
  
    
      ALICE IN FAELAND

    

    
      
        A.L. KESSLER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Novus Mundi Publishing]
          [image: Novus Mundi Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Alice in Faeland

        By A. L. Kessler

      

        

      
        Copyright 2024 by A. L. Kessler

        Cover Copyright 2024 by Novus Mundi Publishing

        Cover Design by 100 Covers

      

        

      
        The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

      

        

      
        Ebook ISBN: 978-1-961511-94-1

        Print ISBN: 978-1-961511-95-8

      

        

      
        Published by Novus Mundi Publishing, a division of Top of the World Publishing, LLC, with offices at 1008 S. Main Street, Georgetown, TX 78626.

      

        

      
        www.topoftheworldpublishing.com

      

        

      
        Printed in the United States of America.

        Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      

        

      
        The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized editions, and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

      

        

      
        Publisher’s Note

        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        You May Also Like…

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m having that dream again.” Allie looked out the large glass window, studying how the cars lined up in nice neat rows in the parking lot below. “The one where I’m playing checkers with strange-looking seeds as the pieces. Sitting under a giant mushroom, across from the girl in the red dress.”

      “Those are just dreams, Allie. We’ve had this discussion.”

      Just dreams. A constant reminder that she’d never met that girl. She’d never played checkers with the black and red seeds, under the purple mushroom…but she had done all that. Only, no one believed her. “Then why does it feel so real?”

      The reflection of her therapist in the window shifted her crossed legs as she wrote something on her clipboard. Her face held the calm fake smile in place, giving Allie no hint of what she was thinking. “When you first had these dreams, it was after extreme trauma. It was a way for your mind to deal with the tragedy of losing your brother in that accident.”

      That accident. Her parents never seemed to have recovered from Brendyn not coming home. They’d found Allie covered in dirt, terrified because her brother had fallen.

      Allie’s heartbeat picked up at the mention of her brother not returning with her. That seemed so long ago now.

      She swallowed as she forced herself to focus on the now. Allie took a deep breath to calm the pounding of her heart. “Dr. Black, this feels like more. It feels real.”

      “Vivid dreams are like that. You need to find a way to ground yourself in reality. What about taking some classes?” Dr. Black flipped a page, looking back at past notes. “I know you don’t want to commit to college right now, but a casual class would help you focus on something else.”

      Allie rolled her eyes and watched as a car parked unusually crooked in the row of straight cars. “I’m looking into an art class,” she said honestly. Dr. Black had always encouraged her to find something just for her.

      “Art would be good for you. If you want, we can start some art therapy. Maybe it’ll help pull those images from your dreams.”

      That didn’t sound like a bad idea. Allie was about to speak when the buzzer went off, signaling that they needed to wrap up the session.

      Allie turned around and faced her therapist.

      Dr. Black’s glasses were perched on top of her blond hair as she made a note. She looked up at Allie, the crinkles at the corner of her blue eyes grew as she smiled. “I have you scheduled for the same time next week; is that correct?”

      Like her parents would let her get out of it. “Yes.”

      “I want you to keep a notebook of the dreams and think of some of the images you might want to bring to the page for art therapy.”

      “Okay.” She had nothing else to say. It wasn’t anxiety, or trauma, or anything else in her head. That world was real, as real as Dr. Black was, with her bright blue eyes and curly blond hair. If Dr. Black wanted her to bring those images to the page, she would. It’d be the only proof that world existed.

      The girl in the red dress was real.

      Cerise was real.

      Allie walked out of the office and found her mom playing some game on her phone. “Ready?” Allie asked, and her mom looked up.

      Her brown eyes were a shade darker than Allie’s, and her hair matched. She smiled. “Of course. How was your session?”

      “It was okay.”

      She kissed Allie on the forehead even though they were the same height, and Allie cringed a little, but in her heart she loved that her mom still showed her affection like that. “Okay, let me know if you want to talk about anything.”

      Allie knew how that would go over. It’d be the same thing that the therapist would say. None of those dreams are real. “Can we get coffee?”

      “Of course. It wouldn’t be therapy day without a cup of coffee after.”

      They walked to the car as clouds rolled over the sky, blocking out the sun. A shiver crawled over Allie’s back, and out of the corner of her eye something moved. She turned to catch a better look and paused. Nothing there.

      Her mom put a hand on her shoulder and urged Allie forward. “Just a rabbit, Allie. Come on, let’s get in the car before the rain lets loose.”

      Just a rabbit.

      Allie looked around the parking lot to see if she could spot it. Rabbits weren’t unusual around here, with their little fluffy tails and their floppy ears, but the white one staring back at her from across the spaces felt different.

      Familiar almost. Like the one that Brendyn and she had chased.

      “Allie?” her mom called, with her car door open.

      Allie got into the car and looked away from the rabbit as she buckled up.

      White rabbits were common. There was nothing different about how this one looked.

      No, she felt different. Like she was waiting for Allie to do something.
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        * * *

      

      Allie sat on the floor of her room with her sketchpad on her lap. Her pencil moved across the pages almost of its own accord. The lines overtook her thoughts and she let them guide her hand. The shapes became clear and the image in her head transposed itself onto the paper.

