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        This one is for all those who are struggling, whether physically or mentally. There is hope even when it doesn’t feel like it. 

        You are loved. You are loved. You are loved.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fall down the Rabbit Hole one last time. . .

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four stories. Four adventures. The past will meet the future in this final companion installment of the Sons of Wonderland.
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        Once upon a time, there was a curious little girl …

        … then she grew up and became a monster.
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        Villains are made, not born. Alice knows that better than anyone, her story starting with an accidental fall down a rabbit hole. She experienced wonderful things, but when she returns home, no one believes the mad imagination of a little girl.

      

      

      

      
        
        Doctors tried everything to make her admit she’s wrong, to make her forget, but nothing will ever take away her memories of Hatter, White, Cheshire, and Alex. No matter what they do to her, she will not bow. 

      

      

      

      
        
        Alice will make everyone pay for what they did. They thought she was a monster before. They haven’t seen nothing yet.
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      “Come, come, Alice. Would you like a spot of tea?” the Hatter asks, gesturing towards two double doors. I smile at him, excited to be included. It’s been an odd little world I’ve fallen into, completely mad and illogical. I can’t believe a world like this exists, and it’s all my wildest dreams come true. A world with Mad Hatters and Late Rabbits. Why, all it’s missing is a Grinning Cat.

      “Tea sounds lovely, Mr. Hatter.”

      “Dormouse! It’s time for tea!” he shouts into the open doorway.

      “It’s always time for tea,” a voice calls back, whom I suspect is Dormouse. Really, is he a mouse?

      I follow the Hatter inside the room, staring at everything in awe. Mommy and Daddy never let me near the fancy china at home. Here, it’s as if every possible fine china is set on the table, some glistening in pristine condition, others chipped and missing pieces. Some have delicate floral pictures on them, others are black with skulls. I dare not ask what the difference is and suspect I will be drinking from a flower teapot rather than any of the others.

      Though I’m quite intrigued by the skull teapot. What sort of tea pours from its spout?

      “Have a seat next to me, pick a chair and have some tea,” Hatter chimes. There’s a small twitch in the corner of his eye, barely discernible, but I’m very good at watching things. I’m about to ask what’s the matter, but he turns away and moves towards the far end of the massive table.

      Some of the chairs have creatures in them, rather funny ones. There’s a woman who looks at me with goat eyes, delicate ram horns curling from her hair. She beautiful, interesting; she’s some impossible thing I would like to study. How curious she is, just like everything else about this world.

      Another creature has a head full of spines, like that of a hedgehog. His nose is a little bulbous, just like the creature his hair reminds me of. There are tiny ears on his head that twitch at my entrance. He lifts a teacup and salutes me with it, the way daddy’s friends do at parties. I nod hello, but I don’t smile; he’s a little unnerving.

      Sitting at the far end of the table, beside the Hatter, is a man with rat-like ears. I wrinkle my nose. I’m not fond of rodents, but I stride forward and take a seat opposite him, taking in the numerous piercings along his ears and the odd look on his face. He’s sizing me up, no doubt taking in my simple blue dress and the apron mommy had made me wear, which I have yet to part with.

      “What kind of curious creature are you?” he asks, tilting his head.

      “Why, I’m a little girl. What are you?”

      “‘What are you?’” He snorts, insulted. “Who am I? I’m the Dormouse.”

      “You don’t look like a mouse. You look like a rat.”

      Dormouse gasps in outrage before turning to look at the Hatter. “What sort of game are you playing, Hatter, bringing this heathen into our home?”

      “She’s just a child.” Hatter smiles at me gently. “Behave, Dormouse. I found her wandering in the forest. She must have slipped inside the rabbit hole.”

      “What’s a rabbit hole?”

      “Oughtn’t you know?” Dormouse sneers. “You’re the one who used it.”

      I sniff at him. I don’t like the Dormouse. He’s rather rude.

      Hatter pours a teapot on end, and I watch as a sweet-smelling yellow liquid fills a teacup. He hands it to me, and when I take a sip, the taste of lemons dances on my tongue. I wish tea tasted this good at home. Mommy always makes me drink Earl Grey, and I’m not fond of it. The Hatter’s tea is far tastier.

      “The Rabbit Hole is how you got to Wonderland, Alice,” Hatter answers, ignoring Dormouse’s rude remarks and pouring himself tea from a black teapot. Curiosity eats away at me, and the urge to try that one fills my body. What is in the black tea pot? “You must have followed White through when he came back.”

