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​Part 1: The Return of Alison Wonderland
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THEY CALLED THEMSELVES RETRIEVAL SPECIALISTS.  They had a way of finding what was lost and returning it to its rightful owner.  In this case, the lost object was called The Book of Once Upon a Time.  For centuries, the book had been considered a myth, said to contain secrets of the universe including the true origin of mankind, God’s secret name, and the location of the Fountain of Youth.  Most believed it didn’t exist, but Cinder and Snow had been hired by a man who claimed to be two hundred plus years old who said the book had been in his care for the last century until someone had stolen it.  That someone, said the old man, must have had some very powerful friends with big money and fancy gadgets to have gotten past his security system.

“No problem,” Cinder said.  “What’s been taken, we can retrieve.”

“Cold day in Hell before there’s an item we can’t return,” Snow added.

He thanked them and two weeks later they had tracked down the thief, and had disabled a twenty-man security squad, one at a time and without raising an alarm.

Cinder and Snow weren’t just retrieval specialists, they were the best.

They had determined the vault holding The Book of Once Upon a Time was a quarter of a mile underground.  The twenty guards had just been the first line outside the mansion of the book’s thief.  He was a man named Dexter Harrison, longtime business rival of Patrick Hartnell, the man who had hired them.  They supposed Harrison had grown weary of being second best and wanted to own whatever advantage had kept Hartnell vital.

Another ten guards stalked the inner perimeter of the building and Snow took out two of them as soon as she entered, blasting them with ice and freezing them on the spot.  Cinder came in behind her, just in time to melt the guns of the three other guards who had come running.  The guards screamed in unison, all dropping their rifles with a clatter to the hard floor.

Snow stepped out from behind her partner and clocked one in the jaw.  He went sprawling—her fist was as hard as a block of ice, and as cold.  Cinder sent a roundhouse kick to the side of another, then locked the one in the middle in an armbar.  When he was bent over, she sent the heel of her boot into his face.

Snow froze them, then she and her partner headed for the center of the house where, according to the information they had bought, a secret panel in a wall would slide open to reveal a flight of stairs leading under the house.

They found the panel without alerting the other five guards.  They ducked into the passageway, closing the panel behind them, and Cinder held up a hand which burst into flame to light their way.

They descended to a level or two lower before they ran into opposition.  A long corridor led to another door at the opposite end.  But as soon as they opened the door and entered the hallway, half a dozen angry dogs came running for them.  Snow and Cinder leapt into action, each using her unique gifts to take out three each.  The attack lasted less time than it took for the door to close behind them.

But just in case anyone had heard the dogs growling and barking, they decided to hurry and get to the prize as quickly as possible.  The door at the other end of the hallway led to another flight of stairs.

The journey underground was full of obstacles for the Retrieval Specialists, but they had planned very well for this job and they were ready for every challenge.  Seeing them work their way in unison through the lead walls, through the twenty-digit combination lock, through the room with the floors lined with razor wire, was like a symphony in motion, both women taking their cues from the other without a word spoken, their muscles toned and ready for action, instincts honed to perfection.  They moved together like a machine, arriving finally at the final level, standing before the vault that held the book.

It stood on a platform in the middle of the room.  Motion detectors were in place, triggering a variety of traps that could either capture or kill them and there was no way of knowing which sensor led to which result.  Not that it mattered.  Getting in and out with a minimum of fuss was a thing of pride for Snow and Cinder.  They wouldn’t set off the sensors unless there was absolutely no other way.  But they knew there was.

“I don’t know,” Snow said as they stood outside the perimeter of the motion sensors.  “I still think Red would have been better for this job.”

“But they sent us.  Besides, we’re the best.  Don’t flake out now.”

“Cute,” Snow said.  “I’m ready.”

“Me too.”

Snow stood behind her.  Cinder held her hands up and released a steady stream of heat, aimed directly at the lock in invisible waves.  Meanwhile Snow held her arms up to either side of Cinder’s, balancing the temperature in the room with blasts of cold.  Their informant had said if the temperature got too high or low, alarms would go off.  Their body temps cancelled each other out, but with Cinder sending direct heat to the vault door, they had to work to keep the general temp of the room at an even keel.