      The white rabbit.

      But not as the creature she’d seen today, no. This was a teenager, her back leaned against the stalk of a giant mushroom, her face tilted down as she examined the clock in her hands. Her long white hair fell from down her back. She wore a vest that the pocket watch chain trailed from, dress pants and black shoes. This was the white rabbit Allie was familiar with.

      She pulled out her colored pencils and markers to finish the drawing when a knock interrupted her flow.

      She let out a frustrated growl. “Yes?”

      Her mom looked in. “Hey, dinner’s just about done. Get to a stopping point?”

      Allie glanced down at the picture that she’d poured her time into for the majority of the night. “Um, yeah, I can stop now.” Or she wouldn’t stop at all, and she’d never hear the end of it. She put her sketchbook down on the ground and gave the White Rabbit one last look before she went downstairs.

      Her dad placed the plates down on the table as Allie sat down.

      The light shined off the curve of his bald head. Allie couldn’t remember a time when he had hair. Occasionally he’d grow a beard, but now he was clean shaved, which made him look younger. “What are your plans for tomorrow?” he asked as he sat down.

      Allie shrugged one shoulder. “I was thinking about stopping by the community college to see what art classes they have to offer. Maybe go for a walk in the park across the street.”

      “I think that’s a great idea. Maybe peek your head into some places to see if they are hiring?” Mom asked.

      Allie was about to answer that she would, when her dad cut her off.

      “An art class? That would be good for you, and don’t worry about looking for a job. If you’re looking into classes, I’d rather you focus on that.” He’d been pushing off her looking for a job any time she expressed interest. He preferred Allie to be close to home. Sometimes she thought he was worried she’d just disappear, like Brendyn did.

      “Yeah, okay. I drew another picture tonight.” She pushed her broccoli around the plate, surrounding her mashed potatoes with it.

      “I can’t wait to see it.” Her mom smiled. “Digital or traditional media?” She always encouraged Allie, despite what the subject was, which was helpful. Her dad tried, but his praise came across as forced. He’d expressed once that he just didn’t understand what she created.

      It was like mom got her and dad lived in a whole other world.

      “The white rabbit.”

      Her mom’s smile faded a little around the edges and worry crossed her eyes. “From your dreams?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You haven’t drawn any of those characters for a while. Not since we moved.” Her dad put his fork down and glanced at mom. Three years ago, we’d moved into the city, out of the mountains where the accident had happened.

      Her mom recovered her thoughts and her smile was back in place. “I can’t wait to see how the character design has improved.”

      “Thanks, I like it.” Allie busied herself with eating and not bringing up any more thoughts or comments about her dreams. The air seemed heavy with tension while her parents also ate silently. There was no chatter about how work was, or how their day went. They just sat there in silence.

      And it was weird.

      She went straight to do dishes as soon as she finished her dinner. Her drawing kept calling her back and it would give her a chance to avoid the awkward silence between her parents. The sooner she finished the dishes, the sooner she could lose herself in the art again.

      She started the dishwasher and ran up the stairs to go back to her drawing.

      Except, it wasn’t there.

      She looked around the normal places she would have stashed it. Dug in the drawers where she hid all the drawings and notes she didn’t want her parents to see.

      Nowhere.

      She flipped through the sketchbook that she knew she was working in, but the page was gone. The page under it was clean and smooth, like she hadn’t been drawing on top of it.

      Where was it?

      A strange sinking feeling filled her stomach, and she sat on the floor where she’d been working. The mirror across the room gleamed like a light hit it, catching her attention. Allie stood and walked over to it and found her image taped to it. Where it hadn’t been before.

      Her heart pounded. Who was in her room? What could move so fast to put it on the frame of the mirror without her noticing? Without making a sound?

      She pulled the image off and turned the drawing over.

      “The Red Princess formally invites The Alice back to her land for a tea party.” -Oriana

      Allie stared at the note and sat down in front of the mirror. This was impossible. Or was it? Just a few hours ago, hadn’t she been convinced that what she’d seen in her dreams was real? Oriana, the white rabbit, Cerise, the Red Princess, they were real. And now they were asking Allie to come back.

      The only problem was, she didn’t know how to get back to the fae world. The first time Allie and Brendyn fell through a hole trying to catch Oriana. After that, Cerise had always pulled Allie through with magic. But Cerise had once said something about how Allie could return to Fairy on her own.

      The memories of the words wouldn’t come to her. She let out a frustrated growl and shoved her sketchbook and the drawing away from her. Maybe she’d remember in her sleep tonight, maybe the dreams would tell her.
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        * * *

      

      Oriana reappeared through the portal and adjusted her white hair behind her pointed ears. She’d been cutting it close in Alice’s room when she’d written the note and hung the picture. The human couldn’t see her, not yet, but it was important that Alice get that note.

      “Did you do it?” Devlin pushed off the stem of a mushroom. His red hair curled out from under his green hat, covering most of his pointed fae ears, and his matching tailcoat flared out around him as he stepped forward, his boots making no sound on the ground.

