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      The darkness surrounds me, the echoes of the clock ticking driving me right out of my mind. Sticking my head beneath the pillow and trying my best to block the sound. I can still hear it. My heart is beating to that horrible rhythm.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      I bang my head against the mattress. The old, worn out thing makes my head ache slightly. I groan and push the pillow away from me, tossing the covers aside and sliding out of the bed. I trudge across the room to stand in front of the offensive clock. I can’t bring myself to toss it out, but the damn thing is the most annoying.

      I pull it down from the wall, flipping it over to pry out the batteries that fueled its incessant noise. The clock stops instantly, and I lay it on the dresser beside me with a satisfied sigh. I wander back to the bed and slip beneath the covers once more. Flipping to my stomach, my arms crossing so my head lays comfortably upon them. Settled in bed once again, I close my eyes and relax.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      God damned clock. I glance over my shoulder at the offending piece of machinery. I’ve had it since I was little. Once a year it calls for me, wanting my attention. Always random and always impossibly impossible. Damn thing never shuts up for long.

      That clock was a gift from the past. Something that no one would believe if I tried to explain it. The journey is one of youthful escape and adventure all rolled into one. I don’t know how it works, or if it really means anything when it does this.

      Is it just a reminder of where I’ve been, who I was. Well, I definitely am not the same person as I was then, hell not even the same person as yesterday.

      I’m a grown woman now, and at thirty-one, my youthful adventures seem like a dream I had long ago. A dream that the clock reminds me of often. No way to go back to those days and no way to move on from the memories. My head falls onto my arms and I release a heavy breath, trying my best to release the tension in my body.

      It was a long day at work and all I want is sleep. Waitressing is not for the weak-hearted and definitely not for those weak willed. The customers are rude, the dishes are disgusting, and the others that work there do as little as they can.

      It’s just plain exhausting.

      I just want to crash in my bed and forget everything, and everyone exists. This is my time for my peace and I see red when I don’t get it. I enjoy my sleep and everything that comes with it.

      I roll over and out of the bed. No sense staying here when I’m definitely not getting any more sleep. Picking up the clock, I just stare at it.

      “Why do you do this?”

      I’d asked the question so many times over the years and not once did I ever expect an answer. Never. This time is no different, and I just pick up the batteries and put them back in. I flip it back over, staring at the hands as they move. Always the correct time. No matter what I do to change it. It always starts back up at the correct time, even down to the second.

      Placing it back on the wall, the gold edges of the clock catching the light. I turn away, but freeze and glance back, movement out of the corner of my eye drawing me to the clock. I stare at the hands as they move, nothing but light reflecting off the glass surface.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I twist my head this way and that, trying to see anything. A sign of someone within. Nothing is there now, and I’m surely just fucking tired.

      There is no way to get back to Wonderland. If there was, then I would have found it by now. The White Rabbit would have come for his pocket watch. I glance back at the clock in question. I see a smile in the reflection staring back at me. Surely, it can’t be who I think it is. How are they even here, in the clock?

      The grin grows wider until it fills the bottom half of the clock. Eyes appear next, and then the nose. A set of whiskers grows clearer the longer I stare. The fur appears next. A purple and pink color.

      I smile at the face staring down at me. Butterflies float in my stomach and I’m hoping I’m not dreaming this. If she is here, then maybe I can get back. But what brought her here in the first place?

      “Lok?” My voice shakes and my hands grip the dresser tightly.

      “Puuurrrfectly true. That is my name. And you are the Alice that we seek. You made it that much harder to find us again. Your belief wavering is certain demise.”

      “I’ve been searching for years for a way back to Wonderland.”

      “Ah, but it’s been right here next to you the whole time. Alice only had to seek it with her mind and her heart.”

      “Call me Ali, please. How was I supposed to do that exactly? I’ve tried everything to find a way back. Every mirror, every rabbit hole, every forest pathway. Nothing gave way to Wonderland.”

      “Well, simply by asking, of course. You need only ask the right question at just the right time. So what do you say Ali, are you ready to come back to Wonderland?”

      “You said that you were seeking me. What made you want to find me all of a sudden?”