      “You mean the rabbit? The rabbit is from Wonderland?” I’m astonished. It looked just like an ordinary rabbit, even if I kept hearing a ticking every time I drew near.

      “That was indeed White, or the White Rabbit. He’s the Time Keeper. You’ll meet many interesting creatures here. That’s why you’re meeting me. I’m the most interesting of all.”

      Dormouse snorts, and I shoot him a quelling look. I could listen to Hatter talk all day, and I wish he would tell me more about his world. Dormouse, I want to wring his neck. I shake my head the slightest amount. No, that’s not a polite thought to have. I’m a guest in this home. I should act like one.

      “Hatter is a dense caboose, letting all his madness loose. He’ll dance a jig and pour some tea, but he’s no better than you or me,” Dormouse chants. Hatter grins.

      “A raven flew inside a writing desk and asked me for some bread. When I fetched a snack and then came back, it was to find the raven dead.”

      “He suffocated!” Dormouse shouts so loud that it makes me jump. “You suffocated the raven!”

      “I would never! He died of unnatural causes!” Hatter presses his hand to his chest, as if he’s completely insulted.

      “Lies!”

      Hatter looks at me then, a wide grin on his face. When he sees my furrowed brows and the confusion in my eyes, the grin drops. He pushes his hair out of his eyes.

      “My apologies, young Alice. I’m afraid the madness takes over sometimes.”

      “What kind of madness?” I ask. At the same time, I reach for the black teapot, but the Hatter stops my hand.

      “You mustn’t drink that tea, Alice. It’s not made for creatures not of Wonderland.”

      “Why?” I glare at him, a bit of anger flowing through my blood. Who is he to tell me what I can and can’t do? If I want to drink the tea, I will.

      “It isn’t safe.”

      I jerk my hand away from the Hatter and grab the teapot anyways, before pouring the tea into an empty chipped teacup. It splashes out of the sides, my hand too quick. Momma would have scolded me for that, for staining her white linens, but the Hatter only watches in fascination as the blood-colored tea fills the cup. Daddy would have beaten me for the slight, but I don’t dwell on that too long.

      “Is the tea what makes you mad?” I ask, setting the skull teapot back down and lifting the cup. “Will it drive me insane?”

      Curiosity drives me, urging me to take a drink. I take a whiff of the liquid, inhaling the perfume. Roses. It smells like Roses and Chocolate.

      “It might. It might kill you, or it might make you powerful.”

      Powerful. That word catches my attention. What is worth gaining power? Am I willing to risk dying for it? Am I curious enough to drink tea the Hatter says is not safe? Do I even care what he says? A powerful lady wouldn’t care. A powerful lady would drink it all and smile afterwards.

      Hatter watches as I take a sip, the flavor coating my tongue. I hum in appreciation before tipping the cup all the way up, draining it. Dormouse sports a frown on his face, his eyes squinting at me. He’s not pleased. The urge to hurt him claims me again, and I stand up before I know what I’m doing. I pull back my arm and throw the empty tea cup right at his face. It narrowly misses his ear, my aim askew.

      “What the fuck?” he snarls, picking up his own teacup and hurling it at me.

      I laugh as I dance out of the way, the china shattering across the tiled floor. Red tea splatters, and for a moment, it looks like blood. I pick up a plate and throw it like a Frisbee, wildness flitting through my veins. I want to play like this every day, live without rules and only worry about madness and Hatters. Hatter snatches the plate from the air before it can hit my target and frowns. I pout, pressing out my lip. I was certain that one would strike the Dormouse right in his ugly mug.

      “That’s enough, Alice.”

      “Oh, it was just a bit of fun.”

      Both stare at me as if I’ve grown another head. Spoil sports, the both of them. I sigh and look towards the door.

      “Perhaps, we should take her to see the King and Queen,” Dormouse says, glancing at the Hatter. “She’s a curious girl.”

      “Curious, very curious.” Hatter pulls out a knife and I tense, watching it. “What are you doing here, Alice?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, confused. “I followed a white rabbit, of course.”

      “But, why are you here?” he snarls. I whimper and look at the door again. Maybe if I run fast enough, I can escape. “Why are you here?” he shouts, the plate he held in his hand smashing onto the table top and the anger in his eyes forcing me to take a step back. The anger is so sudden, so unexpected, it sends panic through me, and I worry I did something wrong.