      “Yes, let’s hope that Cerise doesn’t find out or she’ll be furious.”

      “Alice is the only hope that Cerise has right now. The woman has gone mad, and bringing back Alice is the only way to stop Cerise’s rampage.” Devlin shook his head. “So it’s worth the risk. Hopefully, Alice remembers how to get back here.”

      “And if she can’t?”

      “Then we give her another clue. Lead her to the answer again.”

      Oriana snorted. “I am not turning into a rabbit to lure her again.”

      “First off, that was by accident, second off, I think she’s too old for that trick.” He laughed.

      Oriana crossed her arms. “You’d be surprised what humans chase after.”

      “Hmm.” Devlin shoved his hands into his pockets. “So now we wait for Alice?”

      “Now we wait for Alice.” Oriana turned toward the black castle on the hill. Red and black storm clouds gathered around it, and she swallowed. “And we hope she comes soon.”
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        * * *

      

      The storm crashed against Allie’s window as she turned on her side, trying to sleep through the thunder and the clacking of tree branches against glass. Turning over didn’t help much—now the shadows danced on the wall, giving her illusions of people walking through a forest.

      Lightning flashed, followed by house-shaking thunder. She grumbled and got out of bed, wrapping her blue blanket around herself. She draped part of it over her head. Allie pulled the blanket tight around her as she went to the kitchen.

      Maybe some tea would help her get to sleep and stay asleep. This storm was ridiculous. She paused at another silhouette in the kitchen already leaning over the tea kettle. “Dad?”

      He turned around with a mug in his hand and steam rising from it. “Oh, hey sweetie. Weather keeping you up?”

      “Yeah, will you make me a mug too?”

      “Of course.” He turned back around and grabbed a mug from the shelf above his head.

      Allie sat at the table and waited while her dad fixed the mug and he sat with her.

      Another crack of thunder had her flinching and her dad reaching across the table for her hand.

      “Remember when we used to watch the storms roll in together? We’d sit on the porch?”

      She let the warmth of the memory wash over her. They’d sit on the step of the porch and watch the clouds roll from one area to another. With each flash of lightning, they’d count together until the sound of thunder crossed the sky. “Yeah, it was the coolest thing because we could see the sheet of rain coming towards us.”

      He smiled. “The storms are a bit different here, aren’t they?”

      “Louder,” she offered. “Stronger.”

      Her dad squeezed her hand. “We’ll get used to them here.”

      He told her that every storm, every year. Like the thunder and lightning hadn’t been the same since they left their old house.

      She sipped her tea and watched the raindrops race down the window. “How can mom sleep through them?”

      Dad laughed. “Your mother has done her time being up late at night; now she sleeps like the dead.”

      Allie opened her mouth to say something, but the sound of crashing glass echoed through the house. The flash of light and booming thunder came through the house and the fading sound took the lights with it.

      Allie swallowed as her dad took her hand.

      “It’s okay, Alice, take a deep breath.”

      She gave herself a moment to let her eyes adjust to the darkness. “What was the crashing noise?”

      “Maybe a window upstairs.” He started walking forward. “Come on, the flashlight’s on the fridge.”

      She held tight to his hand as he led her to the fridge, and a moment later, a steady beam of light shone in front of her.

      Instantly, her chest loosened. They made their way to the stairs and her dad motioned for her to go first. If it had been a window, shouldn’t the storm be louder? There was no sign of the wind whipping through a room, or louder rain.

      With each step her mind raced to the worst-case scenario. Had a tree fallen on the roof? How could her mother sleep through the crashing noise? Had the tree crushed her mother?

      No, all of that would have made a louder noise. She pushed her door opened and found that her mirror had fallen over. She glanced at her dad before walking further in.

      “Careful, you don’t want to cut your feet on any glass.” He swept the light over the room and she expected to see it reflecting off the broken mirror pieces, but there was nothing there.

      Allie slowly picked up the mirror by the edge and put it back up on its feet. Her dad stepped up next to her and shined the light on it. The glass had spider webbed across the surface, except…

      She put her finger against the strange tinted glass pieces to see if it was really pushing out away from the mirror.

      “It almost looks like something hit it from the other side,” her dad whispered. He glanced at her window when the lightning flashed again, but Allie kept her gaze on the mirror, and when the lightning shone again, she caught a glimpse of another face. One with wide green eyes and a wicked grin that meant trouble.

      They were calling for her to come back. And now she remembered how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      “Once upon a time, there was a girl named Alice and she followed a white rabbit down a rabbit hole with her brother and found an entire new world.” The girl in the red dress giggled and leaned back on her hands. Allie squatted and contemplated her next checker move, for checkers was a serious game.

      “Quiet, I’m trying to think.” Allie picked up the black seed and jumped it over two red seeds. “Ha! King me!”

      “Queen me.” Cerise drew out the word queen. “There are no kings in my court right now. Only a queen.” She picked up her red piece and set it back down. “Oriana says you have to go home soon.”

      Allie wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to go home. I want to stay here with you and Kit and have tea parties and play games.” She flung herself backwards and stared at the sky. “Home is boring.”

