the Radcliffe Asylum, leaves the world reader no choice but to take action. Terrorism has taken over our world since the appearance of the Cheshire Cat a few months back.
What had been thought of as a serial killer who sewed girl’s mouths into grins turned out to be a prelude to the madness of terrorism we’re about to face.
It’s not quite clear whether the Cheshire, the Muffin Man, or the Chessmaster were part of the Inklings terrorist organization, and it’s still under investigation. What the BCC has learned for sure is that the new Osama Bin Laden is called Pilla da Killa, a ruthless assassin and murderer who has brutally killed the Queen of England in plain sight.
Attempts to catch the Pillar are being discussed. However, he has not been caught yet.
In a wire release from an insider spy, Al Jazeera News discovered the connection to ISIS, who is only working for the Inklings. An ISIS captive has just confessed to the Pentagon that the top terrorists in the mother organization, the Inklings, are called Mushroomers.
Mushroomers are sleeper cells who, instead of infiltrating nations under the guise of being citizens, infiltrated asylums all over the world. The plan is said to be years old. A few governments have already declared their war on madness; suggesting the destruction of every asylum on Earth.
Tom Truckle, head operations director of the Inklings, runs the Radcliffe Asylum, which is under siege at the moment. The Radcliffe Asylum protects the highest caliber terrorists at the moment, including the infamous Professor Jittery, who’s been confined to The Hole, an underground asylum for the most dangerous terrorists in the world. Jittery, also known as the March Hare and pretending he has the mind of a child, has helped the organization hide their weapons of destruction in every landscape he has designed all over the world. He is a genius landscaper, and a prominent member of the organization.
The British police have announced the confiscation of the Inklings Bar, a proposed meeting place for the organization. It’s being searched now for further evidence.
The second most important member after the Pillar is a troubled nineteen-year-old orphan by the name of Alice Wonder. Two years ago she killed everyone in her class in a bus accident. CCTV has caught Alice’s presence in most of the terrorist attacks in the past months. She’s been reported to have shot poor cats in a festival in Belgium,  killed the warden of a morgue in London, stuffed a bomb inside a rabbit in an attempt to execute her foster family, and most recently, helped the Chessmaster destroy the world and then kill him when she had no more use for him.
Alice Wonder and her crew are now trapped inside the Radcliffe Asylum. Interpol has given them a deadline, after which the building will be stormed..
Only two hours are left now — and the public is demanding quick and unapologetic justice after the Queen’s death.
 
End of Wire Release
 
Stay tuned for more mad news: The Vatican’s new pope is encouraging people to dance in St Peters piazza to the tune of James Brown’s I Feel Good.
 



Chapter 63
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
 
I’m losing my mind — and my faith.
Constance hasn’t been answering her walkie talkie for a while. I’d die blaming myself if something happens to her, now that she is stuck in a place where none of us can reach her. Next to me, the March is trying to solve the puzzle.
I’ve hidden the Keys in plain sight. A place so bright in the dark of the night. Are you the one to get it right? I’ve hidden the Keys in the a … of light.
“Anything yet?” I ask him.
“No clue what it’s supposed to mean,” he says. “But something keeps happening whenever I read it.”
“Like what?”
“I’m having a headache.”
“That’s because your eyes are glued to the message on the wall. You should get glasses.”
“I’m a kid, Alice. Too soon for glasses.”
I tilt my head, not commenting. I even wait to see if he realizes what he’s just said. The March is an old man living inside a child, but he knows it. Sure, he doesn’t act like an adult sometimes, but never before have I seen him so buried in the act. I should have noticed earlier that he wasn’t all right. Since he has been talking to Constance his inner child has been floating like an adventurous kite in the sky.
It explains why he is really into the puzzle. It’s a game to him. I doubt that he understands the grave situation we’re in.
“So kids don’t need glasses?” I play along.
“Some kids do,” he says, eyes still glued to the wall. He talks to me the way kids talk to their mother while glued to a cartoon on TV. He just wants me to stop bothering him. “I don’t. My eyes have been pretty good.”
“But you are wearing glasses, March.” I say the words with cautiousness. I need to know what’s going on.
The March’s shoulders tighten. His hand crawls up to his face, investigating the authenticity of what I’ve just said. He seems surprised. I’m not sure what’s going on.
“Ah,” he chuckles uncomfortably. “I think I forgot.”
I near him, slowly. “March? What’s just happened?”
“I think I got carried away.”
“How?”
“I think I let myself get transported back to yesterday, when I was someone else then?”
“When you were a kid you mean?”
“I believe so.”
I kneel down and stand on all fours, like an adult trying to gain’s a child’s trust. “How did it feel?”
The March’s eyes moisten. “It feels like yesterday.”
“No, really. How did it feel?”
“So…” The old man before me wipes a single tear, trickling down from his right eye. He removes the glasses and feels embarrassed about it. “Awesome?”
“Is that a question or a statement?”
“A statement.” He nods. “I’m just afraid to admit I cherished the feeling of being transported back to my childhood, so much so I forgot that I’m an adult.”
“Don’t be embarrassed. I think it’s frabjous.” I pat him. “Try not to lose that feeling of being a child.”
“Really?” His eyes widen, ears prick up.
“Really,” I say. “It’s a beautiful feeling and I want you to hang onto it. Does looking at the puzzle on the wall intensify the feeling?”
“Oh, yes!” The child in him is talking to me. It’s a silly scene, but it’s also beautiful. An aging man with white long hair, allowing the soft light from his childhood to shine upon his old wrinkled skin. “See? If I repeat the phrase I start getting those headaches…”
I am thinking migraines.
“…and then, when I get the headaches, I start to feel dizzy and blurry, but then I feel… happy.”
“Happy? That’s brilliant.”
“But I feel happy without a reason to be happy.”
“Don’t be embarrassed about it. Only adults are so messed up that they rationalize the need to have a reason for being happy,” I say. “What happens next?”
“Nothing,” he says. “I’m just here with you, Alice. We’re having fun, playing, and doing nonsense. Like every other day in Wonderland.”
“Ah.” I nod agreeably. He thinks he is in Wonderland. “Another happy day in Wonderland.”
“Though, you look a bit too old today,” he laughs.
“I haven’t slept for some time.” I have to play along. The writing has an effect on him, and it’s important to keep up with him.
“Do you think we can go visit the Hatter?” the March asks eagerly.
“Hatter?” I say. “You know where he lives?”
The March laughs uncontrollably. “You’re funny, Alice.”
“I am. Aren’t I?” I try to act like the Alice he has in mind. From the books, maybe. His mind is now in Wonderland. I don’t want to lose this connection, because it means, if I play along smoothly, he will remember the things he’d forgotten with the shock therapy in The Hole. The March is free right now. He doesn’t give two craps about the light bulb in his head.
“Of course you are. Silly, too,” the March says. “You know the Hatter has no house. He lives everywhere and anywhere.”
“Then how can we find him?” Please stay where you are March. Don’t break the connection. This might be the chance to know everything I need to know.
“Alice!” He nudges me. “Stop teasing me. We’ve been through this before. To find the Hatter you have to look for a tea party. That’s the trick.”
“Of course.” I nudge him back. “Was just teasing you, fool. So why not go look for the tea party?”
“Really?” The heartbreaking glimmer shines on his old face again.
“What else do we have to do? Let’s go.”
The March is ready to stand up but stops half way, his face paling all of a sudden.
“What’s wrong?”
He starts shaking violently. “Can’t you see, Alice?”
“See what?” I follow his gaze, but only see the cell’s wall. How I wish I could see through his eyes.
“It’s…” He points at someone coming. Someone who isn’t there now. Someone from a very old memory. “It’s…”
“Who? March? Who do you see?”
“The one I fear the most. I have to hide.” He buries his head in his hands. “You need to hide as well, Alice. Hide!”
“Hide from whom?” I shake him, fearing what I can’t see. Fearing a terrible memory. One I should not have forgotten.
“Hide, Alice, hide. Or he will hurt us. Hurt your family. Hurt the children.”
“Children?” I say. “Who are you so afraid of, March?”
“Him, Alice. HIM. Who else?”
 



Chapter 64
The Vatican
 
“I really dig him,” a teenager in a skirt, taking selfies of Angelo Cardone, told her friends. “I mean this is the coolest pope ever.”
“I’m glad we missed the Lady Gaga concert to come see him,” her friend chirped.
The masses in the piazza weren’t praying or visiting. They weren’t even witnessing an honorable ceremony and welcoming the new pope. They were dancing to James Brown’s music. And on the balcony above, the new pope was the star of the show.
“Stop!” Angelo said, taking a breath, looking more like Mick Jagger for a second. “Enough with the dancing.”
The crowd dived into a haze of silence.
“We can always dance more later,” Angelo said as the music stopped. “Now, we have work to do.”
The crowd listened.
“I’m sure you all have heard about the Queen’s assassination.” He cruised the balcony like a preacher selling used bibles. “The world is sucked into madness.”
The crowd agreed.
“Since the arrival of those Wonderland Monsters, we can no longer live our daily lives in peace.”
“Yeah!”
“We can no longer sleep in peace.”
“Yeah!”
“We can no longer feel safe with our kids in school.”
“Yeah!”
“We can no longer trust our neighbors; in case they are a terrorist thinking they are from Wonderland. I mean, to hell with Wonderland!”
“Yeah!”
“Who are they to judge the world we live in? It’s all a scam. They aren’t from Wonderland. They have no message to pass across. They’re just killers. Psychos. They’re just mad!”
“Mad! Mad! Mad!”
“We want to get our lives back!”
“Yeah!”
“We want to have our peace back!”
“We want to party!”
“Yeah!”
“We want to have fun!”
“Yeah!”
“We want to drink all night!”
The crowd was a bit reluctant. They exchanged looks. Were they supposed to admit that out loud? A conservative woman shouted, “Nah!” But the crowd heard a ‘Yeah’. People always heard what they wanted to hear.
“Yeah!” They finally hailed.
“We want to play games all night!”
“Yeah!”
“We want to be rich!”
“Yeah!”
“We don’t want to pay taxes!”
“Yeah.”
“In fact, we prefer not to work!”
“Yeah.”
“We’d love it if the governments just pay us for being there!”
“Yeah.”
Angelo stopped and stared his fans in the eyes. “And what’s stopping us.”
“The terrorists!”
“Here you are.” He raised his hands sideways. “Wanting so much but doing so little.”
The crowd seemed confused.
“But how about if I offer you a new solution?” Angelo said. “How about if I offer you a way out of your miserable lives?”
The crowd was all ears now.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Angelo said. “I have the solution against madness. All I ask of you is to listen with an open heart.”
 
 



Chapter 65
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
I’m about to lose the March for good, even before the police decide to barge in and kill us in less than two hours.
He is lying on his back, shivering and kicking like a mad child. He cups his ears, trying not to listen to His voice. Then shuts his eyes tight, hoping it will snap him out of his scary Wonderland memories.
In spite of my demanding need to enter his head and learn about my past through his memories, I end up doing the total opposite. I realize I cherish the March’s friendship too much to sacrifice anything else.
“Calm down, March.” I grip his hand tight. “You don’t have to continue the memory. Just snap out of it.”
“I can’t,” he screams. “It won’t leave me alone. It won’t.”
At least he is now aware of the situation. Earlier, he’d been so immersed in it he thought it was real. “You can.” I insist. “Just open your eyes and look at me.”
“I’m afraid to.”
“Think of it. If Him, I mean the Pillar, is scaring you in the memory then he isn’t here in the room. In real life.”
“What did you say?” His hands cup his ears again. It seems as if he’s affected by a loud noise from the memory.
I pull his hands away. “Listen to me! It’s just hallucinations. You’re safe here with me.”
“It’s a memory, not hallucinations, Alice. I’m trying to remember as much as I can.” The March tilts his head and glares at me. “And I’m not really safe with you here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean…” He shrugs. “You’ve done terrible things with Him.”
“I know.” How many times do I have to apologize for my past? “But I’m not that Alice anymore. I will take care of you. Want me to hide the writing on the wall? I think it’s what’s influencing your pain.”
The March relaxes a little. He props himself up and combs his white hair back with his hands. “Alice?”
“Yes, March?”
“How much time do we have left?”
“Not sure, but it’s less than two hours.”
“How about Constance?”
I look at the floor. “We’ve lost contact.”
“Poor Constance.”
“It’s my fault. But I won’t lose hope. Maybe she’s still alive.”
“I hope so, too,” he says. “But now that we have a little time left, I’ll have to ask you to do something terrible.”
“What?” I grimace.
“Listen to me.” He sounds like a child, but a saner one, full of wisdom. It’s strange. “I’m free of my memory’s influence now.”
“That’s good to hear.”
“And I haven’t seen enough.”
“It’s okay. I was selfish asking you to remember more.”
“No, you weren’t, because it helped me realize something. Actually, remember something, from my days in The Hole.”
“Like what?”
“I never lost my memories due to the shock therapy,” he says.
My heart slows down. I have a feeling he is going to drop a bomb on me. “Then what was it?”
“Lullaby pills,” the March says. “They fed them to me. Countless amounts. I remember thinking they were M&M’s or something. Sweetened lullaby pills.”
“Who gave them to you?”
“No one.”
“You lost me. I’m not following.”
“I gave them to me. It’s not clear why or what happened. But the memory of feeding myself the pills in The Hole attacked me while remembering Wonderland as a child. It all meshed together.”
“I wish you knew why.”
“I think I have an idea.” The March’s eyes show my reflection in them. Seeing myself, I remember his words: I will ask you to do something terrible.
“What is it?”
“I think I swallowed the pills after Black Chess installed the light bulb in my head.”
I’m not sure how to process that. I’ve never actually considered the light bulb to be real. “What are you trying to tell me, March?”
“I want you to access the memories in my head, Alice.” He pulls my hands near and pats them. “Please.”
“I’m not going to allow you to read the writing on the wall again.”
“Actually you will have to do worse,” he says. “Time is running out. I need you to dig into my head.”
“Worse like what?”
“Forget about the writing. I know how to get my memories back.”
Suddenly, I think I know what he is asking me. “No,” I say firmly, without even listening.
“Yes.” He squeezes my hands. “I may be a child inside, but my physical body is that of an old man. I don’t think I can handle the escape or whatever the police do when they enter.”
“We could always still push the button and lock ourselves in here.”
“Forever?” the March says. I feel like he is the adult, and I’m the child who needs convincing now. “You know you’re destined for much bigger things than a bunker for the rest of your life, Alice.”
I’m fighting the tears. Shaking my head. “No, I won’t do it.”
“It’s the only way. The shock therapy didn’t make me forget. It’s the opposite, if used on me, I’d remember things. That’s why they’ve used on you too. They wanted you to remember the things they were looking for.” He stops for a breath. “If you want me to remember, Alice, you have to send me to the Mush Room and do to me what Waltraud did to you.”
 