      “I don’t know!” I cry, turning towards the open doorway. “I don’t know!”

      I run. I run away from the angry man in a top hat. I run away from the Rat who watches my every move with skepticism.

      “Alice! Wait! I didn’t mean that! We can help you!” the Hatter shouts behind me. But I don’t stop.

      I run. I run. I run.

      Daddy never likes it when I run. But the Hatter, the Hatter follows, and he makes me feel better because he tries to understand. Daddy never tries. When the Hatter kneels before me and wipes my tears away, I throw my arms around him, hugging him, needing his mad warmth.

      “It’s time we took you to see the King and Queen, Alice. Perhaps, they can find a way to send you home,” Hatter whispers, standing up and offering me his hand.

      I don’t speak.

      I don’t tell him I want to hit the Dormouse as he watches with knowing eyes.

      I don’t tell him I don’t really want to go home, that I don’t want to see my mommy and daddy ever again.

      I don’t tell him I can hear the violent sound of his heartbeat beneath his ribcage, or that it’s so loud all I want to do is silence it.

      No, that wouldn’t be polite, at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Aged Eight
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      “Where in Wonder did you find her?” I hear the White Queen ask for the thousandth time. For a Queen, she really seems quite dense. I’m certain Hatter has mentioned he found me in the woods at least three times prior.

      “In the woods, Your Majesty,” Hatter dutifully answers again while I sit prim and proper on the stairs. “She was just wandering around alone.”

      “Do you think she’s a threat?” The sweet Red Queen asks, glancing over at me. She doesn’t even whisper, the cow. Oughtn’t that be something discussed behind closed doors and not where I can hear?

      “She’s a child.” Hatter smiles when I catch his eyes and then returns his attention to the royalty before him.

      I don’t understand what good they can do. None of them seem too privy on talking to me. They only want to discuss me. I’d heard one of them mention finding White and opening up the portal again. I’m not ready, hoping to stay here for as long as possible. If I have it my way, I’d never leave.

      The bushes rustle in front of me, and I furrow my brow. What on earth is making that noise? I lean to the side, trying to catch a glimpse of what it is, only to see a shoe that’s there, and then it isn’t.

      “Hello?” I call, bringing the attention of the monarchy and the Hatter. “Is someone there?”

      “That’s probably Alexander, dear. You are welcome to go play with him.” The sweet Queen smiles at me when I look towards her.

      “Is that wise?” the White Queen asks. “We know nothing about her.”

      The sweet Queen scoffs. “Sister, she’s a child. What harm can she do?” When she looks back at me, her eyes are kind, even if they’re condescending. I might be a child, but I’m not daft. “Run along, dear.”

      I stand only because I’m tired of listening to their voices discussing ways to get rid of me. The rustling comes again, and I move towards it, peeking around a topiary of a giant horse. No one is there, but a boyish giggle finds my ears from another direction. For the first time since we came to the castle, a tiny smile curls my lips, and I move as silent as a mouse–far quieter than the Dormouse Oaf—towards another topiary. This one is shaped like a swan. I catch the briefest sight of him before he’s gone. Blond hair. He has blond hair like I do, although mine is much paler.

      “Hello?” I call again, because he’s obviously a skilled hider. I bet he plays the best game of tag. There’s no one here to tell me not to get my dress dirty. It’s refreshing.

      “Who are you?” the voice asks, echoing from a short distance.

      I turn towards the voice, those of the Hatter and monarchs already too far away to hear. He’s led me away from them.

      “I’m Alice,” I answer, looking around for him. “Who are you?”

      He jumps out from behind a bush so suddenly, I would have jumped had I not known where he was. He puts his fists on his hips and stands there like a king, although not as regal.

      “I’m Prince Alexander.” He puffs up his chest. “I will be the Red King one day.”

      I raise my brows. “You don’t seem very princely.”

      He’s wearing dark trousers and a shirt, both covered in dirt and smears of green. He has smudges on his face where he’s wiped his filthy hands across it. His hair has bits of sticks and leaves in it. But his eyes, his eyes are so blue that it draws me towards him. Even with dirt covering him, those eyes give far more away.

      He snorts, the sound grating on my ears. I don’t think that’s very good manners for a Prince.

      “Regardless, I’m the Prince, so you must do as I say.”

      I bristle. “No one is going to order me around. I’m not your subject.”