      “Yes, but Dor says that your parents miss you and are looking frantically for you.” Cerise crossed her arms. “So it’s time for you to return, but…if you want to come back and play, the looking glass is where I can be found.”

      Allie sat up and titled her head to one side. “The looking glass?”

      “A mirror silly, if you know the words, any mirror will lead you here, or back to the human world. You don’t have to tumble down a rabbit hole to get here.” Cerise grinned.

      “And how will I know the words?”

      “I’ll write them down for you. Put it in a safe place when you get home. It’ll be our secret.” Cerise held her fingers over her lips as if saying shush.
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        * * *

      

      “Where did I put it? Where did I put it?” Clothes flew over Allie’s head as she yanked each piece out of her drawers and threw it. She knew she had kept the weird paper she’d found in her pocket the night her parents found her.

      It was an iridescent green, with lines that reminded her of a leaf. She could see it in her mind, the writing was silver, Cerise had written it with a fancy pen with a bright pink feather. She’d never needed it until now, because Cerise had always pulled her through with her own magic.

      “Come on,” Allie growled when she got to the bottom of her last drawer.

      “Alice, what are you doing?” Her dad’s voice came from behind her, and she squealed and spun around.

      “I’m looking for something.” She looked at the mess around her and then up at the disapproving face of her father. “I’ll clean up the mess in a few minutes,” she promised. “There’s a piece of paper I’ve had for a long time and I’m afraid I lost it.”

      “Okay, typically when you’re this focused on something you don’t make this big of a mess.” He motioned to the pile of clothes on the floor.

      She ran her hand through her hair and let out a long growl. “It’s super important.”

      “Then you should have put it in a safe place.” He crossed his arms. “Allie, you know⁠—”

      “Yes yes, I know. Write stuff down, put it in a safe spot. Everything has a home.” She started picking up her laundry and shoving it in her drawers until she saw him raise his brow. She let out a frustrated huff and started folding it before putting it back in the drawer.

      Her dad echoed her sigh. “Okay, look, when you hide papers, you typically put them in a book. Try looking in your bookshelf. He walked out as she turned to say something smart-assed back, but then she stopped as she considered his comment.

      He had a point. The question was, what book would she have deemed worthy enough for that secret?

      She sat in front of her the lower shelves of her bookcase and ran her fingers over the titles. Most of the books showed lined spines from being read over and over. She paused at a leather-bound version of Grimm’s Fairy Tales and pulled it out. She flipped through the pages and sure enough, tucked in the back was the paper she was looking for.

      The silver writing caught the light and seemed to shiver over the veins of the paper. The green had darkened from what she remembered, the dark lines protruding more than when Cerise had given it to her.

      Allie touched the writing with her fingertips, afraid it would disappear under her touch. She pressed her lips together before standing and shutting her bedroom door.

      She stood in front of the full-length mirror and looked at her reflection. She could return to Fairy and see Cerise and the others again.

      Her heart pounded as she looked down at the paper in her hands and read the nonsense words. She waited, looking through the cracks in the mirror.

      Nothing happened.

      “This is stupid.” Allie turned and put the paper on her desk. “The delusions of a little girl and her trauma.” She shook her head.

      “Allie, dinner!” Her mom’s voice came from downstairs and Allie gave the paper one last look before she walked away.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad said you haven’t taken the broken mirror out yet. How come?” Her mom put her fork on the plate with a little clink.

      Allie looked up. “I just haven’t gotten around to it, I guess. I spent all day drawing.”

      “Please take it out tomorrow; there’s no need for you to keep a broken mirror. And I don’t want any glass to fall into your carpet.”

      Allie shrugged. “I guess.” Though how was she going to get back to Fairy if the mirror was gone?

      She pushed the thought out of her head. Fairy wasn’t real; the words didn’t work. She needed to forget about the dreams and the rabbit.

      “Allie?”

      “What mom?” She tried to keep the snapping out of her tone, but she wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      “Do you need to talk about something?”

      She looked into her mom’s eyes and then shook her head. “No, I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well last night with the storm.”

      “We were both up pretty late,” her dad chimed in. “There was a lot of noise. Maybe head to bed early tonight?”

      She pushed a meatball around her plate. “Yeah, I guess that would be a good idea.”

      “I think that’s a great idea.” Her mom’s phone rang and she glanced at it. “Sorry, you two, excuse me. It’s the school.” She answered it and walked out of the room.

      “Mom’s still going to work for that disaster of a school?” Allie dropped her fork on the plate.

      Her dad smiled. “She loves it there.”

      “It sucks all her time. She’s always putting out fires there or covering for a teacher or there’s an event. Last year she almost missed my graduation because someone couldn’t show up for their aftercare shift.”

      He shrugged. This wasn’t a fight worth having. The school meant everything to her mom and it wasn’t going to change.

      Allie picked up her fork again and then sat it down. “You know, I’m not really hungry right now. I’ll put it in the fridge to eat later.”