 



Chapter 66
The Tunnels
 
“Do you trust this map?” Constance asked the Dude. As much as she was risking her life, and others, by trust this stranger, she had no other choice. He’d shown her tunnels she could finally walk through instead of crawl. Besides, his red cloak showed bright enough to light the way ahead.
“It’s an old map,” he said. “When the asylum was designed for war. The tunnels were meant for its inhabitants to escape. I’m not sure how much they’ve changed through the years.”
“So we’re like the blind following the blind?”
“Pretty much,” he said and seemed determined to keep on walking.
“I’m Constance,” she called out behind him. “But you know that already. How do you know me?”
“That’s a long story, kiddo.” He stopped at puddle of water and knelt down.
“Don’t call me kiddo.” She knelt beside him. “I’m tens of girls in one body.”
“That’s true. You’re brave,” he said, reaching for the water.
Constance wished she could see his face. She was so curious about him.
“But there is one thing wrong about you, brave girl,” he said.
“Nothing is wrong about me?” She had her hands on her waist.
“There is.” He scooped up the water and splashed it on her face.
Constance froze, not from the water, but from how she considered it an insult.
The Dude splashed her again. This time, her clothes. Again and again.
“Stop!”
“You smell like shit,” he said. “Of actual shit.”
Constance’s mouth was full of water. She was soaking wet, and could not do anything before he was finished. But he was right, she’d smelled of shit from crawling into the tunnels.
“See?” he said with a smirking voice. “You’re a pretty little mermaid now.” He stood up and walked away again, following the map.
“I’m not little!” Constance stomped after him. “And I’m not a mermaid.”
“From what I see, I have to kneel down to talk to you,” the Dude said, still examining his map on the walk.
Constance had no come back for that. She was much shorter. But then she’d decided to play stubborn. “Maybe it’s you who is too tall. Pathetic.”
She heard the Dude chuckle but couldn’t see his face. She gripped the edge of his cloak and he stopped.
“What now?” he sighed.
“If we’re going to be a team, I demand respect.”
“But of course, Nancy Drew.”
“I’m not Nancy Drew, you tall red giraffe!”
“I’m a tall red giraffe?” The Dude seemed to lose his temper, as if he were a child too. “Do you have any idea what I did to come here and save your little ass?”
“It’s not little ass. Just ass.”
The Dude threw his hands up and sighed, then turned back. “You’re something. I don’t believe I came here to save you.”
“Who sent you?”
“Doesn’t matter. Just follow me and try to keep your mouth shut.”
“I will not. I crawled in a narrow tunnel full of shit. What did you do?”
“I haven’t done anything yet, but I might have to end up zipping your mouth with a binder. Or better yet, pull out all of your teeth, so you can grow old exponentially and finally shut up.”
They suddenly stood before another dead end wall. The Dude crumpled the map in his hands and grunted.
Constance laughed. “Another dead end. And you say you came here to save me. What was your plan actually?”
“According to the map, there is a door, leading to a secret room in the asylum.”
“So? We find the door and get back in. Brilliant!” She mirrored his grunt, even the way he stood.
“The door leads to the room, but also leads back to another opposite door which opens into the river,” the Dude said. “It’s a short swim and we can escape from where the police never thought was possible. I just need to find the door.”
 
 



Chapter 67
The Mush Room
 
Dragging the March Hare to the Mush Room is sinful. Unforgivable. I’m not sure why my legs allow me to go the distance or why my head allows me the possibility.
“What are you doing, Alice?” Tom appears out of nowhere.
“The March thinks he can remember if exposed to the torture of the shock therapy,” I reply while the March willingly lays himself on the table.
“What a brilliant idea!” Tom mocks us. “We only have an hour and a half left. I’m contemplating whether to push the button or not, and you’re here having fun.”
“Does that look fun to you?” I pull him from his collar and drag him to a corner against the side of the room. “I’m about to shock my best friend.”
“Best friend, huh!” Tom is losing his temper. He too is scared with the ticking clock in the back of our heads. “All mad people are friends, I suppose.”
“You’re a piece of…” I push him back against the wall.
“You shouldn’t be swearing, Alice,” the March, in his child’s persona again, says.
“That’s why I shut up.” I pat him. “Are you comfortable laying here?”
He chuckles. “That’s a neat question. Asking a man if he’s comfortable in his grave.”
I chuckle back in masked pain. It’s hard to understand whether the March is a man or a child sometimes. It seems like the two personas come and go. But aren’t we all both child and adult inside?
“You will need to strap my feet and hands down, Alice,” he says.
“How do you even know that?”
“I’ve been shocked before. Don’t remember when, but someone was trying to get the information out of my head. When I said strap, I really mean chain. But I don’t want to freak myself out.” He stares at the ceiling like someone who’s expecting a needle in the buttocks and looks away.
Chaining him, I see his limbs stiffen. I pat him again, but it has no effect on him. I wonder if I have the courage to sacrifice myself for a bigger cause like him.
“Now you have to put the cap on my head. The one with the six screws,” he says, still looking up.
Tom beats me to it and pulls it out of the wardrobe. “May I?” He makes the March wear it. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”
The darker, messed up inner Tom surfaces. I’d once heard that some men apply to the military not to serve their country, but to scratch an itch of wanting to kill and harm others. Sometimes I wonder about people who work in asylums like Tom. Maybe they aren’t here to help, but to scratch an itch. An insane one.
“Four of the six screws on the cap need to be turned,” the March reminds Tom. It’s something I know for a fact since the days when I’d been shocked by Waltraud. More than four screws guarantees the death of the patient. Some patients can only handle three. The screws end with electrical pads that stick to the side of the brain.
“Four screws turned,” Tom says with the enthusiasm of a psycho wearing clown’s make up, two bananas instead of devil’s horns on his head.
I dismiss him and watch the March Hare. It’d be stupid patting him again, knowing it doesn’t make a difference. I’m admiring his solid posture, trying not to vocalize his utter fear.
I stand right next to him, and bend over to whisper in his ear. “We can still not do this.”
“If I died in an hour and a half, I think I’d regret not having tried this,” he says. “I once heard people’s most common regret on their death bed is not trying things.”
I chuckle lightly. Even in his darkest hour, he is trying to make me laugh.
“I, too, don’t want to regret anything,” Tom says. “So let me do the shock therapy.”
“Get out!” I push Tom away. “Go wait for me to tell you if we’re going to have to push the button.”
“But, Alice…”
“If you don’t leave this room right now, I’m going to shock you instead of him.” I show him my Dark Alice face.
Tom swallows hard, so much so that he can’t swallow at all. He leaves the room, his eyes glued to mine. It’s like when you gently leave the room with a lion in it; you have your eyes glued on the predator, making sure you’re safe to go.
“Now back to you, March,” I say. “Like I said, we can still stop this.”
The March reaches for my hands, but his fingers stop midway due to the chains. I reach for him instead. He is in a cold sweat. “I have to do it, Alice.”
“Why? I can’t understand. Even if we dig into your mind, what memory exactly will help us get out of here?”
“One memory.”
“Are you sure? What memory is that?”
“The memory of a patient who lived in this asylum and wrote on those walls. A patient who knew a big secret. Probably the whereabouts of the Six Keys. What the Wonderland War is about. And more.”
“We’re not sure of any of this, March.”
“I’m sure,” he insists. “I’m sure that Patient 14 knows something big and that we need to find him.”
“How can you be so sure?”
The March’s frightened eyes stare back at me. “I have an inescapable feeling inside of me.”
“What feeling?”
Again, he tries to crane his neck closer but the cap with the screws stops him halfway. He whispers, “That I’ve met Patient 14 in The Hole.”
 
 



Chapter 68
The BBC Report - Wire Release
 
The new pope is about to turn the tables of politics upside down!
 
Angelo Cardone, the new and youngest, pope to date, has an eccentric and unmatched personality. Other than allowing music in his speech and speaking like a ten-year old, Cardone is suggesting new ways to face terrorism.
Unconventional, unacceptable, and borderline insane ways.
The problem is that the crowd likes him — in other words, they ‘dig’ him.
All over the world, fans of Cardone have expressed their support for his ideas. After the Queen’s sudden assassination by the ruthless Pillar, many citizens have sought a clear and blunt revenge on the war on terror. Within minutes of Cardone’s speech at the Vatican, people all over the world have declared their loyalty to him. This is a one of a kind and unprecedented incident. From Zimbabwe to Mexico, followers are gathered on social networks ready to hear more from him. In fact, they’re ready to do what he wants.
Authorities and governments are increasingly worried by what’s happening, but it seems like they have little to contribute at the moment. The Queen’s blood is still fresh and the world governments are debating a swift solution. They’ve been in meetings for hours, discussing the situation at the Radcliffe Asylum, and what to do about it.
So far, the verdict is to attack the asylum within an hour and a half, unless the meetings result in a different point of view.
As for Angelo Cardone, he has just declared he has a solution for people to take their lives back. He has proposed the most preposterous and concerning so-called solution ever.
A new religion. One he claims stems from an imaginary Wonderland and has been discreetly followed by some for two hundred years. 
Stay tuned for more — until then, you could buy our new Angelo Cardone toy figures for your kids to fight evil. They’re cheaper and better looking than your average Star Wars puppets.
The world has gone mad — End of Wire Release.
 
 



Chapter 69
The Tunnels
 
“Do you even know what you’re doing now?” Constance was fed up with following the Dude everywhere. She wasn’t used to following anyone, except Alice.
“I admit I’m lost, but what else can we do? Time is scant,” the Dude said.
“How about we split up?”
“You’re getting on my nerves, Constance, but I’ve been instructed to save you as well. I can’t risk losing you.”
“Really? So why are you doing this?”
“I said we’ll talk about it later.”
“Then tell me why you call yourself the Dude?”
“Later.”
“Why are you dressed in a red cloak like Reds?”
“Later.”
“Are you one of them?”
“Urgh, later.”
“Who do you mean by us you came to save?”
“Mainly Alice and the March. You came in the equation later. And, of course, as many Mushroomers as I can.”
“And Tom Truckle?”
“I wasn’t instructed to save him.”
“If you wanted to save everyone, why not arrive earlier?”
“I was busy.”
“Busy doing what? Getting dressed for the party? Does it take you a long time to put on that dress and hide your face?” She laughed.
“Make up sucks,” he joked. “All this preparation trying to look good and my date doesn’t appreciate my looks.”
“Your date.”
“That happens to be you.” He detoured into a side tunnel, wondering if it would lead anywhere.
Constance’s eyes widened. “If we’re dating, then I’m the unluckiest girl in the world.”
“In tunnels you mean.” He walked back. Another dead end. “How do you even understand what dating means?”
“Told you. I’m tens of girls in one body.”
“But I thought all the girls Lewis photographed were children?”
“It’s more complicated than you think. I know a lot,” she said, now it was her turn to choose another side tunnel. “I’m surprised how you and I are getting along, though.”
“We’re getting along?” the Dude said.
“Here, follow me. This tunnel looks like it could lead somewhere.”
“As you wish,” the Dude said.
“See? We’re getting along.” She snickered. “But seriously, I’m not good with strangers. Not after the Cheshire kidnapped me by offering cookies to me, once.”
“I heard.”
“You know about that too?”
“It’s more complicated than you think. I know a lot.”
“Nice one.” She smiled.
Then they both stopped. Something showed in the distance. A door? They weren’t sure. They had to investigate. The problem was that a steep fissure cut the though the floor. It led to total darkness.
“We’re going to have to cross over somehow,” the Dude said.
“Can you?” Constance folded her arms.
“I’m not sure.”
“Oh, yeah? I thought this cloak made you something like Superman.”
“Sorry to disappoint you. I guess this relationship isn’t going to work.”
 
