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Part I









  
  “Let the Looking-Glass creatures, whatever they be, Come and dine with the Red Queen, the White Queen, and me!”
― Lewis Carroll, Welcome Queen Alice








  
  So begins The Book of Alice . . . 
























Wonderland
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Chapter 1: Down the Rabbit Hole


Alice opened her eye. She blinked several times to clear the blur of long sleep from her right eye; the muscles inside her scarred left eye socket contracted reflexively, a distant echo to when it held a blue-pupiled orb. Darkness surrounded her, the only illumination coming from a distant light far above as if she lay at the bottom of a deep hole. 
As Alice’s eye adjusted to the darkness and her senses became more acute, she realized she lay in a bed in a darkened room, a blanket covering her body up to her neck. A single oil lantern hung above her with the shutter opened, illuminating the bed in a small circle. Anger surged within her; the light made her feel like a circus animal on display. A dank odor of damp stone mixed with sweat and human waste assailed her nose.
Wherever this is, it’s definitely not my room in the Queen’s palace.
Alice’s eye scanned the impenetrable darkness. Something pressed into her buttocks, and she realized with mounting horror that someone had placed a bedpan beneath her. She rocked her hips back and forth, relieved to find the bedpan was presently empty. She tried to sit up, but pain radiated through her skull, so sharp she saw a flash of light, before she lifted her head more than a few inches. She laid her head back on the soft pillow and exhaled deeply.
I’ll try that again later. The thought fought its way through her pain-strewn mind.
As she slid her hand up her body to attempt to rub away the blinding pain in her temples, Alice suddenly became aware of something else—she was completely naked beneath the blanket.
Now that’s interesting.
Alice probed her memory for the last thing she remembered before waking up here. She recalled screams, blood, and chaos. A battle. She was in a battle.
Memories began flooding back to her. Alice had been on a bridge beside the White King, guarding his back as they fought to reach the gate to King Cormoran’s castle, the giants’ stronghold in Wonderland. She recalled Danavi, the Red Knight, standing beside the gunslinger, Hatter, on the riverbank below them, yelling something indiscernible up to her.
She remembered that moment now with crystal clarity. Blood and gore covered Danavi’s helmet and armor—indeed, a red knight. Hatter was there too, though his ridiculous top hat was absent, no doubt lost in the battle’s chaos. He clutched his black powder rifle in one hand and cupped his mouth with the other as he yelled to her.
After that, all Alice could recall was an explosion of pain in her right knee, then falling, blackness, and awakening here in this place. She gingerly moved her right leg and felt tightness and pain in the knee. Her memory appeared sound.
Did we lose the battle? Am I a prisoner inside King Cormoran’s castle?
The thought terrified her; from what she had heard of their adversary, prisoners found no mercy in their clutches, whether man or woman. Alice imagined the women’s fates were far worse than mere death.
“Miss Alice?” a man’s hesitant voice called from the darkness. “Miss Alice, are you awake?”
Careful not to repeat the searing pain of her last attempt, Alice slowly raised her head. The voice appeared to be coming from directly in front of her.
“Who’s there? Who is that?” Alice refused to let a hint of fear creep into her voice. “Who’s the hero that likes to watch a naked woman sleep from the darkness?”
“Oh, no, it’s not like that,” Alice could hear the man fumbling in his pockets and a sudden flare of light penetrated the dark as he struck a wooden match to life.
Alice took in everything she could in the moments the match bathed the room in a soft, flickering light. Heavy black curtains surrounded three sides of what appeared to be a cell with the curtain at the front of the cell pulled aside. A wall of thick steel bars ran from floor to ceiling with a heavy metal-framed door constructed of the same bars in the center.
A short, pear-shaped man stood before the cell door holding a match as it slowly burned. He wore a double-breasted black vest over a white mandarin collared shirt and high-waisted trousers with off-white and black stripes on a gray field. Wisps of unkempt blonde hair slipped from beneath the man’s black derby hat and gave his plump face a cherubim-like quality.