      Her dad opened his mouth and then closed it as if he thought better than to say something. She wrapped her plate in plastic wrap and stuck it in the fridge before going back to her room.

      She glared at the stupid broken mirror and then at the piece of paper with the nonsense words on it, except instead of the paper on her desk, there was something else.

      A pocket watch. She walked over and picked it up, expecting the time to be shown, but instead all the numbers were gathered at the bottom and the watch hands were gone. The words “You’re late” were scrawled on the face of the clock.

      How could she be late without knowing where she was supposed to be or at what time?

      She looked at the mirror again, but this time, when her reflection stared back at her, her overalls and black shirt were a pair of brown pants and a pirate shirt. The clothes that she’d worn in Fairy, because Cerise wanted her to blend in.

      “You’re late, Alice,” she said to herself. “It’s time to go back. Something’s wrong and they need you.”

      She put the watch in her pocket and then put her hand against the glass of the mirror. The cracks smoothed out and disappeared under her touch this time. A blue glow came from it and she simply stepped into her wonderland.
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        * * *

      

      “Your spell was activated, your majesty.” Ace’s voice brought Cerise out of her thoughts.

      “Which spell? There are many I’ve been waiting on.” She lifted her head up from her hand and looked up at Ace. His red tunic had an anatomically correct heart stitched into it on the chest, and was tucked into black pants that faded into his boots. His strawberry blond hair was cut short, the ends of it barely brushing the tips of his fae ears. Scars marred his beautiful face, distracting from the green of his eyes.

      “One of your firsts, the mirror portal.”

      She shot up at those words. Her red dress flooded behind her as she pushed away from the black throne. “And who activated it?” Could it be? Had Alice dared to come back after so many years? Alice was the only one who had that spell, the only mortal that Cerise had ever invited back. She hadn’t come back in seven years.

      “I don’t know, your majesty. I will send my guards out to look for them. I just know that the spell had been activated. Do you know where you had that portal lead?”

      Did she?

      She paced in front of her throne, her brows drawn together as she thought. Her boots clicked with every step, echoing in the nearly empty throne room.

      She stopped and spun to face Ace. “No.” It would have been somewhere hidden from her mother, from the guards, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember where.

      Was it in the giant forest? Or the tea party garden? She threw herself back into the throne. Cerise tapped her long nails against her chair as she tried to remember. “Where’s Oriana?”

      “I’m not sure. Would you like me to find her?” Ace continued to stand at attention.

      “Yes, tell her that we need to have an emergency meeting because we might have a mortal in our world. And as we know, we don’t want those pests here.”

      The Red Queen, her mother, had made it very clear that there were to be no more mortals in Fairy—and if they came here, they would be beheaded, and their head would be put on a stick outside the palace.

      Because mortals were wicked creatures. Cerise felt the hate stir in her heart at the thought of Alice sneaking back into Fairy.

      “If you see Kit, tell him I’d also like to see him.” She smiled and inspected the blood red of her nails. “I have a proposal for him.”

      Ace bowed and walked out of the room. If Alice had indeed returned, then the prophecies that had been given to her mother had a chance of coming true. Alice would ruin Fairy.

      Cerise refused to let that happen.
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        * * *

      

      Allie looked around where she stepped out of. The giant white stem of a mushroom towered over her. The light purple dome blocked the sunlight from her, casting a shadow on the ground.

      She’d expected someone to greet her. Cerise, maybe, after the tea party invite, but no one was there.

      “Curious,” Allie muttered as she walked out from under the shade of the mushroom. “Notes and letters, knocking at the mirror, and yet here I am alone.”

      “You wretched mortal.” A tiny voice came from at her feet. “Did you learn nothing last time you were here?”

      She looked down and saw a tiny sprite, mouse brown hair swirled around his head, his dirty colored wings beat against his back, and his gray clothes made him almost blend completely into the ground and the grass that surrounded him.

      “Good to see you again too, Dor.” She put her hands on her hips and stared down at him.

      Dor put a tiny finger up to his lips. “Be quiet. Your clothes are around the Tweedle tree, get changed and let’s go. Devlin is waiting for us.”

      She stepped around the tiny fairy and walked to the Tweedle tree. The Tree towered over the mushrooms, the trunk twisting as it rose. The bark alternated between shades of browns and reds. She paused as she saw a note almost completely hidden within the growth of the bark.

      Allie could barely make out that silver letters there. Her name.

      “Dor, what’s this?”

      Dor flew over and hovered near it. “Looks like a note to you. Also looks like you’re too late to read it. The Tweedle Tree will not let it go easily.”

      She ran her hand over the note and the tree shuddered under her touch. The paper sank into the bark, disappearing from view.

      Dor chuckled. “Come on Alice, we’re going to be late.”

      She walked around the tree and found the clothes waiting for her, black pants and a black shirt with ruffles at the neck and sleeves. She changed quickly and lay her human clothes at the base of the Tweedle Tree. “Please keep these safe. I might need them again.”

      Roots slithered up from the ground, wrapped around her clothes, and dragged them under. Allie snorted. “That’s one way to keep them safe.”