 



Chapter 70
The Mush Room
 
Tears trickle down my cheeks as I shock the March. Every time I want to stop, he insists that I have to keep going. Then, when I totally stop, he tells me he remembered something and that I should continue. After a couple of times, I asked him what he remembered, he said he lied to me to get going.
“I can’t do this,” I say.
“You can’t stop now or all this pain you’ve caused me will be in vain,” he says.
I hate this insane logic. I hate this. I feel like I’m torturing a child. And it’s not like I don’t know how it feels. I’ve been mushed long enough to understand. How can I be doing this to someone else?
“Tell me the truth, March?” I demand. “Why are we doing this?”
“I told you, I met Patient 14 in The Hole.”
“Are you sure?”
“It’s a blurry memory, but I believe it’s him.”
“What does he look like? What did he tell you?”
“That’s why I need shock therapy. Do it, Alice.”
I’m hesitant. The world is closing down on us. “Not unless you tell me more. I feel that you know more.”
“I don’t.”
“You’re lying. I hate to tell you this, but in the cell with writing on the wall you had a memory back in Wonderland. What was that all about?”
“Forget it, Alice. Let’s focus on Patient 14.”
“I want to know about your brief Wonderland memory. I want to know about the Hatter.”
“He is just a cool dude who I loved so much.”
“No, you’re lying again. Why were you looking for him?”
“To attend one of his mad tea parties. You don’t need to know anything about him. I’ve never met him in this world. He never left Wonderland.”
“March, I’ve once seen the Hatter in a restaurant where Elton John was playing,” I tell him. “I was talking to Jack and the Pillar came along, too.”
“This can’t be.”
“I’m telling you.”
“Did he tell you he was the Hatter?”
“No, but someone had pointed it out. I’m not remembering clearly.”
“That’s because not everything that’s happening to you is real, Alice,” the March says bluntly, now weakened by the therapy.
“Are you saying I’m really imagining things?” I feel like something is stuck in my throat.
“Some things. Not all. Us, now, it’s all real.”
I move closer to his face, unable to stop crying. What have I done to him by shocking him? “You’re still not telling me the whole truth, March. You’re distracting me with talking about the Hatter. It’s the Pillar you’ve seen in the memory.”
The March doesn’t reply.
“It’s the Pillar, isn’t it?”
Nothing.
“Why are you hiding this from me? You saw the Pillar in Wonderland. You were so afraid of him. You said he killed children. Why are you keeping this part from me?”
“If I tell you will you continue the therapy?” The March stares into my eyes.
“This isn’t the right time to bargain.”
“It is, Alice. The prices and stakes are high. Things are coming to an end and we have to deal with the consequences of knowing the truth.”
“I know the truth. Part of it at least. The part that deals with the Pillar. He killed my family and I tried to avenge them by foolishly joining him and Black Chess. I walked into the beast’s den, thinking I could outsmart him, but he fooled me and outsmarted the heck out of me. And now, after all these years, the beast played the same game with me. He came to me, offered his help, offered to join me, convinced me I could save lives. And I believed him, only he wanted something else. Something I’m assuming is the Keys.”
“I know it’s me who told you about your family being killed, but I was wrong.” The March coughs… blood.
“What?”
“I wasn’t wrong about your family being killed. At least, that is what the writing and my memory in the cell proved.”
“Then what were you wrong about?”
“I was wrong about assuming the Pillar is Him.”
 
 



Chapter 71
The Vatican
 
“A new religion is like a new car,” Angelo spoke to the masses. “It’s shiny and comfortable, but most of all it will get you where you wanted to go but never could with your older one.”
None of the crowd understood Angelo. They’d been fascinated by his demeanor and strength to speak out what they’d kept silent in their hearts. But once he began talking about a new religion things got confusing and boring.
“I’m going to give you all something that will strengthen your hearts and minds,” he said. “And most of all, turn you into superheroes. Forget about Ironman and the Hulk. You have a stronger hero inside all of you.”
People continued to listen.
“I will help you release that hero!” Angelo was theatrical as usual, as if acting in a Broadway play about Cesar. “How you may ask? Here is how. With the power of all.”
Some of the crowd tiptoed. He’d begun to strike a nerve.
“One fist is weak and mortal, but many thousands and millions are fists of steel,” Angelo said. “If you unite, we’ll kill the enemy. Who’s the enemy? They call themselves Wonderlanders. They think they’ve been reincarnated in our world. They’re mad. I know I’ve said this before, but I’m trying to reinforce a point.”
The man in black behind Angelo listened keenly, though he, too, was confused.
“By now I’m told that people all over the world are following me,” Angelo said. “By now, I know we’re many and that we’ll fight. We don’t need governments. We don’t need rules. You know why?”
“Why?” a few reluctant people in the crowd asked.
“Because from today on, we’re the government. We are the rules!”
The crowd cheered again. The promises were high but the price hadn’t been told to them yet. They were ready to listen to Angelo.
An old woman told her friend. “I really like Him.”
 



Chapter 72
The Mush Room
 
“Are you telling me the Pillar isn’t Him?” I say.
“Not who I saw in the memory,” the March says. “I was embarrassed to tell you because it had been me who assumed it was Him.”
“But he admitted it.” 
“I heard him, too. But thinking about it now, I have a theory.”
He sounds too exhausted to talk. I might lose him any second now.
“What theory?”
“I think the Pillar admitted it so you wouldn’t know about your family’s death. If you replay the conversation in your head, you’d remember knowing it’s Him whom you joined that was a subject of its own.”
“You’re right.” I remember. “What happened to my family came later when you read the writing on the wall about Him killing them.”
“I assumed it was the Pillar because he’d confessed earlier.”
“But why would he go the distance to confess?”
“Like I said, he thought he’d do it to end the conversation and you could focus on escaping. He’d been played and ambushed into the asylum like us. He wanted to get over with the conversation so he could find out who ambushed us.”
“It seems plausible. He kept wanting to find a way out from here.”
“So much so that he exposed Constance,” the March said. “I don’t think that it was an easy thing to do. If he’d kept Constance’s secret for so long, why expose it now?”
“Unless he couldn’t think of anyone else crawling into the tunnels,” I lament. “So he wasn’t faking it. The tunnels had really been tampered with somehow?”
“Though it’s hard to figure out how…” He coughs again. I hold his head. “It seems like it.”
“But why was he so cruel about it? He not only told me he was Him, but that he’d known from day one and played me.”
“The Pillar is unlike us. He can take a few insults. He wanted you out, and didn’t care if you hate him until then. It’s not the first time he’s done it.”
“But I shot him.”
“He must be grateful it was only his leg.”
“God,” I say. “I shot him. I was about to kill him. I thought the future prophecy was right.”
“I thought so, too, to be honest,” the March says. I wipe the blood from his mouth. “If I hadn’t rushed to the conclusion about Him killing your family things would have changed.”
“Don’t blame yourself, March. You had no choice. The Pillar shouldn’t have lied, though, according to you, he had good intentions. Is that why you feel so guilty and made me mush your head?”
“I’d do anything for you, Alice. You gave me a happy childhood.”
“God.” I hold his head gently as far the chains allow. “You’re the best person I’ve met in this insane world. You shouldn’t have felt guilty.”
“On the bright side, the Pillar wouldn’t have shot the Queen if I hadn’t come to a wrong conclusion.”
I smile and nod. Part of me embarrassed by feeling good about the Pillar shooting the Queen. Another part feeling guilty that the solutions to our daily problems have been stained with blood.
“The Pillar really didn’t want you to suffer, I think,” the March says. “I don’t know what he wants with you, but he really didn’t want you to know Him killed your family.”
“Which brings us to the next question.” I look him straight in the eyes, though he has tremendous trouble keeping them from twitching. “Who is Him?”
“I know the one I saw in the memory.”
“Which I’m assuming is the real Him. The one who I’ve sacrificed my adolescence for by joining Black Chess.”
“See?” the March says. “You said yourself.”
“What did I say?”
“Black Chess.”
“Meaning?” I squint.
“Who’d you think you’d join if you sought Black Chess’ trust?” he says. “Who is the devil of devils? Who is He we know nothing about but knows all about us?”
The shriek is so loud and strong I feel my heart is diagonally sliced open. The answer has been so clear all this time. Who is He who’d been messing with my head in the psychiatrist room? Who is he who is the highest member in Black Chess?
“Mr. Jay,” I say.
The March nods and begs me to continue the therapy to know more.
 
 
 



Chapter 73
Mr. Jay’s Castle
 
“I don’t care what your excuse is for not finding the Pillar until now,” Mr. Jay said from his dark desk. His words were followed but a number of bullets, dropping most of his men dead. “I want results.”
“The world is going crazy right now,” one of his men says. “It’s not easy to find a sneaky man like him.”
“The problem is that in the end I am sure he will be hiding in plain sight,” Mr. Jay said. “That’s what the Pillar does. He plays on the naivety and superficial expectation of stupid people like you.”
“We’re sorry,” one said.
Mr. Jay shot him, too. “I hate that word.”
None of them spoke, in case he hated other words as well.
“How much time is left before the deadline?” he asked.
“One hour.”
“Did the world governments reach a different verdict?”
“Unlikely. We think they’d prefer to have everyone in the asylum dead. That should please the masses,” one of his men dared speak. “Especially with the mad new pope encouraging war in the Vatican. It’d be easier executing those in the asylum than starting a world war three encouraged by a man everyone suddenly trusts.”
“Leave Angelo to me.” Mr. Jay’s voice was indecipherable. “Do we still have some of our men in the police force at the asylum?”
“Most of them died in the clash after the Pillar killed the Queen, but we still have a couple.”
“Authorities?”
“Indeed.”
“Good.” A wiry smoke ring swirled into the room, as if from a pipe or a hookah. Mr. Jay usually smoked when he was feeling good, or was about to say something that’d make him feel good. “Tell our man in the police force to order nuking the asylum.”
“Nuking the asylum?”
“You heard right.”
“But that’s too much…”
Mr. Jay shot him.
Silence was suddenly draped like a dead man’s coffin onto the room.
“Nuke the asylum,” Mr. Jay repeated. “Margaret will take care of the Parliament’s paperwork.”
“Margaret Kent is dead. She died in the limousine’s explosion along with Jack Diamonds and Lorina, Alice’s stepsister.”
“As if Margaret was my only hand in Parliament,” Mr. Jay puffed. “I’ll take care of it. Just order the nukes. I don’t care where they get them, or who is involved, or who this upsets. Nuke the asylum.”
“Can I ask why it’s important to nuke when we could just shoot them inside?” a reluctant member asked. “And please don’t shoot me. It’s just a question.”
“We have to nuke the asylum so I make sure everyone’s dead, including Alice.”
“But the Pillar is outside.”
“That’s what you think,” Mr. Jay said. “Knowing him as long as I have, I’d go with him having sneaked back in, maybe disguised in a suit or something. Just do as I say.”
“And how about Fabiola? She is the only Inkling outside.”
“Fabiola is in the hospital. Send someone to kill her while she is weak. Make it look like she died from injury complications. Anything else?”
“No, thank you, sir,” the man said.
“Good.” Mr. Jay shot another couple men. The piling bodies on his carpet pleased him and reminded him of the beautiful day of killing Alice’s family in Wonderland.
 
 



Chapter 74
The Tunnels
 
“I’ll have to get on your back.” Constance suggested. “I’m short and can’t jump over the fissure. You’re taller. You can.”
“And finally someone has admitted that being short sucks,” the Dude mused.
“I have my shortcomings.” Constance tilted her head, embarrassed to admit.
“That’s a start in our relationship. We might get somewhere then. Hop on.”
“Over the cloak?”
“Yes, of course.”
“I thought the cloak makes you fly,” she teased.
“We’re not flying. We’re jumping.”
“Are you a good jumper?”
“If I take enough steps back, I think I could.”
“I’m afraid if you take too many steps back you’d jump too far and we’d end up hitting the door, then fall unconscious.”
“That’s a farfetched scenario.”
“Wonderlastic scenario to be precise,” she said. “You know about Wonderlastic logic?”
“You mean nonsense.”
“It’s a logic.”
“Nonsense isn’t a logic.”
“It is. It makes sense if you give it a try.”
“It’s called non-sense, meaning ‘no sense’ so it doesn’t make sense. Hop on.”
“Not yet.”
“What now?”
“Alice knows an art called None Fu. Do you practice it?”
“I do.”
“Where did you learn it?”
“On YouTube.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“Of course I’m kidding. Now hop on. We’re wasting time.”
“One last thing,” Constance demands. “Show me your face.”
“What?”
“How else will I know you’re not from Black Chess.”
“I’m not from Black Chess.”
“And I’m not a Vulcan with long ears named Spock. As if swearing was that easy?”
“How do you even know about Spock? You’re too young.”
“We’re not going to talk about that again. Now, show me your face.”
“I will not.”
“You will. Something is off about you.”
“I thought we were getting along.”
“That’s exactly what’s off about you. I feel like I know you.”
“You just met me.”
“It doesn’t feel like it. I know you from before. Who are you?”
“The Dude.”
“Stop it,” she said. “You’re lying.”
The Dude sighed. “How many times will I have to remind you that we don’t have enough time left? We’re not even sure this is the door we seek.”
“Show me your face or I won’t…”
Suddenly, the tunnels shook. A low drone rumbled underneath them. They both turned to look behind them.
“Something is coming,” the Dude panicked. “Hop on before it’s too late.”
“What can it be?” Constance questioned while she crawled onto his back and hung on.
“Whatever it is. We need to jump. I’ll count to three.”
“One…
“Wait.”
“What now?”
“Why to three? Why not to seven? I need to prepare myself.”
“You’re annoying, Constance.”
“And there is a reason for it.”
“What could that possibly be?” The Dude began to run.
“Because I know who you are,” she said halfway in the air. “I know who you are…” And then she said his name, but it got sucked into the water that came rushing after them.
 