Once the metal of the vault door was glowing with heat, looking as if it would begin melting if she kept at it, Snow brought her hands together in front of Cinder while Cinder opened hers and held them on the outside of Snow’s.

Snow sent a sudden blast of solid ice directly at the lock, shattering it and sending bits of metal, shocked from the sudden change, to the floor in a shower.  The vault door swung slightly open on its hinges.

They moved to the side to see if they could see the book, but the inside of the vault was too dark.  They would just have to assume it was in there.  Now they had to get it out, again without setting off the motion sensors.

For this job, they knew their powers would be useless, and they had come prepared.  Snow carried a backpack strapped tight to her body, and now she unbuckled it and slid it to the floor.  She opened the pack and together the women assembled something their team had dubbed the Deux Ex Machine.  It stood on a tripod and they aimed it into the dark of the vault.  Cinder counted down from five as the machine warmed up, then Snow pressed the button on top of it.

* * *
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SNOW AND CINDER ARRIVED back at Kingdom headquarters, affectionately known as The Palace, with The Book of Once Upon a Time in hand.  They strolled in the front doors, checked what equipment they had taken with them, then headed for the elevators.  They rode up to the thirteenth floor where their boss, Evelyn Queen, was expecting them.  They were buzzed into her office and immediately handed over the book.

“Thank you, ladies,” Ms. Queen said, accepting the prize.  “Mr. Hartnell has been notified, he’s on his way.”

Snow and Cinder took the seats in front of Evelyn’s desk.

“How did it go?”

Cinder shrugged.  “It went.  We got the book.”

“Was it difficult?”

Snow shook her head and said, “Nah, not really.  We did the research, so we were ready for everything they could throw at us.”

“Just another job,” Cinder said, gazing about the office.

“Well, ladies, I’m glad to hear you in such fine spirits.  Because you’re still on the clock.  We’ve had a rather...sensitive situation come up.  The higher ups want me to enlist all of our operatives, but, to be honest, I think the more people we have on this case, the more dangerous it will be.  So I’m only putting the two of you on it, because you are, let’s face it, the best we’ve got.  You’re careful, you’re smart, and you know what you’re doing out there.”

“Jeez,” Cinder said, “what in the world is out there that’s such a big deal?”

In response, Ms. Queen picked up a remote from her desktop, hit a button, and immediately the lights in her office dimmed, and a projected image appeared on the wall behind them.

Snow and Cinder turned in their chairs and both immediately said, “Oh.  Crap.”

“Exactly,” Ms. Queen said.

On the screen behind them they saw a satellite photo of a wooded area that could be anywhere in the world.  The woods weren’t the important thing.  In the center of those woods, caught mid-step with one hand on a branch, possibly moving it out of the way, her face pale and curious, was a woman neither of them had seen in a year.  The accepted belief was that she had died during her last mission.  But there she was, big as life and clear as day it was her.  Alison.

“When was this taken?” Snow asked.

“About two hours ago,” Ms. Queen said.  “It’s near the Iguaza Falls.  Argentina.”

“Argentina?” Cinder blurted.  “She was in Australia when she...well, obviously not when she died.”

“How did she get to Argentina?” Snow asked.

“That we don’t know.  But there she is.  And we need to get her back.”

“That’s right we do,” Snow said.

“Wait a minute,” Cinder said.  “Are we sure we need to?”

“What?” Snow said.

“Hear me out.  She’s been missing for a year now.  She hasn’t caused any trouble.  If she had, we would have heard about it, right?  So why not let her be?  You know how she is, and you know being here, this place, this job, it wasn’t helping her at all.  Maybe she’s found some kind of peace.”

Snow was flabbergasted.  Ms. Queen’s expression could only be described as perturbed.

“Yes,” she said.  “And while that would be ideal in a perfect world, this isn’t that perfect world and you can bet if we’ve found her, others have or will, too.  We were able to keep her controlled—”

“For the most part,” Snow interjected.

“For the most part, yes,” Ms. Queen said.  “But others might not have her best interests at heart.  This isn’t just a matter of bringing her home.  We need to get her to safety.”

“She can protect herself,” Cinder said.

“I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.  It’s not her we’re protecting from the world.  We need to protect the world from her.”