“I’m no hero, ma’am; I’m Clodword.”
The man responded in such an awkward manner that Alice wondered if he was unaccustomed to speaking to women or people in general.
“What is a Clodword?” Alice slowly raised herself onto her elbows, causing the blanket to slide down far enough that it barely covered her breasts.
Clodword noticed and Alice saw the embarrassed look on his face as the match winked out and returned him to darkness. Alice heard Clodword strike a second match and, as the light revealed his features once again, she noticed he was making a concerted effort to avert his eyes.
“Clodword is a who, not a what; I am Tinker’s son,” Clodword said with a pleasant smile, pointing to himself. “Clodword.”
Alice’s eye narrowed with suspicion. “The White Knight’s son is named Gryphon. I know him well. We have fought alongside each other many times and he has never mentioned a brother.”
“Half-brother, actually; on our father’s side,” Clodword gestured to his generally unfit body as the match extinguished. “You can imagine why Gryphon would not bring me up often in conversation.”
As Alice heard Clodword fumbling for another match, she reluctantly agreed with his point. While Gryphon had often spent time with Hatter, Danavi, and her, Alice could not remember the man speaking of much beyond his athletic prowess and conquests in combat or the bedroom. She could see how Gryphon’s ego could keep an uninspiring half-brother out of the conversation. Clodword; even the man’s name sounded awful and embarrassing.
Gryphon always reminded Alice of a picture she had seen in a book depicting the Mongolian warlord, Chinggis Khan, and the White Knight, who Alice thought looked strikingly like Kaiser Wilhelm, often remarked that his son looked far more like his mother than himself. Gryphon was tall, muscular, and broad-shouldered with long black hair and almond-shaped eyes like his mother. He was always clean shaven, except for a ridiculous mustache that he cultivated across the top of his upper lip and then down the corners of his mouth to extend long past his chin. His mother had been deceased for many years by the time of Alice’s arrival in Wonderland, however, by all accounts, Gryphon had been very close with her and the White Knight had been entirely devoted to his wife. The thought that he had been unfaithful to the woman and sired a secret child out of wedlock, while clearly not impossible, shocked Alice. She imagined that to Gryphon it would have felt like a cruel betrayal of his mother, and he was not the kind of man to let grievances slide.
Clodword did bear a striking resemblance to what Alice imagined the White Knight may have looked like in his younger days, albeit had the man chosen to master the culinary arts instead of becoming one of the realm’s most renowned warriors. Still, something about Clodword’s claim rang untrue to Alice. She had been in the White Queen’s service for ten years, nearly the entirety of her time in Wonderland, and to not have come across Gryphon’s brother, a second son of the White Knight, seemed highly improbable.
Wonderland, or as it was more commonly known by its denizens, the Land of the Two Queens, was a forested kingdom on the shores of the Great Wide Open, a sea rumored to have no end. The ageless Indira, the White Queen, and her younger sister, Lairen, the Red Queen, ruled jointly as Queens regnant of Wonderland and its surrounding territories.
Although they ruled the kingdom side-by-side, each Queen kept her own court. Their husbands, the White and Red Kings, handled the more mundane administrative aspects of their rule; that is, until the Three Kings War when the Queens dispatched them to lead their armies against the giants that descended upon the kingdom. The forests were the purview of the White Queen and the Great Wide Open that of the Red. From time to time, banditry and piracy issues necessitated the Queens each maintain a Knight Champion to deal with such matters.
The tan, dark-haired, black-eyed Danavi had served as Queen Lairen’s Red Knight since before Alice arrived in Wonderland and, she admitted, served even more admirably as Alice’s lover for the past five years. In sharp contrast to Danavi’s vigor, the aging Tinker had served Queen Indira as her White Knight; however, in recent years, Tinker had spent the majority of his time squirreled away in a lower chamber of the castle inventing all manner of devices for the Queen while Gryphon executed the more martial duties of the title. On numerous occasions, Gryphon had implored the White Queen to retire his father and bestow the title and honors upon him, however, Queen Indira refused even to entertain the idea.