 



Chapter 75
The Mush Room
 
“No more therapy.” I tell the March and put the pads aside.
I start unchaining him, but he doesn’t speak to me. His breathing is shallow, and I feel like killing myself if something happens to him. What was I thinking? Or was that the Dark Alice inside me that brought him into the room?
I need to remind myself that sometimes knowing the truth isn’t worth sacrificing the people I love.
“Stay with me, March,” I say to him while pulling of the chains.
He moans lightly, but that’s all I need to make sure he is still alert.
I go to the nearby bathroom and bring the things I need to clean him up. Some water, too.
Back inside, I wash his legs from the sweat and blood from his face. I even sing to him Wonderland songs to keep him conscious. “You will be alright.”
“I know I will, as long as you take care of me,” he says.
“I didn’t really take care of you by agreeing to bring you here, but I’ll make it up to you.”
“You know I really hated growing up.”
“Most of us do.” I laugh.
“I mean really. I was very happy as a child.”
“I hope I was, too.”
“Though I hardly remember being a child. He chuckles feebly. “Maybe it’s the not remembering that makes childhood so precious.”
“Maybe.” I continue washing him and giving him water to drink.
“Do you hear that?” 
“Hear what March?”
“That voice?”
I’m alert. What’s happening to him. “What voice, March. Talk to me?”
“That sweet voice?”
“I can’t hear anything.”
“That one in the end of the tunnel?”
Tunnel? God, is he seeing tunnels?
“I want to go to that voice,” he says.
“March, stop it. You’re not seeing tunnels.”
“I didn’t say seeing. I hear the voice at the end of the tunnel.”
“You’re not hearing it either.” I shake him by shoulders.
“It’s Constance!”
Suddenly, I realize that Constance is calling me from the walkie talkie. I’ve left it in the corridor. My mind and heart suddenly relax. “Ah, that.”
I leave the room and pick it up.
“Alice!” Constance is cheering. “I found the door.”
“You’re alive. Thank God.”
“Of course, I’m alive. I promised I’d save you.”
I smiled broadly. “What door?”
“The Dude showed me a door where I can get you all out.”
“The Dude?”
“An annoying person in a cape. I know who he really is, but that’s not the point now. I need you to find the cell last on the left in the third region.”
“Okay?”
“If you peel the wallpaper you will find a door. It’s a short one. You will have to duck. Or wait, I managed to open it. I’m coming to get you.”
“Is there a way out through this door?”
“Yes, I’ll explain. Just tell me where you are?”
“In the Mush Room.”
“I assume that is the therapy room I saw?”
“Yes.”
“I think I can get there. Wait up.”
Feeling excited I return to tell the March about the news. “March, Constance is alive. We’re getting out.”
He doesn’t respond.
“Hey.” I shake him. “We’re getting out!”
He doesn’t moan.
I shake him again.
Nothing.
My stubborn mind refuses to understand.
I shake him again.
Nothing plus nothing.
“No!” I scream.
I pull the pads again and punch him. His body bounces, but it’s like a dead fish out of water.
“March!”
I punch again.
Again.
Again.
Until the flatline on the monitor beeps so loud it almost deafens me.
The March Hare has died, and I may have killed him.

 



 
Chapter 76
Police Crew, Outside the Asylum
 
“What are we doing exactly?” asked a large officer with bear-belly.
A considerable number of fire trucks had parked on the east side of the asylum, with more of them on their way. They were pumping water into the tunnels.
“We’re filling the tunnels with as much water as we can,” a thinner, lankier officer shouted against the noise.
“There are tunnels in there?” the bear-belly officer asked.
“Turns out they’ve been there since two hundred years or so. Problem is we don’t have a map and don’t know where they lead.”
“So you’re not even sure you’re targeting the right tunnels the Inklings would escape from?”
“Not the slightest.”
“So why do it?”
“Because I received orders. When you take an order, it’s better to do it to please the folks in the higher ranks. Always works.”
“Even if it proves futile?”
“Employers pay employees to do things. Not necessarily the right things. Don’t argue.”
“Well, I digress.” The larger officer held onto the belt barely keeping his flabby belly tight. “This water idea is not going to work. The tunnels might be wider than we think. In fact, I am almost sure they’re wider.”
“So?”
“I heard we’re supposed to nuke the place.”
“You heard right, but the deadline ends in half an hour. It’d take longer to prepare a nuke than that.”
“So whoever ordered the nuking is stupid.”
“Employers always are. Besides, did they really think we’d nuke the place? Really?”
“I agree on that part. Soon the terrorists will either show themselves or die inside when we break into the place. That’s why I’d thought the water was stupid, too.”
“Never mind. In all cases, we’re getting the terrorists today. My cousin died in one of those attacks in Europe last week. We’ll get the terrorists.”
“They’re not terrorists,” the bear-belly man raised his voice against the noise of the arrival of more firetrucks.
“What did you just say?”
“We don’t call them terrorists anymore, remember? They’re Wonderland Monsters. It’s what they call themselves.”
“Well, I’ll be damned. Because today we’ll blow up their Wonderland.”
 
 
 



Chapter 77
The Mush Room
 
Constance and the Dude arrive and start showing the Mushroomers the way out. It’s going to take some organizing to do so. I let them, not sure if I’ll leave with them.
“What do you mean you won’t leave?” Constance argues.
“I just killed the March. I don’t feel like saving myself.”
“It was an accident, Alice. The world needs you.”
“You sound like the Pillar.”
“Well, maybe he is the only one who’s been right about you so far. Come on, Alice.”
“If he is right, why’d he escape?”
“It’s not like he’s turned down an invitation back to the asylum.” Constance also seems to favor him like everyone else. I’m not sure why I don’t support those feeling about him anymore. “He’s blown off the queen’s head, Alice. He’s the most wanted man in the world right now.”
“Do you think he should have done that?”
“Who knows?” Constance says. “Who cares? We’re in big trouble right now. The world thinks we’re terrorists. If you don’t escape and we don’t get ourselves together, Black Chess will rule the world by tomorrow.”
“I’m sick of this Inkling slash Black Chess thing,” I say. “I’m sick of all of it. We don’t know what we’re fighting for. We don’t know what we’re up to. I tried my best, and in the end I killed the most innocent person I’ve ever known.”
Constance sighs, unable to argue anymore. Behind her, through the Mush Room’s door, the Mushroomers are running like crazy, guided by the Dude. Constance told me earlier how they met, but I’m not sure of the Dude’s intentions. It’s just too hard to focus on too many things at a time.
“I’m staying with the March,” I tell Constance. “It’s my final decision.”
Constance lowers her head and fiddles with her feet. “Whatever you want, Alice.”
With a breaking heart, I watch her walk out the door. It’s hard to explain why I don’t want to leave. Maybe I want to die. Want to punish myself for giving up on the March. God, I didn’t only let him die, I’ve just killed the childhood he’d hung onto for so long. What kind of hero am I?
Before Constance leaves, Tom dashes into the room, hardly catching his breath. He grips the doorframe and spits out the words, “We have to expedite the escaping process.”
“It can’t be expedited,” Constance argues. “The door to the tunnels is small. And there is a fissure outside. It’s not easy to cross over. Then there is the water occasionally rushing in from nowhere. We’re doing our best.”
“You don't understand,” Tom says.
“No, it’s you who doesn’t understand.” Constance’s frustration with me is fired up against Dr. Truckle. “We’re doing our best, and you’re only causing panic. I’ve made up my mind that you should be the last to leave. You’re useless.”
For a moment, Tom feels offended by the tiny girl, but then he snaps to whatever he’d come to tell me. “Listen. I was just in the control room. I was fiddling with the buttons, in case I need to prepare myself for pushing it and locking up the asylum before Constance and the Dude arrived.
“So?” I say.
“I pushed some wrong buttons, and a digital timer appeared.”
“What did you do?” Constance can’t help herself.
“I don’t know exactly. The timer is counting down from twenty minutes. It says the asylum will self-burn then.”
 
 



Chapter 78
 
“What?” Constance and I snap.
“I’m sorry. It just happened,” Tom says.
“I don’t think we can help all the Mushroomers escape then,” Constance addresses me. “We need to leave some behind.”
“No one is going to be left behind but me and the March,” I say.
“Well, that’s not up to us anymore,” Constance says. “Mr. Mock Turtle just blew it.”
“Anyway to reverse this time?” I ask Tom.
“Please don’t encourage him to push more buttons and blow us up.” Constance rolls her eyes.
“Tom?” I eye him directly.
Tom fidgets with the bottle of pills but takes none. He seems to have something to say, but is reluctant.
“What is it, Tom?” I demand.
“Spit it out!” Constance is about to punch him in the face.
“I may have a solution,” Tom says.
“May?” I wonder.
“I don’t know why it’s designed this way, but it’s our only hope.” Tom directs his speech toward me.
“Talk to me, Tom,” I tell him.
“On the back of the timer, it said that the control chair in the room has a sensor that could stop the self-destruction.”
“Sensor? On the chair?”
“Like I said, it’s an absurdly mad thing,” Tom says. “It says that the weight of an adult on the chair stops the process.”
“That’s unexceptionally weird,” I say.
“It’s the only solution,” Tom says. “Someone has to sacrifice themselves and sit on the chair until we all leave the place.”
“And then?”
“Then, they will either burn with the asylum or get killed by the police when they break in.”
“I’ll do it!” Constance volunteers by raising her hand up high, as if she’s answering a question in the classroom.
“You’re not an adult,” Tom says. “Your weight won’t hold.”
Instantly, their eyes shift toward me. Constance seems worried I’ll volunteer, I think. And Tom would sacrifice the flamingo trapped in the room next to the Pillar’s to get out of here.
But then I realize that Tom isn’t staring at me, but at the March.
“Shame on you!” I say. “I’m not going to do this to the March.”
“Why not?” Tom says. “He is an adult — of course, he thinks he is a child and has a light bulb in his head, but he’s still an adult.”
“Shut up!” Constance interferes.
But he doesn’t stop. “And he is dead. The March is dead. He is the perfect candidate for the chair that will save our lives.”
For a moment, Constance seems to contemplate the idea. I know she does because she wants to convince me to leave with her. The sound of the panicking Mushroomers outside isn’t helping me with thinking.
I need to make a rushed decision. One that’s only reasoned with heart, not the mind.
“I’m staying,” I say. “Me and the March.”
 



Chapter 79
Mr. Jay’s Castle
 
“Like I said,” one of his surviving men said. “The deadline ends much earlier than when the nukes would arrive.” The man cautiously stepped over the dead bodies in the office. “But don’t worry, they can’t escape.”
“Are you sure of that?” Mr. Jay said from the dark.
“Where can they go? We’re breaking in and exterminating them. Either they’ll panic and escape outside where we’ll catch them and put them on trial — if we don’t get the chance to shoot them right away. They’re dead.”
“Are you sure they have no way else to escape?”
“Even if the tunnels would help them, our forces are everywhere. Be it a sewer or a door that should lead them out, the police will shoot them on the spot.”
“It better be so.”
“It will. I wouldn’t risk you shooting me if we failed.”
“I’m shooting you either way,” Mr. Jay said. “It’s a hobby. I don’t just shoot for punishment.”
“Oh.” The man shrugged with a loud twitch.
He could hear Mr. Jay’s leather chair moving, as if he were leaning back.
“Would you mind if I ask you something before I die?” the man said reluctantly.
“I know what’s on your mind,” Mr. Jay said. “You want to know why I gathered the Inklings all up in the asylum. You want to know how I did it.”
“The how is somehow imaginable,” the man said. “I mean you used some technology and faked a message for Alice, supposedly from the Pillar’s phone. Then did the same with the March Hare; then faked a message for the Pillar from Alice. Then Alice and March arrived at the asylum, though the Pillar had been hit on the head and sedated, then sent as well.”
“I may not want to kill you,” Mr. Jay told his smart employee. “You’ve figured it out just fine.”
“But I still have questions. Why fake the messages for the Queen and Margaret as well?”
“Not Nutty — I mean the Queen. I will miss her. But I faked it for Margaret. I was starting to suspect her loyalty. I had a plan to get rid of her too, but the Pillar thankfully beat me to it by blowing up the limousine.”
“Aha,” the man said. “Which brings me to the final question: Why gather and ambush them? Why now?”
“Because the Chessmaster told Alice about her family, and so she wasn’t going to stop until she knew. Once she realized I killed them, there was no way I could convince her to join Black Chess again. It’s Alice whom I’ve always wanted on my team. Now that it’s not possible, I had to get rid of them. To do so, I had to use the media and turn the Inklings into a public enemy.”
“Isn’t Black Chess powerful enough to end the Inklings?”
“Every powerful organization in the world always needs the media backing it up. You can’t win a war with guns only. You need the people on your side. You need them to help you win it by washing their brains with false information. Just give them a villain they’d love to hate, and you’ve got yourself a winner.”
“Brilliant Mr. Jay.” The man clapped in an attempt to win his boss’s sympathy. “And what about the Plan B you’ve talked about?”
Mr. Jay laughed in that hollow voice again. It filled the walls with a subtle shade of grey, and sucked most of the oxygen from the room. “Plan B is my masterpiece. It will ensure that even those who would survive the massacre at the asylum will not survive the day after.”
 