Snow and Cinder had no reply; they knew she was right.

“Now,” Ms. Queen continued.  “I’m going to hand Mr. Hartnell’s property back to him, then I’ll meet you both upstairs for a quick debrief, then you’re off.  We need to wrap this one up by the end of today.  We can’t leave her out there longer than necessary.  Bring her home, ladies.”

Snow and Cinder stood up and both nodded acknowledgement, then exited the office.

* * *
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IN THE HALL, CINDER was heated, which seemed like a joke considering, but she was in no mood to find the humor in anything.  She walked alongside her partner whose attitude matched hers, but she carried herself differently and anyone who saw her would have taken her cold, emotionless façade as being unaffected.

“This is bull,” Cinder said.  “How many times did Alison put us in danger?  I’m not saying I was glad when we thought she’d been taken out, but I also won’t say I haven’t breathed a little easier on every mission since.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Snow said.  “But the Queen’s right.  We can’t just leave her out there.  Yeah, maybe she has calmed down.  And that would be awesome if she has.  But that’s one risky ‘if’ and you know it.  Besides, she’s one of us.  If it was me out there, are you saying you wouldn’t do whatever was needed to bring me home?”

“Different scenarios,” Cinder said.  The elevator came and they stepped inside to find they had it to themselves.  “You don’t control the forces of madness.  You haven’t endangered every one of your teammates every time you step outside the doors.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Snow said.  “Dangerous or not, she’s family.  And the fact she’s dangerous should be all the more reason you would want to get her back here.  We can keep an eye on her better here than anyone out there can.”

“Well, maybe it would have been better if she really hadn’t made it through her last mission,” Cinder said.

“I don’t know how you can say that,” Snow said.

“I’m just being honest.  Look, that doesn’t mean I won’t do any- and everything it takes to get her back, that’s the mission.  But I don’t have to be thrilled at the idea.”

“Just have my back,” Snow said.

“Always.”

* * *
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THEY PAUSED LONG ENOUGH to grab a few protein bars from the cafeteria, then back to the elevator where they rode up to meet Ms. Queen on the roof.

The boss waited for them outside their transport, a large white helicopter everyone called the Carriage.  In her hands were dossiers for both operatives, information on the terrain where Alison had been spotted, as well as the closest city, Puerto Iguazu.

“What’s the deadline?” Snow asked.

“ASAP,” Ms. Queen said.  “We don’t know where she’s been, what she’s seen, who’s she been with.  For all we know she was kidnapped and brainwashed—”

“We can hope,” Cinder said.

Snow rolled her eyes while Ms. Queen flashed her a nasty glare.

“Sorry,” Cinder said.

“We don’t know her state of mind—” and she looked at Cinder, expecting another comment.  Cinder shook her head and gave a sheepish look.  “We don’t even know if she’s still on our side.  So we need this done yesterday.  But you two have to be careful.  You’re the most qualified for this mission, and the two I’d put most of my faith in to pull it off, but that doesn’t mean get cocky just because you know her.”

“We’re professionals, ma’am,” Snow said.

Cinder nodded.

“Just, for God’s sake, ladies, be careful out there.  Bring our girl home safe.”

“ASAP,” Cinder said.

They climbed into the Carriage and buckled in.

As soon as it was in the air, they opened the dossiers and began studying them in depth.  The Carriage was only taking them as far as The Kingdom’s private airfield outside the city where they would finish the journey on one of the private planes stored there.

By the time they got to the plane, they had most of the dossier committed to memory.  Once the plane was in the air and leveled off, Snow said, “We should get some rest while we can.  Back to back missions suck.”

Cinder agreed and they both caught a few hours before the co-pilot came back to tell them they were nearing the drop zone.

Snow and Cinder sat up, wide awake and ready.  They had no need for parachutes, each having their own unique way of descending, so they stocked up with all the equipment they could fit, and the door was opened.

“Ready?” Cinder asked.

“Nope,” Snow replied.

Cinder fell backwards out of the plane, her body immediately covered in ash and molten lava as she created a heat vent beneath herself and rode it down.  Snow followed, her body quickly turning white as she activated her own powers, and rode a cold wind of her own making down to the ground.