She had found a special place in her court for Alice, handling issues that required a more discreet hand among the nobles and the borderlands. One such matter had lost Alice her left eye and gave her a pale scar from her forehead to her cheek, but it had cost the treacherous Duke Enderton his life in return. The queens’ rule was rarely challenged, making such unpleasant tasks were thankfully infrequent.
Enderton was a power hungry sycophant and his death was necessary to keep good order and discipline among the nobility, after all, there would be no rebellions in Wonderland. It turned the usually mild-mannered Duchess Enderton into Alice’s enemy within the White Court, a regrettable consequence of the whole affair, but one she could live with. The Duchess’ was relatively harmless and her actions never rose above unflattering remarks and gossip about Alice, a trivial and inconsequential cost to pay for the removal of a cancerous presence among the nobles.
More troublesome to Alice was the loss of her eye. Alice was never one to fuss over her looks, and scars and scrapes came with the job. However, it took countless hours of training with Danavi to overcome the loss of depth perception and restore her fighting skill to her normal level of prowess. Though, Danavi did often comment that the scar and eye patch exuded a certain aura of danger that was quite sexy and attractive, and Alice certainly did not mind that sentiment from the Red Knight.
Thus, as well-connected as Alice was within the Red and White Court, it seemed highly unlikely to her that the existence of a second son of the White Knight, even a well-hidden one, would have escaped her notice for long; though perhaps the White Knight was slyer than she had given him credit for all these years.
As the match light extinguished, casting Clodword into darkness, he again rummaged in his pockets for another match. Alice swung her legs off the bed, wincing as the action caused tendrils of pain to blossom in her skull. She intended to run at Clodword, reaching through the bars to grab his throat and demand answers to the flurry of questions swirling in her mind, however Alice seriously underestimated the weakness in her right knee and the joint buckled as she sprung forward from the bed. Naked, Alice stumbled forward and crashed into the cell bars, grasping at the cold steel and barely able to keep herself upright as the bedpan clanged loudly against the floor behind her.
Clodword, having only just managed to light another match, staggered backward in shock, dropping the match and extinguishing the flame. Alice heard him sputtering and stammering in the darkness, apparently surprised by her actions and flustered by her nudity. As her eye grew accustomed to the darkness, Alice could make out the dark outline of the squat man holding up his bowler hat to seemingly block the sight of her naked body as he regained his footing and staggered down the hall.
She smirked. Gryphon would certainly be disappointed in his brother. He was never phased by the sight of a naked woman. Hell, he worked too hard to get many of them that way in the first place. Quite an endearing trait you’ve got there, Clodword, and such an easy weakness to exploit.
“I’m sorry, Miss Alice, I meant no disrespect; I did not see anything, I swear.” Clodword’s voice faded as he retreated down the darkened hall. “I will retrieve your sister and have her bring your clothes.”
A smile crossed Alice’s face at the panicked sound in Clodword’s voice. Perhaps the White Knight had kept this man locked away somewhere after all.
Alice’s eye trailed to the darkened cell across from hers. The only illumination in the cell was a small pillar of light, no more than a foot wide, which shone down from a tiny barred window high in the ceiling. She could make out the hulking shape of two forms sitting silently in the darkness. Two sets of eyes shimmered in the faint lantern light of her cell as they stared at her. Alice suddenly became very aware of her nakedness as she backed away from the cell bars and retrieved the blanket, wrapping it around her as she sat back on the bed.
She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, her blonde hair cascading down over her forearms as she dipped her head forward.
What the fuck is going on? Where am I? Where are Danavi and the others? Surely, they know I am a prisoner here, wherever here is.
Closing her eye, Alice listened intently to the sounds around her, trying to pick out individual noises. Alice could hear the two in the cell opposite her breathing: slow, deep, measured breaths. There were other sounds, noises she would expect to hear in prison: whimpering, mumbling, and someone calling out in their sleep, a strangled, pitiful cry. Then something else caught her attention from the cell behind her: a low growl, the sound of footpads on the stone floor, and something else. Alice strained to listen. Nails? Claws? Was there an animal in there with them?
“Alice.” The girl’s voice was soft and almost cheerful.