 



Chapter 80
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“You don’t have to do this, Alice.” Constance runs after me, as I’m on my way to the control room.
I have the weight of the dead March on my shoulders, determined to go. I’ve even picked him up with the cap and the screws still bolted into his head.
“Let her do it,” Tom argues with Constance. “She’s a hero. She should sacrifice herself for us.”
“And what should you do?” Constance fires back.
“I’m like the crowd watching all those superhero movies. I’m supposed to clap while eating popcorn and feel good about myself when I go home — until the next superhero movie, of course.”
“You’re such a low life.” Constance pushes him away and grabs at my jeans. “Alice, listen to me. We have time to escape. Leave the March on the chair and let his weight fool the sensors.”
“I can’t believe you’re telling me this,” I say.
“I’m sorry. It’s brutal, but this is war. It has casualties.”
“Stop talking like an adult,” I snap. “Seriously, it’s confusing me.”
“Go, Alice,” Tom encourages me. “It’s the right thing to do. Even the Pillar would have told you so.”
“The Pillar is a coward. He killed Jack.”
“And here is your reason to escape,” Constance plays games with my mind. “How would you avenge Jack if you stay here?”
The thought does tamper with my thinking. Just a little.
It’s also too late. I’ve already kicked the door to the control room open with the March on my back. The room is surprisingly filled with smoke.
“Oh, no,” Tom panics. “What’s burning in here?”
“Nothing’s burning.” Constance stands with hands on her waist.
She is staring at the chair Tom has been talking about.
Me, too.
She is right. The room isn’t burning.
The smoke’s source is a hookah. The Pillar is sitting on the chair, glancing back with his beady eyes. “This is some sick chair you’ve got here, Tom!”
 



Chapter 81
 
“You?” I glare at him.
“No, it’s not me.” The Pillar winks. “And I’m fine, thank you for asking.”
“How did you get in here?” Tom asks behind me.
“Dear Tom.” The Pillar drags from his pipe. “You have no idea how hard it is for a cripple with a bullet in his leg to climb up a waterpipe, wearing a police officer’s clothes?”
It suddenly hits me that Pillar is wearing one of those red, white, and black Queen’s Guard’s uniform — with the black hat and all.
“You killed Jack, you bastard.” I grit my teeth and step forward with the dead March on my back.
“Easy.” The Pillar waves a hand and points at the chair. “Highly flammable.”
“You activated the chair?” Tom says.
“I thought you needed help with a volunteer,” the Pillar says. “I figured with a crippled leg and another bullet scratch on my left arm — and being the world’s most wanted terrorist — I’d take that bullet for you guys.”
“Great,” Tom says. “So all is solved. We should go now.”
“Wait,” Constance says then turns to face the Pillar. “Why do this?”
“I’ve always loved exploding chairs,” he replies. “Wish they had those in the Circus.”
“The chair will not explode as long as you’re on it,” Constance says. “You’re risking turning yourself in when the police arrive.”
“And saving you,” the Pillar remarks.
“I can see that; you’re saving us.” Constance approaches him closer, trying to read his eyes. “But why? Why are you doing all of this? Why visit me before all of this began and ask if Alice was the Real Alice? Who are you?”
“But I thought you figured me out,” He says. “I’m the Caterpillar, remember?”
“Answer her,” I insist. “You need to tell us what you have in mind. You need to tell us how it’s possible you can kill Jack and yet want to save us all? You’re driving me insane.”
“You were insane when I came here, so don’t point fingers,” the Pillar says playfully. “But if you really want to know. Jack was going to kill you.”
“Nonsense!” I say.
“The Queen convinced him he had to do it to prove his loyalty,” the Pillar explains. “She promised him a few things every young man would love to have.”
“And Jack agreed?” I feel the weight of the world upon my shoulders.
“It’s a boy thing. Us men love to kill our exes. It’s kinda like washing after you eat. Leave no traces.”
“That’s not cool to joke about.” Constance holds my free hand. “Let’s go, Alice. He is a mad man.”
I don’t listen to her. “So you killed the Queen because you were mad at her for persuading Jack to kill me?”
“Not at all,” he says nonchalantly. “I just couldn’t resist blowing up that head made of poop walking on legs. It’s pretty satisfying, the feeling of blowing up a dictator’s head. You should try it some time.”
“Now let’s go!” Tom stands by the door. “We’re wasting time.”
I approach the Pillar, close enough to make the conversation seem personal. “You’re sure you’re not my father?”
“Positive,” he says. I believe him. He has that rare look of being serious in his eyes. No curtains of a faked-person hiding his intentions.
“And are you a good man or a bad man?”
“Kinda Batman,” he returns in a flash.
“So there is no use knowing who you are before I say goodbye?” I lean back.
“All you need to know is in that Tiger Lily pot,” he says. “You have it locked in a safe box at the airport, I think?”
“How could one word possibly explain all of this?” I say.
“It’s a very delicate word.” His eyes moisten for a second. I see truth in them again. “One we overlook every day.”
“Really?”
“The most precious thing.”
“Does it explain what the Wonderland War is about, too?”
“It explains everything.”
“And it’s your Wonder, all at the same time. I find that hard to believe, Pillar.”
He closes his eyes, as if enjoying the taste of a delicious meal. “You haven’t called me Pillar in a long time. I like it.”
“I’m not sure I share the same feeling,” I say.
“I understand. What matters now is that you go.” He arranges himself comfortably in the chair. “I have a chair to sit on and a world to save. Do you have the British anthem on tape here somewhere, Tom?”
“British anthem?” Tom is confused, so are we. “I’m sure you’ll find it on the radio next to the console. Why’d you need it?”
The Pillar smiles bitterly and swivels the chair around. “So long Alice of Wonderland. It’s been frabjous doing business with you. I think you have ten minutes left, so use them wisely.”
 
 



 
Chapter 82
White Hearts Hospital
 
Though Fabiola still had not made her mind up whether or not to stand up for the Inklings, it was something else that actually bothered her: that she couldn’t heal herself with the power Lewis had suggested.
Back in Wonderland she’d been blessed with healing powers that had granted her longevity in the battle field. And when she’d first been sent to this hospital, she thought she was regaining those powers. But the process suddenly slowed down while talking to Lewis.
Deep in her mind, she could do nothing if she hadn’t healed from her wounds. She was confined to this bed and was useless at the moment.
But then, the screaming sounds outside her bedroom suddenly alerted her. Adrenaline pumped all through her body, but she still felt chained by her injuries.
“What’s going on?” asked Fabiola. Lewis had just closed the door after taking a brief peek outside.
“It’s the Reds,” he said, his back to the door.
“What are they doing here?”
“I think they’re here for you, Fabiola. Think about it. Whoever gathered the Inklings in the asylum has a plan to exterminate each one of you. The only one who’s not there is you. They’re here to kill you.”
“This means only He ambushed everyone,” Fabiola said. “He realized that Alice knowing about her family killed all possibility for her to rejoin Black Chess. She now knows it’s Him.”
“Exactly,” Lewis said. “The question is: do you still have doubts on which side to take?”
Fabiola took a moment to calculate a final answer. Still, words were unable to come forth. 
“Alice is one of us, Fabiola. All the fear about her being Black Chess is over.”
“That’s easy for you to say,” Fabiola said. “Or you would have just told her about Mr. Jay killing her family long ago.”
“I could have, but I feared for her sanity. I was afraid it would devastate her and weaken her.” Lewis, in spite of the dangers outside, took a similar moment to rethink something. “Actually, and it’s hard to admit, I’m thankful to the Pillar.”
Fabiola glared at him. “You didn’t just say that, did you?”
“I did. Whatever his real intentions are, it’s time we acknowledge what he has done.”
“Yeah? And what’s that? Manipulating everyone?”
“No, Fabiola. He raised Alice in a few months to become a strong girl. He helped her, taught her how to save lives and gave her confidence — and part of her sanity — back. Of course, it was a bloody journey full of contradictions, but if Alice hadn’t gone through that much she would not have been able to handle her family’s massacre. She is only nineteen for God’s sake.”
The sounds of Reds climbing up the steps was unmistakable behind him now.
“They’re coming.” The rabbit peeked out of his pocket, sounding curious. “Which side are you on, Fabiola?”
“That doesn’t matter now,” Fabiola said, eyes on the door behind Lewis. “I can’t fight. I’m injured.”
Lewis suddenly smirked. It was a benign smirk, one that few had ever seen. Only Fabiola knew about it, back from the days in Wonderland.
“I’ll take care of them until you find the healing powers inside of you.” He pulled out the Vorpal sword, which had been hers once. She didn’t have to ask how he got it. She thought she’d given it to Alice earlier, but Lewis had always been resourceful with the gadget he’d originally invented. “A little demonstration of the old days should spike up your healing powers, I think.”
He turned around, kicked the door open, and descended the stairs. She didn’t have to see the way he fought. She knew what a heck of warrior he was. The way he could handle that sword. The way he’d been a master of None Fu.
She heard one of the Reds scream that someone had just punched his eyes. Fabiola smiled. That was Lewis’s rabbit, another warrior from the past.
 
 
 



Chapter 83
The Radcliffe Asylum
 
“Do you still have to carry the March with you?” Tom rages at me for slowing them down.
“Shut up, Tom,” I say. “The March goes with me everywhere, until I bury him properly.”
“Hey.” The Dude suddenly shows up from rescuing the Mushroomers. “Let me take care of him.”
It’s not the right time to question him on who he is or why he is doing this. The time left is too short, I don’t even know how short.
“The Mushroomers need your help,” the Dude argues. “There is a fissure in the tunnel outside. They need someone to jump them across. I think your None Fu will help.”
I hand him the March’s corpse. “He is your responsibility,” I say. “If you fail to bring him along, I’ll kill you.”
“Whoa.” The Dude takes the March. “Whatever you say, boss.”
“Come on, Alice,” Constance insists. “We need to go.”
Tom has already gone ahead among the Mushroomers. As I reach the door, I see tens of them in the tunnel, standing before the fissure. A couple have managed the jump and crossed over. Another jumped but got hit by the rushing water from the other side — which doesn’t reach us but is beginning to fill up the fissure in between. The rest are waiting for me, afraid to make the jump.
“Okay.” I step up. “I’ll have to help them one by one to do this. I need you to be as fast as possible so we can cross as many as we can.”
“Can I be first, Alice?” Tom asks nervously.
“No.” Constance stops him. “You’re last. You’re always going to be last. Understood?”
“What about the water on the other side?” I ask the Dude.
“It’s lessening now. Once we cross over it will be of no threat. The police seem to think it will slow us down, but now they don’t have enough of the water to flush into the tunnel.”
“But the water must be blocking other tunnels. How are we going to escape?”
“Our escape door is right there.” He points at a side door, right after the fissure. “It might not look like a door, but once we cross over, I’ll show you how to open it. You have to knock six times on six different spots.”
“Okay?” I shrug my shoulders, already helping a Mushroomer on and getting ready to jump. “Why is this door so different? The police will still ambush us when get outside.”
“No, Alice,” the Dude says. “This door is a secret. They can’t find us, because it opens to the river. Don’t worry, it’s a short swim up.”
 



Chapter 84
The Vatican
 
Angelo Cardone had been addressing and thanking all his followers across the globe via social media. Looking at his phone’s screen, he saw them gathered everywhere. Everyone was ready for the war on Wonderlanders — known as terrorists in the past.
The genius thing he liked about all of this was how he’d managed to get them to want to fight the terrorists themselves. Some men and woman had guns and knives ready with them, waiting for a signal from Angelo, and then they’d start attacking whatever Wonderlander he told them about.
But Angelo liked the women and men with cooking pans, brooms, and chainsaws better. Not that these home weapons were more effective, but he wanted this to end up in pure madness — if not melancholy.
Angelo smiled widely. There was no point to war if it wasn’t madness. Or it’d be just boring.
“You’ve surprised me, Angelo,” the man in the black suit said. “You’ve surpassed my expectations by far. We’re proud of you. The secret order in the Vatican has been waiting for you for years. We’ve always wanted a pope like you.”
“I know. I know.” Angelo stood up and gulped from another bottle of scotch. “I have to warn you of what’s coming, though. Things are just starting.”
“You have more to offer?”
“Other than just brainwashing people that they have to kill the Inklings everywhere?” He snorted. “Of course. The show has just begun.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Just watch me when I go out on this balcony.” Angelo began walking. “Just watch me speak.”
“But you’ve already told them what they need to know.”
“That was for the people in the piazza,” Angelo said. “Now watch me speak to my followers all over the world. Specifically, my fellow Brits.”
 