The plane shrank as they descended and soon it was but a smudge against the sky.

They landed in the water of the Iguaza River, Cinder’s heat vaporizing it before it could touch her.  She walked out of the river on dry land as the sphere of her power was so hot it extended ten feet out from her in every direction.  Even the ground beneath her feet dried, then charred, replaced immediately afterward as the water rushed in to fill where she had been.

Snow simply turned the place she landed to ice and walked to shore.  Her clothes were soaked, but she didn’t mind the wet or the cold.  Instead, she just joined her partner.

“Now where to?” she asked.

“We should get to Puerto Iguaza,” Cinder said.  “That’s the first stop, so we can find out if anyone’s seen her.  It would be nice if this thing happened that easily and we were back home by tonight.”

“We can hope.”

“We can also pound rocks for all the good either will do us.  Alright, come on.”

Both of their uniforms were outfitted with GPS systems and they used these to figured out where they were.  They knew Puerto Iguaza wasn’t too far from their current location.  The problem was, they’d come down on the wrong side of the river.

Of course, it wasn’t a problem for long as they both used their natural gifts to cross it and were soon on their way to civilization.

* * *
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SOME UNKNOWN DISTANCE from where Snow and Cinder were trudging through the jungle, Alison found herself freezing.  She was confused, starving, tired, sore in every molecule of her body.

She wished for shoes because her feet were getting torn to shreds out here.  She wished for something to eat.  If she had something to sharpen a stick with, she could fish.  Even if she had to eat it raw, it couldn’t be worse than the stuff she’d been living on the last ... she didn’t know how long it had been.

“Long enough,” she croaked to the rocks and trees.

She had to get home.  That was going to be difficult, not knowing exactly where she was.  And she would have to do it on her own, because, as she had already learned, there was no one to trust.  This was actually Alison’s second escape since being taken, but the first time she’d relied on the first strangers she’d seen to take mercy, to be decent, to help her.  Instead, they’d returned her to that dungeon.  From then on, she assumed everyone she came in contact with would be on the payroll and wasn’t to be trusted.  That left her feeling very very alone, but it would only be with caution that she was able to make it home anyway.  It would keep her alert and prevent her from making silly mistakes like the one that had led to her capture in the first place.

If she still had her powers, she thought, she’d at least be able to get something to eat.  But the drugs they gave her to stifle them were still in her system.  She didn’t know how long before they wore off; they’d always given her another dose every morning.  But for all she knew that could have been a safety measure.  It could take days before her powers came back.  Maybe longer.  She’d just never been off the drugs long enough to know for sure.

She couldn’t stay here until they wore off, though.  Alison had to move.  She shook her head to wake herself up and realized she had almost fallen asleep here.  That would have surely resulted in being recaptured.  And after two times already, they would make damn sure she never got out again.

That thought was enough to shake her out of her stupor and get her moving.

* * *
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SNOW AND CINDER FOUND the town, but not knowing the situation regarding where Alison had been, they weren’t sure who to trust, if anyone.  Just going up to a stranger and flashing Alison’s picture and asking, “Have you seen this girl?” probably wasn’t a safe idea.

So they opted for another tack instead.

They powered down, reverting to their human forms, and strolled into town, trying to attract as little attention as possible.

Two beautiful women dressed as they were in tight color coordinated jumpsuits—white for Snow and black for Cinder—in the middle of nowhere made that task all but impossible.  But they tried to work with what they could.  They found a bar and knew that would be the best place to make their enquiries.

The place looked just like they had expected it to in the middle of nowhere like this.  Wobbly furniture populated with dusty old men who looked like they hadn’t moved since the Kennedy years.  A half-conscious bartender wiping down glass after glass that would never come clean no matter how many times he swiped that filthy rag over it.

There was no jukebox, those were for fancy places with things like health codes and fire extinguishers under the bar.  The only sound was a murmur of conversation in the corner.  When they stepped inside all eyes went immediately to them.

“So much for low profile,” Cinder murmured through the side of her mouth.

“Don’t act like you don’t love the attention,” Snow said.

“I must confess,” Cinder replied.  “Howdy boys,” she said as she entered and approached the bar.  “Man, is it hot out there?”

All eyes were still on them, but no one offered a reply.