Alice’s head shot up. She was so preoccupied with discerning the strange sound that she had not heard the girl approach. The girl, no taller than five feet, even with boots on, stood by the cell door, her face enshrouded in the dark hood of a cloak pulled up around her head. She bore a small pile of folded clothes in her hands, topped by a pair of well-worn boots that Alice quickly recognized as her own. Behind her, two guards towered over the girl clad in the livery of Queen Lairen, a black spade emblazed on a field of red. One of the brutish-looking guards carried a lantern while the other held a large, curved axe. Both men eyed Alice with suspicion and looked like they would welcome the opportunity to do violence.
Despite everything, Alice smiled at the girl; she knew that voice almost as well as her own.
“Ava.” Alice grinned, relieved to see her younger sister.
“Good to see you up and around, Alice.” The cheerful voice drifted from the hood’s darkness.
The guard with the axe nodded for the other to unlock the door and admit the girl. As the man stepped forward with a large key ring, the guard with his axe pointed the curved blade at Alice. The man had an unpleasant, meaty, boar-like face with small, deep-set eyes.
“Move an inch off that bed and I’ll take this little kitten’s head off and then I’ll split you from hair to hooch,” sneered the guard, his voice dripping with a bully’s menace.
“Look at you, all charm and good looks,” Alice retorted, the smile never leaving her face.
He probably has an immensely small dick.
The guard unlocked the door and opened it only far enough to push Ava through before slamming it closed behind her. The lock engaged with a loud click and the guard turned away without giving either of the women another glance. The pig-faced guard peered into the other cell and ran the blade of his axe against the steel bars, each bar clanging loudly against the steel blade.
“Wake up, you shit-eating giants.” The guard gave a malicious laugh and ran his thumb along the edge of the axe blade. “Maybe the Red Queen will put your head up on the wall today with the rest of her collection. Stick you on a pike right next to your daddy.”
Giants! Alice stared into the cell’s darkness, but the two imprisoned giants stayed rooted in the shadows and showed no reaction as the guard walked away, his wicked laugh echoing down the prison corridor.
“Ava, what the fuck is going on?” Alice reached for her sister as Ava placed the pile of clothes on the bed. “Come here, let me see you.”
“Alice.” Ava hesitated, pulling back from Alice’s outstretched hand.
“Ava, what is it?” Alice felt suddenly alarmed as Ava looked away, her face shrouded deep within the recesses of her hood.
Alice leaned quickly forward, sending waves of pain through her skull so severe she felt nauseous, as she grabbed Ava’s hood and yanked it back. Ava cried out in surprise as the hood fell away, and Alice gasped in horror. Her younger sister’s face was pale in the lantern light and framed in long blonde hair, the same as Alice’s and their mother’s. However, once as smooth and unblemished as a porcelain doll, the skin of the young girl’s face was now covered in dozens of thin, red ragged scars. It looked as if an animal had repeatedly swiped its claws at her sister’s face, leaving lines of thin, sharp scratches deep enough to scar. Alice noticed the absence of any gouges from the animal trying to latch onto or subdue Ava. The scratches were surface-level, like a cat toying with its prey.
Ava’s eyes, as blue as the waters of the Great Wide Open, welled up with tears at the revelation of her ravaged face. She quickly pulled the hood back up over her head and stepped back, a sob choking in her throat.
Alice’s emotions churned as she felt equal parts rage and grief for her sister. “Ava, who did this to you? Tell me what the fuck is going on here, right now!”
“Hooka did this to me,” Ava gestured toward her face as her voice cracked with emotion. “He said we were sisters and now we look more like twins.”
“Hooka? That fucking caterpillar did that?” Alice now had a target for her rage.
“He’s not a caterpillar anymore. The Red Queen changed him into some kind of flying monkey. He did this with his claws as some of the Red Queen’s men held me down; that big fucker with the axe was one of them. I could smell the onions on his breath as he laughed.”
“What?” Alice could not believe what she was hearing. “Queen Indira would never stand for such a thing! What did she do?”
