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            "The books," he said. "They dislike hesitation."
Though Alice felt there was another meaning behind his statement.
She frowned. "Books don't have opinions."
"In Wonderland they do."
"That's convenient."
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Prologue | After the Library

[image: ]


Alice followed the White Rabbit out of the library without speaking, though fragments of what she had seen there continued drifting through her thoughts with the stubborn persistence of half-remembered dreams. The heavy door closed behind them with a muted sigh, and when she glanced back a moment later, expecting to still see the endless shelves and crooked ladders disappearing into shadow, she found only a smooth stone wall tangled in ivy. No doorway remained. No handle. Nothing to suggest the library had ever existed at all.

She slowed instinctively, staring at the wall longer than she intended, while the Rabbit continued ahead without once looking back to see whether she followed.

The air outside felt lighter than the suffocating stillness of the library, but not cleaner. A sweetness lingered beneath the scent of damp earth and flowering hedges, subtle enough to resist identification yet strong enough to settle low in her lungs each time she breathed. Wonderland itself seemed built from contradictions like that. Everything here invited comfort while quietly unsettling her at the same time.

Ahead of her, the White Rabbit moved through the narrow hedge-lined path with none of the frantic urgency she remembered. His usual muttering had vanished. No pocket watch dangled from nervous fingers. No anxious glances interrupted his pace. Instead, he walked with calm certainty, and that composure disturbed Alice far more than panic ever had.

She studied him carefully as she followed. His white coat remained immaculate despite the dampness clinging to the hedges around them, and the soft ambient light filtering through the leaves silvered the edges of his fur until he looked almost unreal against the deep green corridor. Wonderland distorted everything eventually. Scale. Time. Sound. Sometimes even memory. Yet the Rabbit had always seemed anchored by one consistent truth: he was late for something.

Now he walked as though nothing in existence could possibly arrive before him.

“You read too slowly,” he remarked suddenly, his voice drifting casually back toward her.

Alice blinked, pulled from her thoughts. “What?”

“The books,” he said. “They dislike hesitation.”

Though Alice felt there was another meaning behind his statement.

She frowned. “Books don’t have opinions.”

“In Wonderland they do.”

“That’s convenient.”

The Rabbit’s ears twitched once, though whether in amusement or dismissal she could not tell. “Most things here are alive enough to resent being doubted.”

Alice glanced back once more, but the ivy-covered wall had already disappeared behind mist and hedges. The path seemed longer now than it had moments earlier, twisting softly through towering greenery that swallowed distance in every direction. She had the uneasy feeling that if she stopped walking altogether, the corridor might simply continue without her.

The thought should have frightened her more than it did.

Instead, she found herself strangely calm.

Or perhaps not calm. Suspended.

That was the sensation Wonderland produced more than any other. It wrapped around moments until they stretched beyond their natural shape, softening the edges of urgency and replacing fear with fascination before she fully noticed the exchange.

“You could explain things occasionally,” she said after a while.

“And spoil them?”

“That implies there’s something to spoil.”

“There’s always something to spoil.”

His answer came lightly, though Alice caught an undercurrent beneath it that made her skin prickle. Anticipation perhaps. Or patience. Neither possibility comforted her.

She folded her arms loosely across herself as they walked. The deeper they moved into the hedge corridor, the stranger the air became. Not heavier exactly, but denser somehow, layered with subtle scents she could not fully separate from one another. Tea leaves. Damp roses. Sugar. Linen left too long in warm rooms.

And beneath all of it lingered something warmer, more intimate, that made heat bloom unexpectedly low in her stomach.

Alice pushed the sensation aside immediately, annoyed by the sudden awareness of her own body. Wonderland had a way of making her feel observed even when she was alone. Every brush of fabric against her skin seemed sharper here. Every inhale lingered longer than it should have.

Ahead of her, the Rabbit slowed slightly as the path curved.

“You’re thinking too loudly,” he said.

Alice’s face warmed at once. “Excuse me?”