“English?” Snow asked and no one moved.

“I guess not,” Cinder said.  “We’re on our own, then, I suppose.”

“Apparently,” Snow replied and took a seat next to her partner at the bar.

Cinder pointed to a bottle of tequila and took out a handful of local bills.  The bartender’s eyes brightened and he poured them both a shot.

Cinder downed hers like it was water while Snow winced at the heat, then shook it off and motioned for another.

They downed their second shots, then each got into their backpacks and pulled out a folder they laid out on the bar in front of them.

“So,” Snow said, indicating a spot on a map she pulled from the file, “I think we need to start over here.”

“I disagree,” Cinder said.  “I think the caves beneath this mountain over here need to be looked at first.”

“That’s because you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Snow said.  “The first incident was clearly over here, near the river.”

“Maybe,” Cinder said.  “But that means the activity is moving away from there.  Most recently here, in the caves, so we go there.”

The bartender was interested, as were a couple of the old-timers at one of the nearby tables.

“Sure,” Snow said.  “We make our way there, but we start at the source.  We don’t know what we’re going to find, so we need to gather as much info as we can first.  Forewarned is forearmed, right?”

“Or we waste time looking at old stuff.  We cut to the chase and go straight to the most recent sighting.”

“I think you’re dead wrong,” Snow said.

“Excuse,” the bartender said.  So, he spoke some English after all.  “You are looking for—?”

It was an open-ended question, meant to get them talking.

“Oh, nothing important,” Cinder said.  “We’re just researching.”

“You haven’t seen anything ... out of the ordinary around here lately, have you?” Snow asked.

“Like what?”

Cinder shrugged.  “Like a species of tree that doesn’t grow around here suddenly sprouting overnight?  Any animals you’re not used to seeing?”

“Strange rock formations?” Snow said.

“We’re tracking a radioactive source that’s been moving through this area.  We’re not sure what it is, but it’s leaving some pretty deadly waves in its wake,” Cinder said.

“We’ve got the proper safety equipment in our bags here, but whatever it is, we’re not sure where it’s going next, and we’d like to track it down and remove it before it can find its way to more populated areas.”

That should put the fear into them, Cinder thought.  You mention danger heading their way, and people take note.  If they’ve seen anything, they’ll want to get rid of it.

“No,” the bartender said, shaking his head.  “Nothing like that.  We see lights in the sky.  But nothing like these.”

“Where were these lights you saw?” Cinder asked and he pointed outside, up into the sky.  Helpful.

“Can you show us?” Snow asked.

The bartender came out from behind the bar and went to the door, then pointed up again, his finger trailing toward a mountain in the distance.

“There,” he said.

“How many lights?” Snow asked.

“How long ago?” Cinder added.

“Many lights,” the bartender said.  “Flying around each other.  Last night maybe?”

“You don’t know if it was last night?” Cinder asked.

“Last night,” the bartender said.

Snow and Cinder exchanged a look that asked a question without needing to be voiced.  Snow nodded and Cinder mirrored her, then turned to the bartender and said, “I suggest you close up.  Get your family and get away from here.  Wherever you saw these lights, you want to move in the opposite direction, as far as you can.”

“Is danger?”

Snow folded her map and slid everything back into her pack, then shouldered it before saying, “Yes.  Is very very danger.  Please, you have to go.”

The bartender nodded and immediately started waking up the lazy patrons, telling them—they assumed; they didn’t speak the language—that they didn’t have to go home, but they couldn’t stay here.

“Are you ready for this?” Snow asked her partner.

Cinder, her own pack on her shoulders, sighed heavily, then said, “Not even a little bit.”

“Good, let’s go.”

“This could have nothing to do with Alison,” Cinder said.  “It could easily have just been UFO activity, you know.”

“That it could,” Snow agreed.  “Or it could have been Madness.”

“Yeah, I’m hoping for UFOs.”

They walked back into the jungle, heading in the direction the bartender had pointed.

* * *
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ALISON HAD THE TOP of the mountain in her sights.  She knew it would be dangerous to break her cover and expose herself on top of it, but she needed to get a better view of where she was if she hoped to escape.  She could try to release the Madness and hope something fortuitous happened, but doing so in the middle of the
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