“Alice, you need to understand; you’ve been unconscious for a long time, the better part of a year.” Ava stepped closer and glanced over her shoulder to see if the guards were returning. Seeing no one, she turned to Alice and lowered her voice, “So much has changed since your injury. You mustn’t say her name out loud. It’s the law now. By order of the Red Queen, under pain of death.”
Alice blinked, stunned. “Ava, what’s happened here?”
“Alice, the White Queen is dead. You are Queen Lairen’s prisoner,” Ava replied in a hushed tone. “I’m sorry. I know Indira meant a lot to you; she meant a great deal to both of us.”
Alice recoiled. The words struck her like a physical blow and Ava reached out and grabbed her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. The air felt as if it had been sucked from Alice’s lungs with such force that she was sure her body must be imploding. She searched her sister’s scarred and ravaged face for some sign that this was all some horrible joke, a cruel jest by Hatter and the others. Ava stared back at Alice, the depths revealing how deep a hurt retelling the horrible news caused.
Reflexively, Alice’s mind locked tight like a steel trap snapping upon a rat. Now was not the time to grieve. Her Queen was dead and her sister maimed. These were blood debts that must be paid. She needed to know where her people were. Where were Hatter, Gryphon, and especially Danavi?
A hollow feeling opened in her gut. Danavi was her lover and, as Red Knight, a trusted member of Queen Lairen’s court. Alice had never confided in anyone about their relationship, not even Ava, and certainly not the Red Queen. Queen Lairen would have no reason to hide Alice’s imprisonment from her knight champion and Danavi would never leave her to rot in a prison cell. Unless, of course, Danavi was dead too.
“What happened to me? Tell me everything,” Alice’s eye was hard and her voice cold. “The last thing I remember is being on the bridge at King Cormoran’s castle.”
“The White King died on the bridge, crushed by a catapult stone the giants launched over the wall. Our lines almost broke after that but Gryphon, that crazy bastard, rallied the forces and charged the castle. They say he mounted the wall and slew Cormoran single-handedly.” Ava gave a faint smile. She had always had a schoolgirl’s crush on Gryphon. Alice could picture Gryphon storming the castle, his long dark hair and flowing mustache blowing in the breeze as he roared his war cry and felled the giant king with his broad sword.
“The other giant kings, Thunderdel and Galligantus, fled the castle when Cormoran fell,” Ava continued. “They did not make it far. Duke Cheshire filled his cannons with grapeshot and ambushed them on the road. The carnage was so great that you couldn’t tell where one giant ended and the other began when he finished. After that, the fight went out of the giants’ army. The Red King had all the kudzu vines hacked down and burned so the giants could not return to their land. He hunted the stragglers and took no prisoners. As far as I know, those two are the last giants alive in Wonderland.”
Ava gestured over her shoulder to the cell across from Alice’s. Alice looked at the two hulking forms in the darkness, “Who are they?”
“Cormoran’s sons, Bore and Rebeck,” Ava shrugged. “They are the Red Queen’s hostages against the day the giants ever try to return.”
“But what about me? What happened to me?”
“Alice, you fell from the bridge and injured your head. We did not think you would ever awake,”
“I . . . fell?”
“Well, you were shot and fell from the bridge. Danavi pulled you from the river. You never regained consciousness until now.”
Alice studied Ava’s face. The girl pursed her lips, a nervous habit when withholding something. “What are you not telling me?”
“Hatter shot you, Alice. He shot you in the leg and you tumbled from the bridge.”
“That jackass. What the hell was he aiming at?” Alice shook her head in irritation then noticed the grim look on Ava’s face.
“I think he was aiming for you, Alice. I think Hatter shot you intentionally.”
“What? Why would he do that?” The notion shocked Alice.
“I don’t know.” Ava shook her head. “There was a lot of friction between Danavi and Hatter after that, but I don’t know if the friction was over Hatter shooting you or Danavi pulling you from the river.”
“Ava, what are you saying?”
“Look, let me explain what happened after the battle and then you can decide for yourself,” Ava said, holding up a hand to preempt any further questions.