 



 
Chapter 85
The Tunnels
 
The speed by which I’m jumping over the fissure and back is mind boggling, even to me. It’s like I’m in a spontaneous flow of mind. Something is happening to me. I can feel it. It’s as if I know I can save everyone. It’s as if I know who I am, finally.
I don’t resist the feeling. I don’t even give in to the rush of adrenaline and fear inside me. And I don’t try to understand the world around me. It’s not the past. It’s not the future. It’s the moment right now that counts.
“Alice, please!” Tom begs.
I dismiss him.
“Come on, Constance. It’s your turn,” I tell her. “Half of the Mushroomers have crossed over.”
“No, I’m last, Alice,” she insists. “I need to stay here and organize them with the Dude, so things flow nicely.”
“You don’t have to do this,” I say. “You came to help us and did what you came for.”
“I came to save lives, Alice. Just keep doing what you are doing.”
In a hesitant moment, I’m afraid if I don’t pull her over to the other side, I’ll end up losing her like the March. But the thought vanishes into air when another Mushroomed clings to me as we jump.
“Five minutes to go.” the Dude shouts over.
“That means about ten,” I argue. “Remember we’re at the end of the asylum, in a place they won’t find easily. We might have an advantage of a few minutes more.”
“I wouldn’t count on that,” the Dude says. “You still have to open the door to the river. Once you do, the water will flow in. It’s not going to be easy swimming through that without being hit back into the fissure.”
“You never told me this,” I say from the other side, having crossed another Mushroomer over.
“It’s war, Alice. There are always casualties. Not all of us are going to make it tonight. We’re doing our best.”
I don’t even have time to process what he’s just told me. Another Mushroomer on my back. Another jump.
“So the water will rush back into the asylum?” Constance says. “This is a plus. It will block the police, if not kill them.”
“Yes, that’s the plan,” the Dude says. “They don’t know we have way out through a secret door leading to the River. Even if they figure it out, they’ll be too late. I have boats waiting for us up there.”
“Boats?” I shout against the noise of panic and the water in the distance. “Who are you?”
“I’m the Dude.”
“She means who sent you?” Constance giggles in the middle of all of this.
“Let’s talk about that later,” the Dude says.
But then Constance’s look at the Dude exposes her. She knows him. She knows who he is.”
“Constance!” I say in the middle of my jump. “You know who he is?”
Constance shrugs. “Of course, not.”
“Constance, you’re lying. Good girls don’t lie!”
“Seriously.” She scowls at me. “I’m not a good girl, Alice. I’m a kickass girl. Much bigger difference.”
“Forget about it, at least for now,” the Dude says, helping line up the Mushroomers. “Are we set on letting the water in?”
“No, we’re not!” I say.
“Why not?” Constance asks.
“We should close this door leading back to the asylum so the water stays in the tunnel,” I say.
“Why? I don’t understand?” Constance is furious. “This will kill the police hunting us.”
“But it will also kill the Pillar.”
“The Pillar is dead already, Alice. The Pillar will either be caught or will burn with the asylum if he leaves the chair,” Constance says.
“Besides, the future predicted you will kill him. So ordering us to leave the door open will do that,” the Dude says. “It’s fate, Alice. There is nothing you can do.”
I take a moment to find the right answer inside me. I’m not sure why I suddenly don’t want to be the reason for the Pillar’s death, especially after he killed Jack. But I just don’t. He just came back and is sacrificing himself on that chair for us. I’m too confused to assess the situation logically, so I’m going with my gut feeling.
“Listen to me, both of you,” I tell them. “We’re not going to kill the Pillar. And by the way: the hell with fate.”
 



Chapter 86
The Police, Outside the Asylum
 
The officer in charge of the collective forces gave a little speech just minutes ago. It was addressed to both the crowd gathered outside and his own force. In simple and short words, it was about how they hated killing civilians and whichever innocents may inhabit the asylum, but that it was such a small sacrifice for ending the terrorism they were facing.
All in the name of the Queen, he had said.
Now, he was readying his men, monitoring their moves and making sure they were covering all exit points of the asylum. ‘Shoot to kill’ was the order. They weren’t here to investigate. They were here to end the reign of those who insanely called themselves Wonderlanders.
Alice and the March’s pictures had been sent to all units earlier. It was obligatory that those two were confirmed dead after the attack.
Then, he saw a woman from the crowd watching the new pope in the Vatican. That rebellious young man who did not sweet talk his people. He did not make excuses or preach for peace. Angelo Cardone was a loon, but one that people loved.
Including the officer ready to order his men.
He checked his watch.
Two minutes until the deadline.
But then, a vision of his niece flashed before his eyes. She’d been a victim of one of the attacks in the last months.
The man lost all control on his emotions and whistled.
The police began their moves.
“The hell with deadlines,” the man said under his breath. “All Wonderlanders must die.” Just like Angelo Cardone had been preaching in the Vatican.
 



Chapter 87
The Tunnels
 
I transfer the last of the Mushroomers and wait for Constance.
The little stubborn girl insists on jumping herself. “I’m the one who’s supposed to save you all,” she says. “I will jump.”
And she does. Like a smaller version of me. A little superhero with the mind of tens of other little girls — surprisingly surpassing the mind of an adult one.
I try to catch her when she crosses over to my side, but she pulls away. She’s going to be one hell of a determined woman when she grows up.
“And me?” Tom reaches out from the other side.
“I say we leave him,” Constance says.
“I’m not sure,” I say, but already jump over to get him. “Tom.” I engage him, ready to jump back. “You’re a big mystery to me. I hope Lewis was right about giving you such responsibilities.”
We cross over. He pants with satisfaction once we do, but then snakes his way through the Mushroomers so he’ll be closest to the door to the river.
“I hope you can swim,” Constance says.
“Last time I did I was your age, but I think I will manage,” he says.
This leaves just the Dude.
He surprises me and jumps over with the March’s body on his back. That’s some flexible move I’ve not seen before.
“None Fu?” I ask him?
He nods and hands me the March’s body, then jumps back.
“Wait! What are you doing?”
“You need someone to close the door to the asylum behind you,” he says. “You said you don’t want to be the reason the Pillar dies.”
“Yes, but if you do it you will…”
“I was sent to help, Alice,” he says. “I hope I did. It’s your job to get the Mushroomers — most of them — up to the boats.”
He is about to close the door behind him…
“Just cool down…” I say. “Who are you? I need to know who sent you and why you’re doing this?”
He is about to say something, but the sound of the police barging in is deafening. Without my permission, he closes the door and disappears behind it.
 
 



Chapter 88
The BBC Report
 
Breaking News
 
The international police forces are breaking into the Radcliffe Asylum right now. It’s unlikely that we’ll get clear footage, as we already hear the shots and everything around the asylum is more of a blur. None of our camera men dared enter, since it’s a shoot to kill situation.
From the little we could see outside, it does seem like no one is getting out alive today. This is going to be one of the most remembered moments in the history of mankind.
On the other hand, Pope Angelo Cardone is about to announce something in a few minutes. His followers all over the world are ready for him. Most enthusiastic are the British followers at Oxford, whom he’d addressed earlier. They’re standing in the streets of Oxford, near the asylum, waiting for the pope’s instructions.
It escapes our mind what he could possibly ask of them. But we shall see.
 
End of News
 
 



Chapter 89
The Tunnels
 
Though I hadn’t ordered the door open yet, Tom did it. He’d found the six spots and pushed them until the door loosened and all hell broke loose.
The water rushing in guarantees killing one third of us, but I have to manage and help out as much as I can.
Surprisingly, many of the Mushroomers know how to swim. Unlike them it takes me some time to adjust the new situation.
The transition from an environment in which one can breathe to one where you need to hold your breath as much as you can, scares me. With the March on my back, I try to cling against the walls of the tunnel until the water stabilizes. It’s as if I’m being shot at by an enormous water-cannon. I’m plastered against the wall for a few seconds then begin swimming with the March on my back.
It’s far from an easy task.
My eyes dart around to make sure most Mushroomers are swimming out. I can’t see Constance, though.
Outside the door, we’re in the river. I can even see some fish before me. The smart Mushroomers paddle up to reach the surface. The others are blacking out or lost in a haze of panic. It’s hard to help enough of them out.
But Constance does.
She is a fierce little, weightless thing.
She pushes the Mushroomers up, making use of their light floating bodies in the water, and pulls them up.
In a glance, I see Tom has reached the surface. I can only see his legs from down here. At least it means the surface isn't that far.
I paddle with all my might, a little weighed down by the March, but I manage. It’s only seconds before I reach the surface.
I take in a long breath and stabilize for a second. The night sky is dark and I can hardly see anything. Tom points out at the small boats spread all over the river. No lights, though, so the police won’t figure them out soon.
I paddle to the nearest, watching Mushroomers crawl up into it.
“Here,” I tell those on the boat. “Take him.”
I pass over the March’s body, though I don’t see who I’m dealing with. I need to go back in to see if someone else needs help.
Down there it’s darker than before. The flashlights a few Mushroomers had held up before aren’t there anymore. The one bonus is that all the doctor’s outfits they picked up on their way out are all white.
One of them has drowned and is dead already. I pull him up though, remembering the Dude’s words. This is war. There will be casualties. It’s a hard truth to stomach, but it’s true.
It also explains why war is utter madness.
Last Mushroomer up. I hang onto the boats edge, panting. “I can’t believe it was so easy,” I wheeze.
“Me neither,” Tom says. “Where is Constance?”
“What? She isn’t up already?”
“The last Mushroomer who saw her, said she was stuck down below. I thought she’d fix it. She always fixes things.”
“Damn you, Tom. Why didn’t you tell me?” I jump back, realizing I might be too late. 
 



 
Chapter 90
The Vatican
 
Angelo Cardone was on his way out to meet the people when the phone call came.
“It’s for you,” the man in black said, handing the phone over to Angelo.
“Who is it?” Angelo said.
“It’s me.”
Angelo shrugged and said nothing.
“Are you ready?” the voice said.
“Been ready all day?” Angelo said proudly. “Did you see how I brainwashed the world?”
“I did. I’m not impressed. It’s your job.”
“Then why call now if you’re not impressed?”
“You’re my Plan B. I need you to execute the plan we agreed upon.”
“The only plan that’s been in preparation for two hundred years.” Angelo smirked.
“That’s it,” the voice said. “Be careful. It has to work.”
“It will. I pretty much like being a pope. Tons of fun, Mr. Jay.”
Mr. Jay said only one thing before he hung up. “The War has begun.”
 
 



Chapter 91
The River
 
I swim and paddle like a maniac in the dark waters. I’m afraid my panic is what really blinds me, not the dark. The eagerness to find Constance is compromising my inner thought. I shouldn’t be thinking anything yet. But why is it when you have to focus on the here and now, your mind reels with every dark possibility for the future?
I’m already imaging I will not find Constance. I’m imagining I will never see her again. I’m imagining that I will end up crying and cursing myself for letting her go. Just like I let the March go. Just like I let Jack go.
I could have made better choices with each of them, but I messed up.
Sinking deeper into the water, I realize I might have delved in too far. I might not have enough air in my lungs to swim back up.
But I don’t care.
Constance is worth it.
Me saving my loved ones is worth it.
And what’s that happening all around me all of a sudden? Small bubbles slice through the water on my left and right. As if they’re bullets.
Wait, are these bullets?
Who’s shooting at us? Are the Mushroomers safe up there?
My instinct drives me to keep swimming. Constance is a priority.
But I can’t find her. How am I supposed to find her in this black abyss?
The bullets are still slicing through, but I’m not even paying attention. I could get shot any moment now, but it’s Constance who I’m here for.
Suddenly something bumps into me. It freaks me out at first. A large fish? A police officer who’s swum down to get me?
I turn around and realize it’s none of those. It’s Constance. Not breathing. Just floating on her back with her hands sprawled sideways.
No, Constance. You can’t die.
What kind of terrible day is this?
I slap her on the face, but the slaps are a joke of flappy arms and bubbles of me trying to scream. I hold her tight and cry, but I’m unable to cry in the water.
Terrible.
When I come to my senses, I realize I have to pull her up.
I do, paddling as fast as I can with the faint air left in my lungs. If I die today, at least I have to bring her to surface.
My chest feels like it’s dropping to my feet. The muscles on my neck are tense. My back seems to want to pull me down. Everything’s against me, but I’m not giving up, though I’m not sure I can make it.
Another rush of bullets misses us as I’m swimming up.
This is when I realize that Constance has probably been shot. That whatever I do, it might be too late.                 
 



Chapter 92
White Hearts Hospital
 
Watching Lewis fight like a mighty warrior changed something in Fabiola’s physiology. She suddenly began to feel her wounds heal. That talent from the days in Wonderland seemed to return. But even so, she wasn’t sure how long it’d take.
“Lewis!” she shouted. “Are you all right?”
“He is!” the rabbit shouted back from the stairs below. “There are just too many Reds to kill.”
“You can’t do it all alone.”
“We’ll manage,” the rabbit said. “Just get well soon.”
“I’m starting to heal, but it will take some time.”
“We’ll kill those Reds and come pick you up,” that was Lewis now. “You should see how much of a None Fu warrior I’ve become.”
Fabiola hadn’t heard Lewis as excited as this for many years. That tinge of childishness in a grown man’s body had disappeared for so long. He sounded like a young reader of a fantasy novel by Tolkien, enjoying it so much, thinking he was really fighting in the books.
She took a deep breath, watching her body heal. But as she did, she turned on the TV. News covered the events in the Vatican and the asylum. God, how she’d regret being late and stubborn and hesitant if something happened to the Inklings.
Who was she fooling? She was too late. The police had announced they had control of the asylum, and that everyone inside had been killed.
Fabiola suddenly felt sick. She felt evil. A coward. She should have taken drastic measures much earlier. She didn’t have to wait for Lewis to come and convince her to heal or change her mind.
She was too late.
And if she was to blame anyone, it would be the Pillar, the man who’d hurt her so much she hated herself and the life all around her.
 