      “I order you to play hide and seek,” he continues, as if I hadn’t even spoken. “I’ll hide. You seek.”

      “That isn’t very fair. I’m a guest. Shouldn’t I get to choose?”

      “But I’m a Prince, and so what I say goes.” He looks at me, a childish grin on his face. How odd that I both want to wallop him and do as he says.

      “Fine.” I sigh. “But I get to choose what game we play next.”

      “Deal. Count to twenty, Alice.” Alex winks at me, and it makes my heart dance inside my chest. Curious. It’s never done that before.

      I turn towards the closest topiary, this one of a giant diamond, and place my head against it. “One . . . two . . . three . . .” I’ve always hated hide and seek. I don’t want to look for someone, and I certainly don’t want to find them. I’d prefer to sit alone and read my books. At least then I can keep the thoughts at bay. “Seven . . . eight . . . nine . . . ten . . .” I count the rest of the numbers in my head, already annoyed at the turn of events. When I speak twenty, I turn from my spot and squint my eyes, searching. The faster I get this over with, the faster I can change the game. “Ready or not, here I come.”

      I move deeper into the garden, realizing fast that it’s carved to be a maze. Inside the maze, it’s almost unnaturally quiet, the air moving with vibrations rather than sound. A fog hovers in the maze, making it a little hazy, and a little frightening.

      “Alex!” I call. I can’t help the slight quiver in my voice. Strong girls aren’t scared. Strong girls aren’t scared. “Come on. This isn’t funny.”

      I spin in a circle and look the way I came, already turned around and unsure which direction I should go. Blast! I’m going to lose, and Alex will have to come find me himself. I growl and hit the closest bush. There’s an answering squeak, and a tiny chipmunk runs out. I gasp. Another rodent! This world is filled with them, apparently.

      I squat down and hold out my hand to him.

      “Come on, little chipmunk,” I coax. “I won’t hurt you.” The creature stares at me before moving a little closer. “That’s it. Come on.”

      The chipmunk climbs inside my hand, and I immediately clamp my other one around him. He screams and bites me. I flinch, anger filling my body.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” I snarl, and squeeze. He screams in panic, and I hesitate for a second, my mind saying I shouldn’t do what I want to. It doesn’t last long before I’m squeezing harder, until his little screams cut off, and the maze falls into silence again. I look around me and see a bucket sitting forgotten on a stone bench. I’m about to drop the little body inside and pretend as if nothing happened, when an idea strikes me. I’m not a fan of the white roses the garden has at the entrance. I want to paint them red. I look down at the limp body of the chipmunk. I want to paint them as red as blood.

      I begin my work.
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      Hours later, I find my way from the maze. The White Queen’s eyes immediately zero in on the bucket in my hands, where the scent of pennies wafts. She can’t know my secret, so I put the bucket behind my back and smile at the sweet Queen.

      “I found some red paint, your majesty. May I paint some of the roses red?” I make sure to smile sweetly at her. As a child, it’s important to make the adults think that they’re in charge, to make sure they think you’re just an innocent. I learned that with mommy and daddy, and it’s a lesson mommy taught me well. I get whippings at home if I don’t do as I’m told, but if I smile and play sweet, especially around guests, they forget all about the punishments.

      “What an imaginative child!” she coos, smiling at me. “Of course, you can.”

      I skip off towards the rose bushes and start painting with my fingers, a brush nowhere to be found. I try my best to ignore the murmurs behind me. I don’t really care what they have to say about me. I’m going to enjoy my time here while I can.

      Oh, how lovely the roses look painted red.
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      I’ve been invited to the Red King and Queen’s table, where the entire length is filled to the brim with food. It’s surrounded by dozens of odd creatures, and I’ve finally met the White Rabbit in person. He sits across from me, a smile on his face, as he talks to the king of something or other. I haven’t been listening if I’m being honest. I’ve been trying to tune out the sounds of the eating around me. It seems many of the creatures sitting with me have never had to sit through etiquette classes. They’ve never had their knuckles bruised because they used the wrong utensil. They slurp and burp, hum and clatter; it makes my ears hurt and my stomach turn just listening to them. I don’t touch anything on my plate.

      “May I be excused?” I ask suddenly, and those around me stop what they’re doing and stare.

      “But you haven’t touched any of your food, dear Alice.” The sweet Red Queen points to my plate, concern on her face. I don’t want her concern. I don’t want anything from a woman determined to get rid of me.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Let the girl go,” the king says, already dismissing me. I like him even less than the Queen. “She can find something to entertain herself with, surely.”

