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Chapter 1 | The Rabbit Appears
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Alice first saw the White Rabbit again on the morning she turned nineteen.

She was standing at the edge of the clearing behind the cottage, barefoot, sleeves rolled, the hem of her dress already damp with dew, when the glint of gold caught her eye. Not sunlight. Something sharper. Intentional.

A pocket watch.

She did not move. She had learned, over the years, that some things vanished if acknowledged too quickly. The forest held its breath around her, leaves suspended mid-shiver, birds quiet as if listening.

The White Rabbit stood half-concealed beneath the ash trees, immaculate as ever. His fur was bright as cream skimmed from fresh milk, his waistcoat neatly buttoned, his red cravat tied with fastidious care. The watch dangled from one paw, its chain looping once, twice, before disappearing into the pocket at his chest.

She had not seen him in years.

Not since Shelley died.

When Alice was younger, small enough that the forest still felt endless, she had followed the Rabbit often. Sometimes alone, sometimes with her sister’s hand warm and steady in hers. Shelley had always laughed when Wonderland opened for them, her voice bright and breathless, as though the world above were merely something to be endured between visits.

Shelley had loved Wonderland.

She came back flushed each time, eyes shining, chest rising and falling as though she had just run a great distance. The winter she fell ill, Alice remembered thinking, childishly, cruelly, that perhaps Shelley simply needed to go back. That whatever made her pale and fragile in this world might be cured there.

But the Rabbit stopped coming.

The forest paths grew thick with brambles. The hollow beneath the willow filled with silt and roots. And Shelley, her clever, laughing, reckless Shelley, went still and cold beneath starched sheets, her skin translucent as wax, her breath a thing Alice could no longer find no matter how closely she watched.

Wonderland closed its doors.

Or perhaps Alice did.

Now, standing nineteen and alone in the clearing, she realized with a strange, hollow clarity that she had never truly forgotten. The memories had thinned, blurred at the edges, but they had never left her. They had simply gone dormant, like embers buried under ash.

The Rabbit adjusted his spectacles.

The sound was absurdly loud.

Alice swallowed.

He did not look at her. He rarely ever did. That, she remembered, was part of it, the way Wonderland never asked permission. Never explained itself. It existed regardless of her readiness, her understanding, her fear.

The Rabbit peeled off his gloves slowly, deliberately, one finger at a time. The pale pink pads of his paws were faintly damp, the fur around them pristine. He ran one bare paw along the edge of an oak leaf, leaving behind a thin trail of moisture that caught the light.

Alice’s breath stuttered.

It was not an invitation. It was not a performance. If anything, it felt private, like stumbling upon someone mid-thought, mid-gesture, doing something for themselves alone.

The Rabbit lifted a paw and stroked the sensitive fur between his ears, eyes fluttering half-closed as if savoring the sensation. He exhaled softly.

Heat pooled low in Alice’s body, slow and insistent. Her skin prickled where the cotton of her dress brushed her thighs, her ribs, the hollow at her throat. She pressed her fingers into her palm to ground herself, nails biting skin.

Warmth. Suspension. The peculiar, delicious ache of wanting without expectation. Of being seen and unseen at once.

She reached for it and lost it immediately, like waking from a dream already dissolving. Fragments lingered... Shelley’s laughter, sunlight filtering through flowers taller than houses, the press of something solid and alive at her back. But the harder she tried to assemble them, the more they slipped away.

The Rabbit replaced his gloves.

He turned.

Panic flared sharp and bright. Alice took a step forward before she could think better of it.

“Wait.”

The word sounded thin in the open air.

The Rabbit paused. He did not turn around. He merely inclined his head, the smallest acknowledgment.

Alice’s heart hammered. She became acutely aware of her body, of the way her breasts moved beneath her bodice when she breathed, of the dampness gathering between her thighs, unbidden and unwelcome and yet achingly familiar.

She had promised herself she would not follow again.

After Shelley’s death, the world above had demanded its due. Bills, chores, the weight of the cottage pressing in on all sides. Alice had learned to make herself smaller, quieter, useful. Desire became something theoretical, something observed from a distance.

Wonderland was not theoretical.

When the Rabbit began to walk, Alice followed.

It was not a decision. It was like gravity.

The cottage vanished behind her with alarming speed. Chimney smoke curled into the pearl-gray sky, carrying the faint scent of bread and soap and ordinary life. Alice did not look back. She feared that if she did, the Rabbit, and whatever fragile permission existed in this moment, would vanish.

The forest thickened. Moss softened the stones beneath her feet. The air grew heavier, damp with earth and decay and something sweet she could not name.

Sometimes the Rabbit slowed. Sometimes he stopped entirely, waiting at a bend in the path or beneath the sharp shadow of a hawthorn tree. He never spoke. He never looked at her. And yet Alice felt acutely attended to, as though every step she took was being recorded, noted, weighed.

She wondered, briefly, if Shelley had felt this way too.

The willow came into view at last.

Her willow.

The tree’s boughs dipped low, veiling the hollow beneath its roots. The ground there was already soft, already yielding, as though it had been waiting. Alice reached out, trailing her fingers along the bark, pressing her palm flat against its rough skin.

Her pulse thundered.

The Rabbit gestured toward the opening with a small dip of his head, formal, almost courtly.

This was the last chance, she knew dimly. The last clean exit.

Instead, she crouched.

The earth accepted her with damp intimacy. Her dress snagged on roots. Her knees scraped stone. The smells closed in around her, mildew, sap, rot, the deep loam of old leaves. She felt a brush at the small of her back, guiding, steadying, careful.

She did not know whether it was a hand or a paw.

Then the ground vanished.

Alice fell.

The darkness swallowed her whole, dense and velvet-soft, and as she tumbled, arms pinwheeling, breath torn from her lungs, she felt a sudden, startling relief.

Whatever awaited her below, it would not be indifferent.
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Chapter 2 | The Hole
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The fall did not feel like falling.

It was slow and viscous, as though the air itself had thickened around her, resisting gravity out of reluctance rather than strength. Alice remained upright far longer than seemed possible, suspended in a state that felt neither standing nor descending, her body held in a prolonged moment of decision that had already been made for her.

Her first instinct was to label it a dream. The weightlessness, the way her thoughts drifted without order or urgency, the absence of panic where panic should have been. But her body refused the lie. Sensation arrived too vividly, too insistently. Her knees knocked together, sharp with discomfort. Her hair whipped around her face, stinging her mouth and cheeks. Cold raised gooseflesh along her arms and thighs, threaded with an unexpected anticipation that made her breath come shallow and quick.

The darkness was not empty. It pressed close, textured and alive, a soft black mass that seemed to breathe with her. From time to time, brief illuminations bloomed and vanished. A pocket watch spun past her shoulder, its face flashing silver before tumbling away. A china teacup drifted by, whole and serene, rotating slowly as if it had all the time in the world. Each passing object carried a scent that clung to the air after it vanished. Tea and cucumber. Tobacco smoke. Something sharp and alcoholic. She reached toward them instinctively, but her fingers closed on nothing.

When she touched the walls, they retreated. The surface
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