 



 
Chapter 93
Outside the asylum
 
“What do you mean the asylum is empty?” The Interpol officer gritted his teeth, trying to avoid the cameras and lowering his voice. He pulled the other officer with the news to a side, so they could talk in private.
“That’s what our men told me,” the younger officer told his boss. “The asylum is empty. They disappeared like magic.”
“That’s impossible,” the major hissed with veins popping out of his neck. “They’re not Houdini. It’s just impossible. What do you want me to tell the public now?”
“We’ve already told them we’ve caught everyone inside and killed most of the terrorists. We had to. Just to cool things down.”
“It won’t be the first time we lie to the public about our achievements, but that’s not what I’m worried about. I’m going crazy here. How did they vanish?”
“Wait.” the younger officer received a dispatch. He listened carefully then turned back to his superior. “I’ve been told there are couple of rooms that are sealed. It’s possible that they’re crammed in there.”
“Crammed in one room? What kind of room is that?”
“One of them is what is labeled ‘Control Room.’ It seems high tech and has a steel door. They’re trying to break in now.”
“Is that all?”
“A few of our officers by the river on the southern side are reporting strange movements in the dark. They’re shooting at them, but can’t see who they are. They’ve just asked for the proper lights and equipment to investigate.”
The major held his boiling head with both hands. “This is insane. Just find out what’s going on. RIGHT NOW!”
 



Chapter 94
The River
 
I reach the surface and hand Constance’s body to someone. I have no idea who. It’s one of the Mushroomers for all I know. In the distance behind me, I can hear the guns shooting at the water. It’s hard to ask what’s happening now, as I need to gulp a few breaths to stable the oxygen in my brain.
“What’s going on?” I finally ask.
“Part of the police force reported strange activities in the water. They can’t see the boats yet,” Tom says. “I think it’s because they could not imagine we escaped through a door that led to the river. But they’re shooting at the water near the asylum.”
“Soon they’ll expose us,” I say, pulling myself up. A Mushroomer is already helping Constance, giving her CPR.
I kneel down and check her body from head to toe as he does.
“What are you looking for?” Tom asks.
“Bullets. I think she’s been shot.”
But then Constance coughs. It’s a painful cough, full of spurts and water. She even coughs out a small fish. My heart flutters with happiness.
I reach for her head, as I feel no one else has the right to hold her in their arms but me right now.
“I thought I’d lost you,” I say.
She only coughs, says nothing back. The darkness and the bullets shooting in the distance should alert me, but I’m all safe here with her in my arms.
“You’ll be all right.” I do my best to hold my tears back. “I promise you that you will be all right.”
“I think we should row away,” Tom says. “Before the police discover us.”
“The movement will alert them,” I say.
“You saved me?” Constance says with half her strength.
I rub her wet hair and nod. “I did. I dove down there to get you. What happened to you?”
“I bumped into something and lost consciousness I guess.” She seems emotional about it.
I hug her tighter and kiss her forehead. “It’s okay. You’re all right now.”
“I’m not all right,” she says feebly — but stubbornly. 
“Why?” I ask.
“Because it was me who’s supposed to save you.” She drums a feeble hand against my chest. “I’m supposed to save you.”
And suddenly, I see it. I see how we all can be hard on ourselves. Even though we do our best, and sometimes perform miracles, we’re just dramatic creatures. We seek perfection. Stupid perfection that has no meaning whatsoever. The same way I’ve been taunting myself for not doing the best job, Constance has been persuaded she should do a perfect job. Just like superheroes in a movie.
But that’s not real life.
We do what we have to do, and the results will always stand short. It’s not so much the results that make it up. It’s that we tried. It’s that we cared.
I mean, the little stubborn girl literally walked through shit to save us, and did show us a way out of the asylum, but still thinks she didn’t do her best. I think we need to ease up on children. They’re handling too much pressure these days.
I hold her tighter and look in her eyes. “Constance, do you see all those Mushroomers in the boats?”
She lifts her head and nods, tears in her eyes.
“All of them are alive because of you,” I tell her. “I’m alive because of you.”
She nods.
“All of us will go back to our families and hug them and play with them and spend a good time with them, because of you,” I continue. “Families will be bonded and kids will be raised by their fathers and mothers because of you.”
Her starry eyes look at me for a while, then she says, “But your family died, Alice. You don’t have a family.”
“Oh, you stubborn foolish cute girl,” I tell her. “I do have a family. And they’re alive.”
“You do?” Her eyes widen.
“Yes, you.”
 



Chapter 95
Control Room, The Radcliffe Asylum
 
The Dude had just closed the door behind him and stared at the Pillar. They both knew the police wouldn’t get them as long the door remained locked, but they weren’t sure about how long it’d stand strong against the pounding outside.
“They will try to bomb it sooner or later,” the Pillar said, rocking on the chair and smoking his pipe.
“So what are you waiting for?” the Dude said. “I thought you’d stand up and burn them with you and the asylum.”
“That’d be heroic, yeah?” the Pillar winks. “Actually, I can’t stand up until you leave. I don’t want you to die with me.”
“I had to come back.”
“I knew you would.”
“I have a question.”
“I know you have.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Doing what?”
“All of this? You’re confusing everyone. You’re not a good man. You know that.”
“Good and bad are hamburgers and donuts. It’s hard to tell which is worse for your health.”
“Stop the insane analogies and games,” the Dude demanded. “Answer me.”
“Ask me.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“And by ‘this’ you mean?”
“Saving Alice wherever she goes. Of course, you do it in the weirdest ways, but you keep on planning behind her back to save her.”
“It’s a hobby of mine. I like to save people. Besides, you’re as guilty as me.”
“What do you mean?”
“Why do you do it?”
“Do what?” The Dude tensed.
“Save Alice. You, too, do it in the weirdest ways.”
“That’s because you told me to do it this way.”
“It was the only way possible.”
The Dude said nothing. He knew the Pillar was right.
“We had a deal,” the Pillar said. “A plan we put together.”
“We did.”
“It was risky, but necessary.” The Pillar dragged from his pipe, as if he were Freud and the Dude was his patient. “It worked, don’t you think?”
“It worked very well.” The Dude chuckled a little, his face still veiled in black. “But you never told me you’d blow up the Queen’s head.”
“I never planned to.”
“Then why do it?”
“I just couldn’t resist. I mean me with the gun and this obnoxious stocky thing standing before me. Chances like these happen once in a lifetime.”
“Killing her complicated things.”
“Life is always complicated,” the Pillar said. “Except when you consciously decide it isn’t.”
“I wish I’d written down most of your quotes,” the Dude says. “But I guess there is no time.”
“Yes, there is no time. You have to leave. I have to burn someone.”
“It’s true,” the Dude said. “But before I leave, tell me what’s coming.”
“Meaning?”
“This war that’s starting, what’s it about?”
“The most precious thing.”
“You keep saying that,” the Dude said. “It’s vague.”
“It won’t be when Alice reads my Wonder note, which should be the first thing you do when you escape with her.”
“Just the note? One word? Can it explain everything?”
“It’s my Wonder. It’s the only thing I did right in my life. So yes, it explains everything.”
The Dude tapped his foot on the floor. “Okay, so where is my costume?”
“You don’t need a costume,” the Pillar said. “Just take off that Reds’ cloak and walk out to the police. They will trust your face. They think you’re one of them. I believe you know what to do next.”
“I know,” the Dude said, and took off his costume.
 
 



Chapter 96
The River
 
In the middle of the war, there is love. In the depth of the dark, there is light. The moment I and Constance hug as family members is short, but in my heart it will last forever.
It’s not only an incredibly rewarding moment, but it’s one that proves that good things come in great amounts. Behind me, a Mushroomer says the following: “Alice, you have to see the March.”
“What about him?”
“He just spat out something.”
“What are you talking about?”
“We’re not sure what’s going on, but the March is alive.”
Constance and I jump to our feet and follow the Mushroomer’s gaze. He is looking at the boat next to us with the March’s silhouette propped up on his elbows.
I jump into the water, and Constance follows me. We climb up into the next boat, hoping it’s true, that we’re not imagining this.
“March!” Constance beats me to him and takes him in her arms.
I kneel before him, blinking, still not sure what’s going on. But it’s him. He is exhausted like hell, but he is alive.
“How is that possible?”
“Magic.” He raises an eyebrow.
“What kind of magic?” I ask.
“I’m not sure, Alice, but all this time you’ve been holding me, I was alive.”
“No way.”
“I just couldn’t move or speak. I think I was in some kind of a coma.”
“That’s because of how hard she mushed your head,” Constance teases me. “But I’m glad you’re alive.”
“I’m sorry, March,” I apologize dearly, still unable to understand.
“You don’t have to apologize, Alice,” the March says. “The shock therapy worked. I know all you need to know. It’s just that this thing had been stuck in my head and once I spat it out, I could finally breathe again.”
“What thing?”
The March lifts his hand and shows it to me. I’m not sure if I should laugh or cry or consider this utter nonsense. 
“This was it? This what was stuck in you and you could not breathe or talk?” I giggle.
“And now that it’s out, I remember very important things.”
Gently I pick it up and stare at it. It’s a light bulb.
“You’re kidding me,” Tom says from behind my back. “You actually had a light bulb in your head? And you spat it out your mouth?”
“The one that Black Chess had installed a long time ago.”
“That’s absurd.”
“What isn’t these days.” I roll my eyes.
“And you spat it out in one piece?” Tom says. “I mean, no shattered glass or anything?”
“It’s a strong light bulb. A spying one. Made by Black Chess,” the March says, though his argument is utter nonsense as well.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” I tell him. “It means a lot to me. I thought I killed you.”
“But you’re not asking the right question, Alice,” the March says.
“What right question?”
“Do you remember Patient 14’s puzzle?”
“Yes, what about it?”
The March recites it to me:
I’ve hidden the Keys in plain sight.
A place so bright in the dark of the night.
Are you the one to get it right?
I’ve hidden the Keys in a … of light.
Constance jumps with mirth. “I got it!”
So did I. The missing word was ‘bulb.’
“Patient 14, who knows of the Six Keys’ location, hid them in a bulb of light.”
“A light bulb?” Tom scratches his temples.
“It means Patient 14 hid it all in the March’s head,” Constance explains. “That explains why Black Chess planted a light bulb in his head. Somehow, the March has all the truth installed in his head but can’t remember it.”
“Or it could be Patient 14 installed the bulb to hide the information beneath.  Like he said in the puzzle I’ve hidden the keys in plain sight,” I offer my suggestion.
 “So I assume Patient 14 hid it in your head when you both met in the Hole?” Constance asks the March.
The bullets in the distance are getting louder now. It seems like we need to move, but I can’t stop listening to the March. Because his last words change everything.
“That’s partially true,” the March tells Constance. His eyes find mine and he says, “I told you that I remember a few things now, right? Not all, but important things.”
“You did,” I tell him. “What else do you remember, March? Do you know where the Six Keys are?”
“Unfortunately, no,” he says. “But I know who Patient 14 is.”
All of us sink into silence. There is no point in asking question. We just want to hear him say it.
“I am Patient 14, Alice,” the March says. “Lewis told me about the Keys. He trusted me. And me only!” He definitely says it like a proud child, but then his face droops. “But the secret was too hard to hold. I couldn’t resist telling anyone, so kept it in my brain, jotted the writing on the walls before they transferred me from the Radcliffe Asylum to the Hole, and took that terrible Lullaby pill to forget about it.”
“That’s why the puzzle on the wall said only one person could understand it,” I say. “Like a child, you’ve played a risky game, and wrote a message to yourself.”
“It was fun, Alice. It was so much fun.”
And the fun continues with bullets now hitting the ships.
 



 
Chapter 97
White Hearts Hospital
 
Fabiola heard the news on one of the lesser-known channels — which usually told the truth to gain more viewers — about the possibility of a meticulously organized escape by the Inklings. The news covered the unexplained shooting near the river at the back of the asylum. It also mentioned that it was too dark for their film crew to see, exactly, what was happening. .
The channel seemed to support the Inklings, saying they didn’t deserve to be executed but should have a fair trial.
Fabiola’s heart fluttered all of a sudden. Maybe she’d been given a second chance to let go of her stubbornness. If Alice managed to save the Mushroomers, she could in no way return to her Black Chess days.
The healing process of her injuries was expedited, but it was still a long time before she could walk.
Lewis Carroll dashed back into the room, looking like a nonsensical version of Sherlock Holmes. Heck, with these clothes he was wearing, he didn’t even belong to this timeline. People would make fun of him in the streets outside.
“All done,” Lewis said proudly. “I haven’t kicked ass like this since I wrote Alice in Wonderland.”
“You should have seen what he did.” The rabbit flexed its muscles.
“I think Alice is alive.” Fabiola pointed at the news.
“I know she is,” Lewis said. “I don’t need the news to make sure. So are you ready?”
“I am.” Fabiola smiled. “But I can’t move.”
“I will hold you until we get there,” Lewis said. “The Inklings need us.”
“Does this mean what I think it means?” Fabiola said, watching him pick her up from the bed.
“I told you, it’s happening,” Lewis said. “You just didn’t believe me.”
 