      Her Majesty nods her head and meets my eyes. “Very well. Just be careful, child. And if you see Alex, tell him his mother is looking for him please.”

      I nod my head and stand, fully intending not to speak to anyone while I’m roaming the halls. This castle must have a library, certainly. What else is the point if it doesn’t?

      I stroll through hallway after hallway, peeking into rooms only to be disappointed each time. When a boyish chuckle reaches my ears, I turn towards it, searching for the source. One more doorway to look into; this time it bears the fruit I’m looking for. I step inside the massive room, the walls lined with bookshelf after bookshelf, each filled to the brim with leather-bound books. I turn in a circle, taking it all in. I would kill for this library, to have free reign of such a thing.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be at supper?”

      I whirl at the sound of the voice and grimace when I find the Prince lounging on a seat in the corner. He’s laying down completely at odds with his Princely title, his legs spread in a way that makes me blush. There’s a book open in his lap.

      “The Queen was looking for you,” I say while I’m staring up at the ceiling.

      “Why are you looking at the ceiling?” I can see him looking up, too, out of the corner of my eye, curious as to why I could be staring at the plain brown paint. I gesture towards him and his spread legs, my blush no doubt growing brighter on my face. “I can sit how I like. I’m the Prince.”

      “That doesn’t mean the rest of us should suffer for your unfortunate title.” I can’t help the slight growl in my voice. He’s insufferable.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see him move and reposition himself. “Is this better?” he asks.

      I risk glancing at him, and I’m relieved to see that he’s sitting normal again. “Much.”

      “You’re a curious creature, aren’t you?”

      “I wish everyone would stop saying that.” I rub my hand along my dress and, for the first time, realize there’s a splatter of red on it. Oh, mommy will be very unhappy about that. “I’m not the odd one here. At home, I’m quite normal.”

      “But that’s why you’re so very odd, see? This world is mad. And here you are, logical in an illogical world. I find it intriguing.”

      “Well, you can just keep your intrigue to yourself,” I sniff.

      I glance at the books again, reading the spines. Some are in languages I know nothing about, others have names that make me cringe. When I come to a book titled The History of Wonderland, I pull it from the shelf and study it.

      “I used to study that book when I was younger. It’s rather bland.”

      “I don’t think it’s bland at all.” I flip open the book and start to flick through the pages. “I think it’s wonderful.”

      “You like to read?”

      “Yes, but my parents don’t allow me to read books outside of my studies.”

      I can feel his frown from my position, and when I look up, it’s still there. “That’s very sad, Alice. You’re welcome to read anything in this room.” A smile. “That is, if you can read some of the languages. I think we have one written in Jabberwock somewhere. Harsh language, but it’s important to study everything.”

      “You would give me free reign inside the library?” I ask, surprised. I’m a stranger, and one that they keep referring to as curious. They should want to protect their books, not allow me to read them.

      “Of course. Why not?”

      “Well, aren’t you worried I’ll ruin them?”

      There’s that sadness again, his eyes looking down at the book in his lap. When he meets my eyes this time, the sadness is gone, and a smile lights his eyes. “Here,” he pats the seat beside him, the large chair big enough for two. “Sit down, and I’ll read to you.”

      “Read to me?” I can’t help but parrot his words. He’s being so kind, and it confuses me. Before, he had been horrible, teasing, and full of himself. This new attitude makes me hesitate; I’m uncertain how to handle it.

      “Come on, Alice. It’s alright. I think you’ll like this one. It’s an adventure story about a Knave and his Princess.”

      I hesitate for a moment more before I move towards him with jerky movements, completely uncertain if I should be doing as he says. When I sit down beside him, he smiles and chuckles under his breath.

      “Relax, Alice. Don’t think of me as a Prince. Think of me as a friend.”

      I don’t correct him, that I don’t care if he’s a Prince, but it’s uncommon for a girl to be sitting so close to a boy alone. It’s not proper at home. But I suppose I’m in a different world, so I can act differently. I force myself to relax my spine and lean back in the chair. We’re close enough that our shoulders touch, goosebumps trickling up and down my arm. Alex turns to look at me, his bright-blue eyes meeting my own pale ones, and for a moment, my heart starts that irregular beat again, so loud I can feel it in my ears. I’ve never felt so nervous.