      A moment later a sword and sheath bubbled to the earth. She stared down at them and Dor buzzed around her head. “Pick them up, don’t question a gift from the Tweedle tree.”

      Allie snagged the sword off the ground and tied it around her waist. “Where is Cesire?”

      Dor said nothing as he sped off further into the giant woods. Allie followed, climbing over branches that were the size of tree trunks in the mortal world, brushing through blades of grass that were taller than she was, and trying to keep an eye on Dor as he navigated his way through it all so expertly.

      Dang Fae.

      He stopped suddenly and she almost ran her head into him. Footsteps sounded ahead of them. “Hide,” Dor hissed.

      Allie jumped into the bush to her left, allowing the long leaves of it to hide her from view. Her heart hammered in her chest as the footsteps became clearer. The sound of boots echoed the beat of her heart. Dor continued to buzz forward, leaving her hidden in the leaves among the giant plants.

      Traitor, she thought, until the footsteps stopped and someone spoke.

      “There’s a possible mortal in our lands, have you seen her?”

      Dor’s voice was too soft for her to hear, but Allie tucked herself as low as she could so that the giant plants could shadow her.

      “You understand that if you’re lying, the Red Queen will have your head?” The man barked in more of a demand than a question.

      Allie swallowed. Why was the Red Queen after her already? Where was Cerise? She hadn’t been back in Fairy for more than twenty minutes and already she was being hunted.

      Maybe this had been a bad idea after all. She put her back to the stem of the flower as the footsteps passed her hiding spots. She held her breath waiting for them to fade before she dared move.

      Dor came back to find her a few minutes later. “We move, now.”

      “Why would the queen be looking for me already?”

      Dor shook his head. “Devlin can explain that to you. I’m simply to deliver you to him and Oriana. They can explain to you what’s been happen in Fairy for the last seven years.”

      If she could have grabbed his arm and forced him to face her, she would have, however she probably would have accidentally crushed him instead.

      “Keep moving, there’s bound to be another scouting crew out here somewhere. And we want to keep you hidden as long as we can.” He zipped ahead of her faster, forcing her to step up her pace.

      Eventually, through their hike the forest started to grow smaller, becoming more proportionate to her human size, though the change did nothing to ease the feeling eating at her stomach. There were fewer places to hide if the footmen came back again, especially as the trees gave way to rolling green hills.

      Joy filled her as she recognized the hills painting the landscape. Oriana’s house was hidden in one of those hills, the house that Cerise and Allie had played in before they realized that Oriana lived there. They’d only been caught when Oriana came back for something and they had both been lucky when the fae decided to keep their secret instead of turning Allie over to the Queen at that moment.

      Allie glanced around before darting into the field of hills and heading toward the middle of one, as she came closer she saw the door and Oriana standing there. Her white hair flowed over her shoulders, her pointed ears peeking out of the strands. Oriana’s head was tilted down as she checked her pocket watch and then looked up.

      Allie didn’t stop running, she threw her arms around Oriana and held tight. “I knew this was all real.”

      Oriana chuckled and then pulled her inside the house. “It’s all real, Alice. And you are late.”

      The house hadn’t changed since the last time Allie had visited. The dark brown walls were decorated with paintings of different landscapes around Fairy. Some with bright colors and some with a darker motif. In the middle of the room sat a round wooden table with two chairs and the wall behind it was lined with a sink with cupboards above it.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Late for what?” Allie crossed her arms and sat at the wooden table.

      “You and Cerise were supposed to meet again a month after you went home.” Oriana pressed her lips together. “Cerise was so upset when you didn’t show.”

      Allie’s heart sank. “When I went home that last time, I was in a hospital where I spent the next three months being observed and watched for signs of mental illness.” She’d only been eleven that last trip. The hospital had been a cold place where she’d continuously been told that she was dealing with signs of trauma. They’d tried different tactics to help her, medicines that didn’t work, therapy that couldn’t help. “The humans didn’t believe you that this place existed. All they saw was a little girl who was obsessed with finding her brother in a world that didn’t exist.”

      Oriana frowned. “So they locked you in a hospital?”

      “Until I was willing to admit that Fairy didn’t exist and that my brother…that he died in the accident that first brought us here.” Allie cringed as she swore she could hear his screams echoing.

      “What happened to your brother was…tragic.” Oriana paced in front of Allie. “Humans are fickle like that, they don’t want to believe in the unusual.”

      “They don’t want to believe that I fell down a rabbit hole and ended up here. They told me that I’d been wandering the forest for a week, and that it was a miracle that I wasn’t dead like Brendyn.”

      “Hey, we took good care of you when you were here,” Oriana growled. “So you were a little dirty after playing around in the forest. You were well fed and had water.”

      Allie nodded, but she didn’t want to think about then. She was back now and she wanted to see all her friends again. “I thought Dor said Devlin was going to be here.”

      “He’s supposed to be, but as you know, he runs late as well.” Oriana walked past the table and to a row of wooden cupboards, Allie turned to face her. “How about some tea while we’re waiting.”

      “Sure.”

      Oriana pulled two out tea cups decorated with rabbits. “I’m glad you got my message.”