 



 
Chapter 98
The Vatican
 
Angelo Cardone’s theatrical speech was nothing short of amazeballs — that’s what the crowd called him. The new pope was amazeballs.
Some said Cardone was what’d happen if Mick Jagger was a pope.
Cardone recited the same speech about them having to fight Wonderland monsters who are nothing but terrorists, focusing us on living a lesser life. He made the crowd hail and dance. Then he stressed on his message being addressed to his followers in Oxford, where the asylum situation took place.
At some point, he told them again about his new religion, which rhymed with ‘Christianity’, but no one could really grasp the word. The crowd didn’t care. They thought the new religion thing was only metaphorical, like a new order, or a reflection of how the people were going to take matters into their own hands.
Finally, Cardone talked about what he’d came to say from the beginning.
“My dear followers, all over the world.” He raised both his hands in the air. “From this day on, we’ll do things our way. No more authorities or police force to speak for us. No more governments to tell us what to do. If we, the people, want to rid our lives of those Wonderland Monsters, then it’s us who is going to do it.”
“Yeah!” The crowd went crazy this time, fireworks all over the place.
“But this isn’t just cheap talk, because today we’ll prove it’s not,” Angelo said. A few people tensed and stopped their celebrations. Angelo’s tone was too serious to be ignored.
“I came here to tell you about a prophesied war,” he began. “A war we knew would happen from the beginning of time. One that no one wants to talk about.”
The crowd was buried in silence again.
“It’s not the war against evil. Not the one against drugs. It’s not even directly against the terrorists in the asylum,” Angelo said. “Our war is the war against…” He stopped. Everyone halted their breathing. “Insanity!”
Not all of the people grasped what he’d just said.
“When a Wonderland Monster threatens to stuff our children’s heads in watermelons, and when another makes them smoke hookah, and another kills our world leaders, then this is nothing but insanity,” Angelo said. “We’re in an eternal war against insanity. We are the sane ones. They, the Wonderlanders, the ill in the brains, are the insane. They are the enemy. And no government will fight this war for us.”
The people continued listening, waiting for the punchline.
“And from this day on, it’s your responsibility, you the people, all over the world, to kill the Wonderlanders,” Angelo said. “Be it with a frying pan or a bazooka, it’s your choice. You see them in the streets, they’re like zombies, kill them.”
People hailed again, raising all kinds of silly weapons in the air.
“Our first declaration of independence is today. Now, to the people in Oxford.” Angelo faced the cameras. “I’ve been told that the Inklings escaped the asylum. So what if they did? They will not be able to escape you? Because you will not let them.”
All broadcasting cameras zoomed in on Angelo’s face. “I’ve been sent to you to teach you how to hunt them down. Every corner, ever street, every hole they want to hide in will prove futile. Because no one’s going to help them, and each and every one of you, boy or girl, child or adult, will hunt the Inklings down until they vanish from the face of the Earth, and we live happily ever after.”
The cameras zoomed in even more, now almost only showing Angelo’s lips, nose, and eyes.
“Like I said, it’s been mentioned in a prophecy,” he said. “We call it the Wonderland War. It’s either us or Wonderland!”
The crowd was going crazy, rocking the piazza with the stamping of their feet. Some cameras shifted to the cheering crowd in Oxford, who were now ready to hunt down the Inklings who’d escaped the asylum.
Then, the camera zoomed even closer, this time on Angelo’s mouth and nose.
“And like I’ve taught some of you earlier,” Angelo said. “We the people have a new salutation. It’s not with a hand. It’s not standing up. It’s not a wave or dance. It’s done like this…”
The camera zoomed even closer and closer on Angelo’s mouth. And there, he saluted his new brainwashed crowd with a grin. A wide, scary, and unholy grin.
“And if you haven’t been able to pronounce my new religion yet,” Angelo said. “It’s called Cheshiraty!”
Hypnotized and brainwashed, the people grinned back.
 
 



Chapter 99
The River
 
We’re rowing as fast as we can, but the bullets keep raining down.
“Faster!” Constance shouts.
And we do. The Mushroomers, me, and everyone, we row as fast as we can.
“We need to reach the other side of the river!” I shout.
The bullets don’t stop, and a few Mushroomers begin to drop into the river.
“But I have something to say!” the March shouts against the noise. “You have to listen to me.
“We know. We know.” Tom ducks behind him, using the March as a shield. “You are Patient 14. You know where the Six Keys are. You probably know what this war is about, but you can’t remember.”
“It’s not that,” the March argues
The rest of his words are eaten by the noise from the bullets and our panic.
I row harder, staring at Constance next to me. “Don’t give up,” I tell her. “We can do it.”
She grits her teeth and does her best to row with her small hands. “Yes, we can do it. Family!”
The March crawls next to me, the cap with the screws still stuck to his head. “Alice, listen to me!”
“Not now, March. We’re trying to survive.”
“But this is important.”
“Just not now!” I scream at him, watching the edge of the river come closer. It’s only a minute or two and we can reach it. Then, we should escape in cars or something.
“I can’t believe every police force in the world is against us,” Tom says. “We’re doomed.”
“We’ll have to count on the people who believe in us,” I tell him. “Surely, not everyone believes the news. I trust there are those who are going to help us.”
“Alice!” The March loses it. “You have to listen to me.”
“What?” I yell at him.
But then another boat crushes into us. The March falls back.
I grip him tightly and pull him back inside before he falls off the edge. Then I row away. The boat that has just hit us is full of dead Mushroomers; they didn’t make it.”
“Are we going to die, Alice?” the Mushroomers in my boat ask.
“As I said,” I tell them. “We’re not going to die. Once we reach the edge of the river we’ll find help. I trust in the kindness of people.”
But those words are sucked back into my mouth when I see those who await us on the bank of the river. Hundreds of individuals await us with baseball bats and chainsaws and other unusual weapons, ready to take us down. It’s as if they’re zombies. Human zombies who have had their brains washed.
“I can’t believe this,” Tom says from behind. “We have nowhere to go. We’re doomed.”
Constance points at the two individuals leading those who want us killed by the shore. It’s Waltraud Wagner and Thomas Ogier; Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Waltraud, even though she is heavy, is riding upon a boosted board and ramming a baseball bat against her flappy hands. She is pretending to be one of the normal crowd.
“What are we going to do, Alice?” Constance stops rowing. “We can’t go to shore. We can’t stay here.”
I have no words to say. No excuses to give. No lies to make up. I just pull her closer, among a couple of other innocent Mushroomers and say. “We need to have faith. We’ll work it out. Just like a family.”
I speak the words without having the slightest idea of what to do. I’m just like any mother who needs to reassure her kids that everything is going to be alright. Solutions should come later.
“Hey Alice!” says Constance, staring back at the asylum in the distance. “There is something you should know.”
“What is it, Constance?”
“You need to know who the Dude is.”
 



 
Chapter 100
The BBC Report
 
 
The Wonderland War — or in other words World War III
 
In what experts call World War III, we’re now witnessing a global attempt to kill every terrorist in the world. It’s not an attempt by a government or militants. It’s the people’s choice to end the insanity once and for all.
They call it the Wonderland War, where Wonderlanders are insane individuals threatening our world, and the people are the sane ones who make judgment. We’re not even sure what the war is about, but the common answer is ‘the most precious thing.’
In this war, led by a funky pope with a scary grin and sponsored by a shady organization called Black Chess, it’s hard to tell who from who.
Who is mad? Who is not?
Or is it like Angelo Cardone, the new pope, likes to say? ‘We’re all mad here?’
 
 End of News — but not of madness.
 



Epilogue Part One
Control Room, The Radcliffe Asylum
 
The Dude hadn’t left yet, even though he’d taken off his cape and stood by the door. The Pillar could still hear him behind him, but not see him. The Pillar had swiveled his chair back and began playing the British anthem.
It was showtime.
“You better leave,” the Pillar told the Dude without looking at him. “Like I said. They will not suspect you outside. They think you’re one of them. Just close the door right away, because I have a job to do.”
“You will burn the place down?”
“With all Black Chess’ men roaming it right now,” the Pillar said. “I’m going to count to ten once you leave. You better get your ass out there before I burn you with them.”
“I will,” the Dude said.
The Pillar heard him pushing the digits into the door. “Don’t forget to find my Wonder note. It has your answers.”
“Will do, Pillar,” the Dude said. “And by the way, thank you.”
The Pillar said nothing. He fiddled with the shimmering buttons on the console before him.
Now, he listened to the Dude opening the door.
“One last thing,” the Pillar said, still not looking back. “You promise me you’ll take care of her.”
“I will, Pillar,” the Dude says. “Alice means everything to me.”
“Words are cheap.”
“So are promises,” the Dude joked.
“Then it’s love that counts,” the Pillar said. “As cheesy as it sounds.”
“That’s the best thing you’ve said, Pillar,” the Dude said. “Love is what counts.”
“See you in another life, Jack,” the Pillar says. “Goodbye.”
 



 
Epilogue Part Two
 
“I hope so, Pillar.”
Jack, having taken off the Dude’s cloak, stopped for a second before the door. The Pillar had talked him into faking the Dude persona a week or so ago. He’d visited him while at Lorina’s house and showed him evidence of what had happened in the past. How he was supposed to be dead and how Alice saved him. Jack admitted his unexplainable love for Alice, and the Pillar explained that time traveling messed up a lot of things, but failed to change the way Jack and Alice felt about each other. Jack had one last issue. He couldn’t declare his love for Alice or the Queen would kill him. She’d been under the impression that he had joined Black Chess.
So he made up the Dude.
The Dude saved Alice by day, and played Jack, loyal to Black Chess, by night.
And when the Queen insisted Jack should kill Alice, he agreed and contacted the Pillar, who faked Jack’s death in the limousine. Now, Jack wasn’t pressured to kill Alice, and was able to help Constance with the tunnels instead.
Once he opened the door, he’d pretend he survived and the police would consider him one of the good guys, having been trusted by the Queen and riding in her private limo. They’d show him out, and soon he’d find Alice and help her, now that the Queen was dead.
It was a perfect plan, executed by the one and only Pillar.
Jack turned the handle, stepped outside, and closed the door behind him.
The Pillar, on the other hand, fidgeted in his chair. Once he stood up, the chair will blow up. He counted to ten, giving enough time for Jack to leave the building, and then took one last drag from his hookah.
The sweetest he’d ever smoked.
The British anthem still played in the background, and he reminded himself why he was doing this. The most precious thing.
A wicked smile filled his face. It was time to stand up.
He listened to the part in the anthem that says ‘God save the Queen’ and laughed, saying, “Well, he couldn't save her from me.”
And then…
The Pillar stood up.
It was time to salute the British anthem and everything he loved about Wonderland.
 
 



Epilogue Part Three
The River
 
 
Constance tells me the Dude is Jack. She tells me Jack told her not to tell me earlier for reason I should comprehend later.
But this later may never come.
In the middle of the crisis, stuck in the river, unable to row the boat to the shore, I turn my head back, watching the asylum.
It’s on fire. Burning like hell.
The Pillar must be dead now. So are at half of Black Chess’ guards.
And Jack?
I only pray he is alive. I pray I’d see him again one day and complete my little Wonderlastic family.
Until then, I have a war to win.
“What are we going to do Alice?” Constance asks.
“We’ll fight,” I say. “We have to get ashore and find the Pillar’s Wonder note.” I take deep breath. “And then I have to find out who this Mr. Jay really is.”
 
The END…
 
Alice will return in Mushrooms (Insanity 8)
 



Subscribe to Cameron’s Mailing List
 
To receive exclusive updates from Cameron Jace and to be the first to get your hands on Checkmate (Insanity 6) plus free short stories and backstories in the Insanity Verse, sign up to be on the mailing list!
You’ll get instant access to cover releases, chapter previews and the only readers to be eligible to win prices!
 
 



Thank You
 
Thank you for purchasing and downloading Family.
Writing a story in a contained location wasn’t that easy, but it turned out well. I was surprised at the ongoing tension of having all characters in such close proximity. This is one of the books in the series where characters really acted on their own. Killing the Queen of Hearts wasn’t in my plans. The Pillar just couldn’t resist.
I’m also aware of Margaret’s unexplained fate, but it’s more like the Cheshire’s fate in the end of Checkmate, when we didn’t know what happened to him, but later did in Family.
My favorite character in this book is Constance. I’m looking forward to see her grow. And writing the scenes about the March made me fall in love with him more. I did know he held the secret to the Six Keys from day one, but never imagined his scenes to be so emotional and rich.
In the end, I am very satisfied with Family, but he final verdict will be yours. I hope you enjoyed it.
The next book is Mushrooms (Insanity 8) which I plan to release very soon. It goes without saying that a series reaching its 8th book is an accomplishment that would have never been possible without you.
Thank you again for being as mad as Alice and the Pillar.
 
Don’t miss the Pinterest page, where you can see all the places and riddles Alice and Pillar visited (I’ve updated it, so there are whole new places to see).
You can access it
HERE (Pinterest) or HERE
(Instagram)
 
If you have a question, please message me on Facebook; I love connecting with all of my readers, because without you, none of this would be possible.http://cameronjace.com/
Thank you, for sharing this mad journey with me,
Cam
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The part that is nothing but propaganda:
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