“You ask questions with your entire body.”

“That sentence doesn’t make any sense.”

“It will later.”

“There you go again.”

“Yes.”

His calm agreement irritated her far more effectively than contradiction would have.

She opened her mouth to press him further, but her attention snagged abruptly on something else instead.

The Rabbit was not carrying his watch.

The realization arrived with startling force. She had noticed earlier, but had been so distracted by the strange atmosphere surrounding them, and his demeanor, that she had failed to notice the absence immediately. His waistcoat remained neatly buttoned, but the familiar gold chain was gone. No watch disappeared into his pocket. No frantic checking interrupted his movements.

The Rabbit noticed her staring.

“You’ve realized,” he said.

“Where is it?”

“Elsewhere.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you get.”

Alice exhaled sharply through her nose. “You were obsessed with time before.”

“Before what?”

The question halted her.

She searched instinctively for the answer and found only uncertainty waiting there. Before the library? Before this part of Wonderland? Before she began following him again? The distinctions felt strangely difficult to untangle.

The Rabbit smiled faintly at her silence and continued walking.

“People who fear lateness,” he said after a moment, “still believe time moves in a straight line.”

“Besides, it isn’t needed here.”

“And you don’t? Believe time moves in a straight line, I mean.”

“Wonderland doesn’t.”

The hedge corridor narrowed as they continued forward, branches knitting together overhead until the passage resembled the throat of some enormous sleeping creature. Leaves brushed softly against Alice’s shoulders as she passed, velvet-textured and cool against her skin. The ambient light filtering through the greenery grew warmer the farther they walked, carrying with it the unmistakable scent of steeping tea.

Not one tea.

Many.

Dark bitter teas. Floral teas sweetened with cream. Spiced teas heavy with honey and citrus. The aromas layered over one another until the air itself seemed infused with warmth.

Alice became aware of her pulse again.

The sensation unsettled her because it did not feel entirely like nervousness. Something in the scent curling through the corridor loosened her thoughts while simultaneously sharpening her awareness of her own body. The hem of her dress brushing her thighs suddenly seemed impossible to ignore. The warmth trapped beneath the fabric gathered steadily against her skin.

The Rabbit slowed to a stop before a hedge archway woven with pale climbing roses.

Soft white petals drifted lazily near the entrance despite the complete absence of wind.

Beyond the archway, the light changed.

It thickened somehow, carrying a diffuse golden softness that blurred the edges of the world beyond. Alice could see very little through it except the faint suggestion of enormous space.

The scent of tea lingered there most strongly of all.

For the first time since leaving the library, the Rabbit turned fully toward her, and his expression softened into something that looked almost sympathetic.

“You don’t need to understand it immediately,” he said quietly.

Alice frowned slightly. “Understand what?”

The Rabbit smiled.

“Later.”

Before she could demand a real answer, he turned and stepped through the hedge archway.

After only the briefest hesitation, Alice followed him inside.
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1 | The Garden Without Sky
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Alice slowed the moment she stepped through the hedge archway because the world beyond it did not feel connected to the narrow corridor behind her. The transition lacked movement, lacked the ordinary sensation of crossing from one place into another. It felt instead as though the garden had simply appeared around her all at once, fully formed and impossibly vast, waiting in patient silence for her to notice it.

It should not have fit within the space the hedges suggested.

The passage behind them had narrowed steadily as they walked, intimate enough that tangled branches brushed against her shoulders and pale petals caught briefly in her hair. Alice had expected some hidden courtyard beyond it, perhaps elaborate by Wonderland’s standards but still comprehensible. Instead, the space unfolded outward in impossible breadth. Carefully sculpted hedgerows curved away in layered arcs that vanished into drifting white mist, while clusters of ivory and blush-colored roses bloomed in cultivated chaos beside winding gravel paths that disappeared before her eyes could fully follow them.

The farther she looked, the less certain she became that the garden possessed boundaries at all.