      “You were outside my doctor’s office the other day. Why didn’t you just turn into your fae form and tell me to come back?”

      “Because we’re not allowed to invite mortals here anymore and if the queen finds you, you’ll be executed without question. She’s already calling on her scouts and her closest companions to search for you.”

      Allie hesitated for a moment. “Oriana, where’s Cerise? Why did you lure me back here?”

      “Because,” a male voice came from the door way and Allie spun around to see Devlin standing there. “Cerise is the Red Queen, and you have to stop her plans.”
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      Allie stared at Devlin for a moment. His red curly hair sticking out from under the green hat, his big eyes watched her closely. “Cerise is queen?” Allie confirmed.

      “Her mother grew sick and died. Which made Cerise queen of the Court of Hearts. She now controls the Jabberwock.”

      Allie raised a brow. “I thought the Jabberwock was nonsense.”

      “So did Cerise, and now she controls it,” Oriana added and sat down a cup of tea for Devlin. “The one who controls the Jabberwock is queen of that court.”

      Allie watched the liquid in her cup swirl as she tried to wrap her head around the idea of Cerise being queen. Such a young queen couldn’t bode well for any type of kingdom. “What is the Jabberwock?”

      Devlin started sprouting off in a language that Allie didn’t know, but he waved his hands around in a way that made her thing of wings and then made a motion as he describe what might have been a mouth.

      She stared at him until he was finished. “I’m still human.”

      He let out a frustrated growl and threw himself in the second chair. “It’s like a huge dragon with a long neck and big teeth, it has two bug eyes. It’s terrifying.”

      It sounded like it. Allie sipped her tea. “So I need to stop Cerise from doing what?”

      “She’s going to ruin Fairy.” Oriana let out a long dramatic sigh. “She plans on controlling each court’s abilities that keeps Fairy intact. Having different courts keep Fair balanced. She wants to rule all of it, which would bring disaster to Fairy. Even her mother understood that, as crazy as she was, but Cerise, she wants the ultimate power, the ultimate control over Fairy.”

      Great, a hungry power young adult, and Allie thought life after high school was hard enough. “I don’t understand how I’m supposed to stop that. I’m a mortal with a sword.”

      “But you’re not just any mortal. You’re Alice, the Alice. You broke through Cerise’s shields before and you can do it again.”

      “I was an eight-year-old in a fantasy world, all I wanted to do was play with the pretty girl that was my age, and go exploring and not go back home. How was that breaking through Cerise’s shields?” Allie shook her head. “And then every time I returned after that I was looking for my brother. She helped me, but that’s still not breaking through shields. Hell, what shields did she have?” She paused for a moment. “I don’t think you understand. I’m an outcast, I’m different, and I’m not a Fae like you guys. Isn’t this supposed to be like a fairytale? Someone will come sweep the queen off her feet and you guys get to live happily ever after?”

      Oriana choked on air and walked to the window. Allie looked at Devlin.

      “This isn’t a fantasy world to us, Alice, this is our home, and we need your help to save it. We’re going to the queen’s castle and you’re going to get through to Cerise.”

      Allie sat her cup down and crossed her arms. “And how do you expect me to get through to her? Assuming her men don’t find us?”

      “I don’t know, you’ll figure it out,” Devlin shrugged. “Now, finish your tea because we have a long journey to the castle, and guards to avoid.”

      Allie picked her tea cup up again.

      “Speaking of. Guards are here.” Oriana spun around and quickly grabbed Allie’s cup and dumped it in the sink. “Into the hole you go, follow the path.” She grabbed Allie by the shirt collar and shoved her towards a wall of dirt. “Go go go.”

      Allie put her hands up to keep from being shoved against the wall, but her hands went right through and put her into a dark tunnel. She gave her eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness before she moved forward with one hand on the wall to help guide her.

      She strained to hear anything around her as she walked, but the dirt kept her isolated from any noise.

      She glanced back where she’d come from and saw no sign of a door or a light, her only choice was to move forward like Oriana said. One foot in front of the other was the only way she was going to get out of this tunnel and hopefully to safety.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Oriana leaned against her counter cupping her tea cup, trying to look calm. Devlin took his hat and sat it on the table and crossed his legs, just as the guards walked in the door. They filed into a “v” shape, blocking the exit completely. Their black tunics with a red heart stitched on them seemed to suck the light out of the room. The spears they carried almost touched the ceiling of the room, glinting menacingly in the light from the window.

      “Have you ever heard of knocking?” Oriana raised a brow and sipped her tea.

      “The Queen of Hearts has requested you come to the palace,” the guard in front demanded.

      Devlin stood and picked his hat up. “That would be my cue to go. Have a wonderful day, Oriana.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “And remember, that the Raven sends his love in the dead of night.”

      She had no idea what he was talking about, but it wasn’t unusual for him to talk about a raven. “Of course.”

      Devlin bowed his head and walked straight through the “v” shoving between two of the guards. Oriana put her tea cup down on the counter and turned back to look at the guards. “So what does the Queen want?”