“You were in bad shape; you struck your head in the fall and they brought you back to the palace to recover. The White Queen saw that you received the best medical attention available. Still, you were not getting any better,” Ava said in a low, conspiratorial tone. “Queen Lairen thought you might receive more thorough care back in England and suggested someone carry you back through the Looking Glass. Danavi and Gryphon volunteered, but Queen Indira would have none of it. The issue became moot a few weeks later.”
“Why’s that?”
“Alice, she broke the Looking Glass; shattered it to pieces.”
“What?”
“Gryphon told me that the Red Queen had called a special counsel to discuss the incursions into Wonderland by the Pan and Queen Indira just walked in and announced she had destroyed the Looking Glass. The Red Queen was furious; she dismissed everyone from the room and she and Indira argued for hours. After that, neither Queen ever brought it up publicly again.”
“That makes no sense. Why would Queen Indira do that?”
“I don’t know. But we’re here for good now, Alice; there’s no going back to England, ever.”
“There was nothing back there for us anymore. I am sure grandfather has passed by now.” Alice felt a pang of regret at the thought of the kindly old man dying without any family around him, but there was nothing to be done about that now. “You said the Pan was making incursions into Wonderland? How is that possible? I thought the Kraken barred the way to and from Neverland.”
“It does.” Ava nodded. “The Pan has been sending a black cloud across the water. The people call it The Dark. It steals children.”
Alice had never seen Peter the Pan and, as far as she knew, no one in recent memory, except the two deathless Queens who banished him centuries ago, had ever seen him. Most people believed he had died alone in his island exile long ago and existed now as a fairy tale to scare misbehaving children. “Be good or the Pan will get you” was a common threat by all parents in Wonderland.
However, Alice had learned from the White Queen that the Pan was as unaffected by time as she and her sister were. Like them, Pan was a creature from before Wonderland and thus aged far more slowly than ordinary mortals. Peter had committed some unspoken affront against the Queens, and they had banished him to a remote island, never to return. In time, the island became known as Neverland, which also became a refrain of parents: “You will be sent to Neverland with all the nasty little boys and girls if you are not good.”
Alice had used some of those threats herself on misbehaving children in the palace, delighting at their looks of fear. Now none of those threats seemed amusing anymore. The Pan was taking children, whisking them off to Neverland.
“Why is Peter stealing children?” Alice was becoming overwhelmed by the sheer volume of change that occurred during her coma. “And what has happened to the White Queen?”
“I don’t know why he is doing it.” Ava shook her head, then grew somber. “I am getting to that part . . . about Queen Indira, I mean.”
“Ok, I am sorry.” Alice put her hand on Ava’s leg.
“The Queens called for an expedition to stop the Pan and kill him if necessary. The Red King outfitted a ship. Danavi went as the Red Queen’s champion and Gryphon went representing the White Queen since his father was too old to fight.”
“They went by ship? Ava, the Kraken would never let them reach the island!”
“The White Knight invented a device. As you know, that’s what he is best at these days. It was like a brass hand-cranked siren with a warbling disc inside. He believed the noise would keep the Kraken from the ship.”
“Did it?” Alice felt a lump form in her throat at the thought of the Kraken pulling Danavi into the depths.
“They are over six months overdue.” Ava’s voice cracked, and Alice knew her sister must be thinking the same thoughts about Gryphon. “Whether something befell them at sea or on the island, everyone believes they have been lost or captured. Queen Lairen is convinced that Peter is holding the Red King hostage.”
“Why does she think that?”
“I don’t know.” Ava shook her head. “Grief at the thought of the Red King’s death or the torment of not knowing his fate. I think that was the reason for her madness.”
“What happened after that?”
“Things got tense between the Queens. They seemed at odds often and disagreed on what to do next. Then, without warning, the Red Queen launched a surprise attack on the White Queen and her followers. Duke Cheshire was ambushed and killed on the road and the Red Queen’s ships anchored around his castle, trapping Lady Cheshire and the Duke’s men inside, ready to lay siege.”
“The fighting in the palace must have been horrific.” Alice paled at the thought of hand-to-hand combat and musket fire in the close quarters of the palace halls.
Ava’s countenance darkened and she shook her head. “There was no fighting in the palace.”