It felt wrong in the instinctive way dreams felt wrong, expansive without limit while somehow remaining enclosed. The sensation unsettled her immediately because her mind kept trying to understand the shape of the place and failing each time it reached for certainty.

Above her there was no sky.

Alice noticed the absence gradually rather than all at once. Her gaze lifted instinctively in search of sunlight or clouds only to find neither waiting there. A soft diffuse illumination hung overhead without visible source, casting pale light evenly across the garden without warmth or direction. No shadows stretched beneath the hedges. No sun existed to anchor the world around her. The light simply was, suspended over everything with the strange permanence of a painted backdrop.

For a brief moment she became intensely aware of the openness above her head and felt a flicker of dizziness move through her body.

The White Rabbit continued walking as though nothing about the garden required explanation.

“You feel it already,” he remarked.

Alice tore her attention away from the blank glow overhead. “Feel what?”

The Rabbit glanced back at her, his red eyes catching strangely in the ambient light.

“The difference.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“No,” he agreed mildly. “It isn’t.”

Alice exhaled quietly through her nose and followed him deeper into the garden, though her pace remained slower now. The air itself had changed here. The scents surrounding her in the hedge corridor had thickened into something almost tangible, layered heavily enough that each breath felt flavored. Tea steeped in cream and spice mingled with damp roses, polished silver, sugar, and skin warmed by lingering heat. The atmosphere settled against her body like invisible fabric.

Ahead of her, something pale curved through the drifting mist.

At first Alice mistook it for a stone walkway catching the strange overhead light. Then the shape continued farther than any path should have.

Only when they drew closer did she realize she was looking at linen.

The table stretched endlessly through the garden.

She stopped walking without meaning to.

The White Rabbit paused several steps ahead before turning slightly toward her, as though he had expected the reaction.

Alice stared.

Long failed as a description almost immediately. Endless came closer, though even that felt inadequate beside the sheer impossibility of it. The table curved gently through the hedgerows and mist as though following the shape of something larger than the garden itself, disappearing so far into the pale distance that her eyes eventually lost the ability to track it.

White linen draped across its surface in flawless folds untouched by wind. Place settings lined both sides with obsessive precision. Porcelain teacups rested beside silver spoons polished bright enough to catch the ambient glow overhead. Tiered trays displayed untouched pastries jeweled with glazed fruit and dripping honey. Tall silver teapots released elegant curls of steam that rose several inches into the air and remained there, suspended motionless above the cups.

Nothing moved within the garden. The steam rising from the teapots remained frozen in pale ribbons above the table, the roses held perfectly still in full bloom, and even the drifting mist seemed fixed in place as though the entire space had been captured in the middle of a single impossible breath.

The stillness pressed subtly against Alice’s skin as she stepped closer. Gravel crunched beneath her shoes with startling sharpness, the sound almost offensive against the silence surrounding the table.

“Who’s all this for?” she asked quietly.

The Rabbit’s nose twitched once.

“Everyone,” he replied. “Eventually.”

Something about the answer settled unpleasantly low in her stomach.

As they walked alongside the table, Alice began noticing the chairs.

Some sat empty, tucked neatly into place beneath immaculate settings. Others had been moved slightly askew, the cushioned ones bearing faint impressions that suggested recent occupants. Several were occupied still.

The guests did not acknowledge her directly.

One woman reclined sideways across two chairs with languid elegance, dark curls spilling over one bare shoulder while gloved fingers rested loosely around the stem of an untouched teacup. Pearls had been sewn directly into the delicate skin along her collarbones, catching the strange overhead light each time she breathed.

Farther down the table sat a man with pale golden skin and antlers curling elegantly through silver hair, his eyes closed as though listening to distant music only he could hear. Thin chains draped between the antlers, threaded with tiny clock hands that trembled faintly whenever Alice looked at them too long.

Another woman, slender enough to appear almost fragile, leaned forward over folded hands while moths the color of old parchment rested motionless along the sleeves of her gown. Alice initially mistook the insects for embroidery until one slowly opened its wings and revealed human eyes painted delicately beneath them.