      “Come inside and find out for yourself. Just ask the right question to the clock. Enter Wonderland with just three knocks.”

      It can’t be that simple, and yet…

      I dress quickly, packing a bag for the trip. Searching the room for anything else I may need. Returning to Wonderland after all this time. Is everyone still the same now or are things so different that I won’t recognize anyone? Will they be happy to see me or not?

      I stop in front of the clock, my mind racing with what question to ask. It has to be the right one or this won’t work. The mysterious little cat telling me the mysteries of Wonderland like I should know what they mean. It’s all a bunch of nonsense most of the time. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Opening them as I exhale, I raise my hand slowly toward the clock. Mere inches away from the glass surface.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      “May I come in, please?”
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      The rain pours upon the ground, the door of my balcony swaying in the wind. My eyes follow the swirling red liquid as it’s washed away from the courtyard grounds. The thick fluid is no match for the water that falls down from the sky.

      Rain. It washes away so much of our transgressions. The need for the liquid as the ground drinks it up greedily. How the blood of my enemies goes with it. The body was removed hours prior. The only thing left is the beautiful stains that dried such a lovely shade of red.

      The life force that flows through my very veins. Fuels our heart as it beats, forcing the cells all over our body.

      The blood swirls in the center of a puddle. It’s close to being eradicated by the rain completely. Just the one last swirl. I lean over my balcony edge. Not caring that the rain fell on me with cold wet plops, because inside of that red swirl moves an image.

      Blonde hair, great breasts, and lips so plush that I’d love to bite them. Who is she? This woman in the bloody puddle. Why, Wonderland, do you always meddle with me? Dangling a woman in front of me such as her. Someone that most likely isn’t even in this realm.

      The rain washes away the image, snatching any sight of the woman with it. I turn away from the courtyard view, stepping inside the warmth of my castle room. I push the image of the woman as far back in my mind as I can, safely locking it away. No one could ever love me again. Not now that I’ve become her.

      Not now that I’m the Red Queen.

      A frown mars my face at the thought. Love has no place in my life and definitely not my heart. I’ve chosen my path and I’ve made my peace with that already. My role as the Red Queen is just as important as that blasted White Queen.

      The mirror catches my eye as I pass it and I pause. My red hair is in waves and my gold crown is pinned to the top. My dress flows regally around me and my waist is cinched in with a corset. It isn’t my looks that made me pause, though. It’s the giant cat smile staring out at me that has me pausing. The glazing eyes open and close eerily.

      “Why are you here, Lok?” Stupid meddling cat.

      I tried to kill her once. When I realized her head just rolls without thought to her body and then reattaches itself, I lost interest quickly. What’s the point if you can’t kill them and watch the blood flow from their severed neck onto the ground below your feet? No, now the cat is just a damned nuisance to my very existence.

      A small woman appears before me, and I roll my eyes. So theatrical this one is. Lok grins widely at me, and I frown.

      “What makes you so damn happy on this dreary day? Don’t cats hate water?”

      I walk away, knowing she will follow no matter how hard I try to get her to leave. The damn thing won’t just leave me alone. I open my bedroom door and take the stairs down.

      “Ah, but do cats hate the water or do they just prefer to bathe in their own time?”

      Lok’s voice reaches me easily inside the old castle walls. I ignore her and roll my eyes. Always so damn cryptical, she fucking is. Makes my head hurt sometimes when she talks.

      “What do you want, Lok?”

      “The door to Wonderland is open once more. In steps the one who will bring the Red Queen to her knees. Will that queen surrender herself to the inevitable?”

      I freeze on the bottom step and spin around. The damned woman is no longer behind me and I frown. What the hell did she mean by that? Turning back around, I let out a shriek of surprise and grasp my chest. The damned woman is curled up tightly in the air, one leg hanging down in pure relaxation.

      “Stupid fucking woman. What do you mean by my surrender? I would never do such a thing for anyone or anything.”

      I continue walking, leaving her to spout her nonsense. Just when I think the cat is done, her next words drift
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dark in some places. Maybe more than you want to
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