“The White Queen yielded without a fight?” Alice stared in disbelief at her sister.
“No.” Ava’s face soured as if she had eaten a rotten cherry. “The Red Queen’s men crept through the White Court like rats in a barn and slaughtered most of Indira’s soldiers in their sleep. Hatter turned on the White Queen. Alice, he beheaded her! She was still dressed in her nightgown. Queen Lairen had her head placed on a spike atop the wall of the palace alongside Duke Cheshire’s.”
“Hatter sided with the Red Queen over Indira?”
“Yes. That is why I believe him shooting you was no accident. I think they planned this betrayal for a long time.”
“I’ll kill that fucking traitor.” Alice’s hands balled into fists.
“I don’t understand why Hatter did what he did. I do know that when Queen Lairen’s men burst into your room, Hatter prevented them from hurting us. He threatened to shoot anyone who tried to harm us and convinced the Red Queen that you may still be of use if you ever awoke. She agreed to keep you imprisoned down here. I was allowed to remain free in the palace as an assistant in the Royal Library with the understanding that any attempt at betrayal or escape would result in your immediate death.”
“Did any other members of the White Court survive?”
“The Red Queen spared the White Knight, but only because she held out hope that he could repair the Looking Glass. Hatter demanded that Clodword stand guard over you, day and night, to prevent any of the Queen’s men from coming down to the prison to take liberties with you while you were unconscious.”
“From what I saw of Clodword, it would be unlikely he would be able to prevent a bee from stinging me, let alone fend off a guardsman or two.”
“Oh, you would be surprised. I have heard only rumors, mind you, but several guards tried just that in the days after the palace coup and received a thorough thrashing from Clodword.”
“So the White Knight survived. Any others?”
“Only Lady Cheshire and her daughters. Hatter arrived at Cheshire Castle under the guise of assistance from the White Queen, however once the guards admitted Hatter into the castle, his men, the Red Queen’s men, threw off their disguises and seized the castle. They captured the Lady Cheshire and both her daughters.”
“Uggh, is there no end to that man’s treachery?”
“The Red Queen had Indira’s section of the palace closed off.” Ava paused. “There is one more thing you should know . . . Queen Lairen is different now.”
“Different how? She was always a mean-spirited bitch; I don’t expect committing sororicide has lightened her disposition.”
“No. She has powers now; she can change living things into animals,”
“Like turning Hooka from a giant caterpillar into a fucking flying monkey?” Alice immediately regretted the words as she saw Ava reflexively touch the scars on her face. Alice hated that she had brought those memories flooding back to her sister and she mentally added Hooka to the list of people she would see pay for what they had done. The Red Queen, Hatter, Hooka, and that guard with the fucking axe. Danavi? Would she add Danavi to that list? If Danavi still lived. The thought of her lover’s potential betrayal stung her to her core.
“Yes . . . and worse. Anyone loyal to the White Queen that she did not have put to death, she transformed into rodents—rabbits, rats, door mice. They walk, talk, and dress like before except now they are animals. She changed Lady Cheshire into a black jaguar although she still retains the ability to speak. Her daughters are in the cell on the other side of you,” Ava gestured toward one of the dark drapes covering the cell wall. “They were transformed into jaguars like their mother.”
“I knew the Queens had powers. Indira had hinted at it several times, but she never revealed anything about them,”
“I’m afraid, Alice. The Red Queen hates us, Alice, you and I. I don’t know why, but I can see it in her eyes.”
“Well then, your big sister is just going to have to close those fucking eyes forever.” Alice grinned and Ava smiled back a truly genuine smile.
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Chapter 2: Stem to Stern


Ava lay on the bed watching Alice slip on the leather trousers and cotton shirt she had brought. Alice winced as sliding on the high leather boots jostled her bad knee. 
“Does it hurt bad?” Ava asked, hating to see her sister in pain.
“It’s really just an ache,” Alice admitted, her voice tinged with a hint of resignation. “I suspect it will be some time before I can walk without a limp, if ever.”
“Fucking Hatter,” Ava spat with distaste.
“Fucking Hatter,” Alice agreed as she laid down alongside Ava, facing her.