A few seats farther along sat a man whose skin carried the faint bluish sheen of moonlight reflecting off water. Long silver rings adorned every finger, and when he lifted one hand absently toward his throat, Alice noticed there were gills opening and closing slowly beneath his jaw.

None of them seemed entirely human, yet none appeared monstrous either. Wonderland rarely divided things so neatly. Beauty and wrongness lived comfortably beside one another here, woven together so tightly that Alice no longer trusted herself to separate them.

She became acutely aware of her own movement among them. Her pulse suddenly felt too quick, too loud inside the heavy stillness surrounding the table. Every brush of fabric against her thighs registered sharply against her skin, and the warmth lingering in the air seemed to gather beneath her dress until she could no longer ignore the slow heat building low in her body.

She found herself imagining things she did not entirely want to imagine.

What had these guests been doing before she arrived?

The thought came uninvited and vivid. Fingers sliding slowly across linen. Quiet laughter swallowed by heavy air. Bodies lingering together without urgency because urgency itself did not belong here.

Heat moved through her abruptly.

Alice shifted slightly as warmth and wetness gathered insistently between her thighs, disturbed by how quickly her own imagination betrayed her. The guests remained perfectly composed around her, their breathing slow enough to appear almost synchronized with the stillness itself.

One man sat with his head tilted back, throat exposed, while a woman beside him traced idle circles against the inside of his wrist with one painted nail. Neither of them spoke. Another guest rested her cheek against folded arms while someone behind her slowly braided sections of dark hair with strands of ribbon and wilted rose stems.

The intimacy of it unsettled Alice more than overt attention would have. Nothing here felt hurried. Nothing here felt accidental.

The White Rabbit guided her toward a small cluster of empty seats midway down the table.

“This one’s yours,” he said.

Alice studied the chair before sitting. White-painted wood worn smooth by use. Tiny silver clocks embroidered delicately into the pale cushion beneath curling vines.

“For how long?” she asked.

The Rabbit smiled faintly.

“For as long as you wish.”

The answer should have reassured her, yet instead it deepened the strange pressure building quietly beneath her ribs, the uneasy sense that she had already agreed to something long before sitting down.

Still, she sat.

The chair accepted her weight without creaking. The linen brushed softly against her knees as she adjusted herself, suddenly aware of how warm her skin felt beneath the layers of her dress.

A teacup waited before her, thin curls of steam rising from its surface in a single elegant spiral that never seemed to fully dissipate into the motionless air. Alice wrapped trembling fingers around the porcelain and found it warm without being hot, its surface unnaturally smooth beneath her touch. A fragrant sweetness drifted upward from the tea, though every inhale seemed to reveal a different note hidden beneath the last: honey darkened with spice, sharp citrus softened by cream, lavender threaded through something faintly smoky that she could not quite identify.

She glanced toward the other guests gathered along the endless table and realized, after several long seconds of observation, that none of them appeared to be drinking. Some held cups loosely between elegant fingers while others rested motionless beside half-filled saucers, as though the act itself had already passed. Or perhaps, she thought uneasily, they had all drunk long ago and simply never stopped tasting it.

The realization settled strangely inside her. The tea mattered somehow. Not in the obvious way poison mattered, nor in the childish way enchanted things were supposed to matter in stories, but in some quieter, more intimate sense she could feel pressing against the edges of her thoughts without fully understanding it.

The Rabbit noticed her hesitation almost immediately.

“You’re still thinking like time exists elsewhere,” he said.

Alice frowned slightly. “What does that even mean?”

“It means you believe moments end.”

She stared at him.

“That sentence sounds insane.”

“Most true things do.”

The answer irritated her enough that she drank before she could reconsider.

The taste changed the moment it touched her tongue.

At first it seemed floral and delicate. Then darker notes unfolded beneath it, warm spice and cream and something faintly bitter that lingered low in the back of her throat. Heat spread slowly through her chest as she
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