      A friend, I don’t think I’ve truly had one of those before.

      Alex reaches up, and I tense as he touches my wild hair around my shoulders, his fingers running down the gold.

      “You have the prettiest hair. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone else with our colored hair. Yours is much paler than mine.”

      “It’s common at home,” I say, more to remind myself than to correct him. I’m trying to get my heartbeat under control, taking slow measured breaths. I keep expecting my momma to appear out of nowhere and berate me for sitting so close to a boy.

      “Well, in Wonderland,” he says, “you’re not only curious, you’re unique.” He grins. “I like that.”

      Then he turns to look at the book in his lap, unaware of just how much his words mean to me. For the first time, I don’t think impolite thoughts. I don’t question things or feel the need to find answers.

      For the first time, I feel at peace, as Alex begins to read.

      “Once upon a time, there was a Knave and his Princess, soon to be Queen. . . .”
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      “I don’t really want to go home,” I tell the Hatter, staring at the swirling green and white tunnel in front of me. White had explained that the rabbit hole will spit me back out where I fell in—the woods near my home.

      “You’re a part of Wonderland now, Alice.” The Hatter squats down in front of me, a half smile on his face. “One day, when you’re ready, you can come back. But you must go home first and figure out if that’s what you want.”

      “Of course, I want that.” I’ve been here a week and already know I want to live here forever. I will be counting down the moments until a white rabbit shows up at my doorstep and tells me I can come back. “I don’t want to leave.”

      Alex stands next to his parents, a thin gold circlet around his head. He’s revealed to me he hates the thing, that it’s uncomfortable on his brow and pinches his ear. I don’t think it’s so bad, but I don’t have to wear one all the time, so what should I know? He’d given me the book to take with me, The Knave and The Princess. Now, I clutch it in my hands like a treasure. I’ll have to hide it when I return home. Momma and Daddy won’t allow me to keep it.

      “See you around, Alice,” he says, a smile on his face. He waves at me, and I know, I’ll remember him best. Alex and the Hatter. The others I can do without, really.

      “You promise you’ll come back for me, that I’m a part of Wonderland?” I ask the Hatter, frowning. My newest fear is they’ll forget all about me, and I’ll live out my life dreaming of white rabbits, Hatters, and a Prince.

      Hatter takes my hand, a simple smile on his face.

      “I promise one day you’ll return, but to come back here you must learn that things must happen as Wonderland deems, and then you’ll return as if in a dream.” His eye twitches.

      I nod my head and turn to the rabbit hole, to the pretty swirling colors. I only glance back one last time at Alex, to see his smile and another little wave of his hand, before I jump inside with a squeal.
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      I’m thrown out of the spinning lights rather quickly, and I land on the forest floor with an oomph. The leaves and dirt run along my blue dress, no doubt making me even filthier, but I smile anyways and stand up, brushing myself off.

      There’s a chill in the air that hadn’t been here when I’d first left, and I frown. It feels like snow, but that can’t be right. It was summer when I slipped inside the rabbit hole.

      Furrowing my brows in confusion, I push my way through the trees and out to the house. My worry only grows when I see my home. The garden has died. Not a single plant is left alive for my mother to tend to, and she loves her gardening.

      I make my way towards the door and try the knob. Locked. I knock, feeling odd for doing so on my own home. I’ve never been locked out before.

      “Momma, daddy,” I call. “I’m home.”

      There’s a thump inside the house, as if someone dropped something very heavy, and then hurried footsteps towards the door. Something shatters. The locks are clicked, and there’s a furious scuffle before the door is yanked open, and I meet the sickly eyes of my mother. Her face is thinner than I remember, dark circles under her eyes.

      “Momma?”

      She grabs me and yanks me inside, enveloping me in a tight hug.

      “Oh, Alice. We thought you were dead. Where have you been? We’ve looked everywhere for you! Richard! Richard, come quick!”

      Steps upstairs and then my daddy is coming down, his eyes confused when he sees me. There’s no relief in his eyes as there was in momma’s. There’s no love there, either, but I don’t think about that.

      “Where have you been, girl? It’s been months.”

      “Months?” I frown. “It’s only been a week.”

      “You went missing in July, Alice,” momma says. “It’s November.”

      “That can’t be right. It was only a week! I swear! Perhaps, in Wonderland, things are different.”

      “What is this Wonderland?” daddy asks.