“Alice, tell me again the name of the place where father died?” Ava’s voice sounded small and childlike, as it always did when she spoke about their parents.
“It was called Isandlwana,” Alice replied, brushing a few stray strands of hair from Ava’s forehead. “He was an officer in the Natal Native Horse under Colonel Durnsford; he was very courageous.”
“Isandlwana,” Ava repeated the word, trying to remember it this time. She sat quietly for a moment and then her eyes brimmed with tears. “I miss him.”
“I miss him too,” Alice smiled at her.
“Do you miss mother?” Ava’s voice cracked as she asked. Alice bit her lip. She knew this conversation was a wellspring of hurt for Ava and tread lightly with her response.
“Ava, mother loved you so much; so very much. She loved you so much that she gave all of herself to bring you into this world to be my sister.”
A thick, watery tear streamed down Ava’s cheek, taking a haphazard path down the network of red scars to make a dark, wet circle on the pillowcase. “You don’t hate me for taking her from you?”
“Ava, you didn’t take her from me; she gave me to you, which was the world’s greatest gift.” Alice leaned forward and kissed Ava on the forehead.
They laid there quietly as Ava sniffled and wiped away her tears. Alice rolled onto her back and stared at the lantern, the flickering light burning overhead.
“Ava, do you ever regret coming through the Looking Glass? Leaving England and all your friends behind?”
“Sometimes I miss Grandfather.” Ava sighed. “I don’t particularly miss England, and I cannot say I had many friends back there.”
“You don’t miss going to school?” Alice glanced sidelong at her sister.
“Going to school?!” Ava laughed loudly. “Who would miss going to school?”
“You know what I mean.” Alice shook her head with mock indignation. “Going to school and meeting boys. You would be going out on dates by now.”
“Well, there are boys here too,” smiled Ava, and Alice wondered if she were imagining Gryphon. “And honestly, until the coup, this was a pretty great place to live.”
The sound of a heavy metal door opening in the distance wiped the smiles from their faces as a corridor of light extended down between the cells.
“I think they’re coming to take me back,” Ava’s eyes clouded with apprehension.
“It’ll be okay, Ava. I promise we’ll see each other soon,” Alice squeezed her sister’s hands.
“I’ll bring you lemon balm and chamomile; it will help with your headaches,” Ava promised as heavy footfalls sounded down the corridor.
The girls sat up as the two guards from earlier approached and stopped at the cell.
“The little bitch leaves now,” the guard with the axe sneered as his compatriot unlocked and swung open the door.
The sisters embraced. Ava slid off the bed and hurried out the door, pausing to glance at Alice. Moving too slow for the guard, he shoved Ava with the haft of his axe, causing her to cry out and stumble before catching her balance and moving quickly down the corridor and out of sight.
“You know,” the guard turned to leer at Alice, licking his tongue across the front of his teeth as the other guard closed and locked the door, “if I had known you two would wind up in bed together, I would have stayed and watched the show.”
“What’s your name?” Alice flashed the guard an alluring smile.
“Starkey.” The guard stared lasciviously at Alice as she slid off the bed, her brown leather pants hugging her hips and conforming to the contours of her body.
“Well, Starkey, what do you say you unlock that door and come join me in here?” Alice purred as she patted a hand on her bed. “And then I’ll take that axe and split you from stem to stern.”
A look of confusion crossed Starkey’s face, quickly replaced by anger as the words sank in. “Fuck you,” he spat as he turned and stormed off.
Alice smiled as she watched the humiliated guard stalk off. From the darkness across from her cell she heard the sound of a deep, guttural laugh.

      [image: ]Alice laid on her bed staring at the flickering lantern overhead, her hands folded behind her head. The pain in her skull had diminished to a dull ache, and she could ignore it most of the time if she did not think about it.
Her mind raced. What the fuck had happened to her world? Queen Indira and the White King were dead, Danavi and Gryphon were lost, Ava was little more than a prisoner, and Hatter was a traitor. The incongruity of the world since she awoke infuriated her. Locked in the cell, Alice felt helpless to do anything to help the ones she loved and avenge those she lost.
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