      “I fell down a rabbit hole and ended up in this curious world. There was a Mad Hatter, and a White Rabbit that wears a wrist watch, and a Cheshire Cat. The King and Queen were a bit rude, but the Prince was lovely.” Daddy shares a look with Momma over my head, and I clench my jaw. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      “We believe you, Alice,” Momma whispers, but Daddy doesn’t agree. He doesn’t believe me. Neither does Momma. They’re looking at me as if I’ve grown a second head. “Your dress is filthy, Alice. What have you been doing?”

      “Adventures, Momma. I went on an adventure.”

      This time, I ignore the look they share. It’s okay, because I have Alex’s book tucked safely inside my apron.

      “Can you explain this Wonderland again?” Daddy asks, and I know I will be punished for daring to speak of such things.

      But it’s true. It’s all true.

      And I refuse to dismiss the memories as if they’re nothing more than mad ramblings.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Come along, Alice. We’re late.”

      “Where are we going, Momma?” I glance up at my mother, see her restlessly twitching, which is unlike her. Momma is always calm and relaxed.

      “Don’t ask questions, dear. Hurry up.”

      “Okay.” I frown. “I will just go grab my coat.”

      She clenches her jaw like she wants to say more, but she doesn’t speak, so I go grab my jacket and pull it on. I come back to the doorway and Momma gets down on her knees to wrap her arms around me. I’m surprised for a moment, confused as to why she’s hugging me so tight just to go out, and it puts me on edge.

      “Momma, are you okay?”

      “Of course, dear. I’m just so glad to have you back at home.”

      It’s only been a week since I returned from Wonderland. Momma and Daddy had been asking me repeatedly about my time there. I’ve told them the entire story at least a dozen times and even took Daddy to the spot where the rabbit hole appeared. Of course, it’s nothing more than a regular spot now. It won’t be a rabbit hole without White’s magic. I tried to explain that to him, but the frown-lines on his face only grew deeper. He’s been acting strange since I returned, stealing glances at me when he thinks I’m not looking, and the worst thing of all is the overwhelming disappointment I sense from him now. It had been there before Wonderland, but now, it’s so strong, it makes me flinch.

      My parents usher me into the automobile, not giving anything away. My confusion only grows when we turn a direction I’ve never gone before, down streets I don’t recognize. The trip takes around thirty minutes, and my confusion grows when we pull up outside of a plain brick building.

      “Where are we?”

      They don’t answer me, but they don’t have to. The car door pulls open, and a large hand reaches inside to clasp around my bicep. I squeak and try to pull away, but the hand pulls me from the car quickly. I scream and grab a hold of the door, clutching it like my life depends on it.

      “Momma! Daddy! Help me!”

      But their betrayal hits me hard. I see it in their eyes, in the tears dripping from my mother’s, in the disappointment in my father’s. They’ve done this. They’ve sent me here.

      Frantic, I fight against the hold, kicking out with all my might, a ferocious scream on my lips. Another hand reaches in and yanks me from the door, latching onto my other bicep, until I’m lifted in the air and carried in between two large men dressed in white.

      “Stop! Stop! Let me go!” But no one listens. My parents slide from the car behind me and follow us inside. I stare at the word stamped onto a plaque in the bricks. “Davis Institute for the Insane.” Committed. My own parents are having me committed. I snarl in outrage as they carry me into the building, my legs swinging in an attempt to knock their hold loose. If I can just get away, I can run. I can run and never look back and wait for the moment White comes back for me.

      “I’m telling the truth!” I scream, one last effort to make my parents believe me. “I saw them! I went down a rabbit hole!” Momma covers her face and turns into my father’s chest, unable to stomach seeing her daughter carried off to the crazy house. “I saw the White Rabbit! I saw the Hatter! Momma! Daddy! Don’t send me away! Please!”

      Desperate, I fight against their hold harder but I’m no match for the large men carting me towards the double doors, carrying me to my prison. I’m only eight, not nearly as strong as I hope to be. I’m useless. I can’t free myself.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see a flash of white, and I turn, hopeful, and find White standing in the corner. He’s holding so still, no movement, but I see him clear as day, and I reach out for him, even though my movements are restricted by the hold on my biceps. Relief fills my body. It’s time already. Thank God! Thank Wonder! But something in me wants everyone to believe me, too. I want them to see.

      “White! Look right there! It’s the White Rabbit! See him!” Every eye turns at my words and stares at White in the corner, but not a single one reacts as if he’s
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