      “There seems to be a mortal in our world, she wants to have an emergency meeting with each court about it.” The guard shrugged. “Commander Ace told us we were to fetch you at once.”

      A shadow outside caught her eyes. “How many guards did you bring just to fetch me? You know my court would not go against Cerise.”

      “There are two other guards outside. The Queen wants to speak to each leader of the courts.” That explained why no one tried to stop Devlin.

      She pushed off the counter. “Okay then, let’s go see the queen.”

      The guards led the way out of her house and she paused when she saw just one guard standing outside. “Where’s your friend?” She raised a brow.

      “He went to talk to Devlin, we’re also searching your area for Kit.”

      She smirked. “We haven’t seen Kit around since Cerise cursed him. For all we know he went to the mortal world to live out his life as a spoiled house cat.” Oriana shrugged. “I mean, I don’t think I’d stay around if there were creatures who could eat me in one bite.”

      The guard studied her for a moment. “You’re a rabbit in your other form.”

      “Yes, but I’m not a rabbit one-hundred percent of the time. Kit is currently stuck in his form, remember?”

      The guard chuckled. “Cerise threatened to keep him as a pet.”

      None of the other fae courts found that funny. Especially the kings and queens. Oriana bit her cheek trying to keep her remarks to herself. Kit was her friend, he’d been Cerise’s friend too at one point. They all had.

      “Come on, let’s go.” The guard jerked his head. “I don’t want to keep the queen waiting.”

      Neither did she. The longer Cerise was kept waiting, the crueler her thoughts could become.
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        * * *

      

      In Fairy, things were weird and though Allie remembered this from her last visit, she was surprised by how weird.

      Eventually her hand went from feeling dense dirt to feeling tree bark, and a light started to peek through what looked like leaves. The ground sloped upwards as her feet shuffled over it, trying not to trip over anything unseen. She had no idea how long she’d been moving through this tunnel, nor where it led. Her mind turned back to Oriana, did the guards take her?

      Would she lose her head for hiding Allie?

      Allie pushed the thoughts away as the light became bigger. She climbed up the last few steps and pulled herself out of a hole. She took a moment and sat on the edge to try to find her bearings.

      Flowers of all colors flowed out around her. The colors formed a spiral outwards, seemingly going on forever into the horizon. She’d never been to this part of Fairy, most likely there was something in the field of flowers that would kill her. Cerise always warned her that the majority of creatures in Fairy could kill a mortal.

      And here Allie was with nothing but a sword to protect her.

      “Oriana wouldn’t send me into danger,” Allie muttered, but she stood and drew the sword. The flowers bristled around her with each step that she took away from the tunnel.

      If the guards discovered she’d been at Oriana’s and gone through the tunnel, they’d come after her and she needed to be far away from there.

      The further away she walked from the tunnel the more the flowers seemed to wrap around her feet. Slowing her down with each step.

      Singing filled the air and Allie stopped to listen to the sweet melody. Maybe she could figure out what direction she needed to go if she followed the voices. She tried to think of Cerise’s map that she’d drawn in the dirt during their meetings.

      “If you’re ever in trouble, head to the Tea Garden. Devlin and March will be there, and you might even run into Dor if he’s not off spying,” Allie muttered. “But Devlin is with Oriana, Dor left me there, I’ve never met March.” And she wasn’t sure which way the Tea Garden was at this point.

      She continued to drag her feet through the flowers, but her legs ached and she fell to her knees. Her limbs felt heavy with exhaustion as she tried to get up. Her eyelids started to sag as flowers brushed against her skin, beckoning her to lie down. “A quick nap won’t hurt.” She yawned and stretched. Snuggling down in the flowers, she closed her eyes and sleep swallowed her.

      “There once was a girl named Alice, and she wandered into a world she didn’t know. Once she stepped from the safe embrace of her friends, she found herself alone and facing death.”

      Allie stood in the field of flowers. The blossoms leaning away from her now instead of trying to draw her down to sleep. A woman appeared in front of her. Long red hair curled around a heart-shaped face and deep brown eyes. A long red dress encased her body, pooling on the ground by her feet and cascading over the flowers near her. “Cerise?”

      “Alice, you aren’t supposed to be here. Go home.” Cerise turned around, the long red dress wrapping around her legs as she did then flowing behind her as she walked away.

      “You invited me here.” Allie held her hands out.

      “Years ago, when I was young and naïve and wanted a friend. You never returned.” She spun around, back around. She grabbed the rose necklace at her throat. “You never came back from the mortal world, and now you’re not welcomed here. My mother made me see my mistakes in wanting to trust a mortal. Go. Home. Or I will have your head.” In another swirl, red smoke surrounded her and she disappeared.

      Allie stood in the fading light, trying to will herself to wake up, but nothing happened. A moment later a wide grin appeared in the dark and dark gray fur with black strips appeared behind the grin, followed by green eyes. Allie’s eyes adjusted to the new shape in the dark and saw a large cat crouched in his paws.

      There was something familiar about him, the grin, the eyes, but she couldn’t place it.

      “Only the mad come here, Alice, the dream realm is not for the mortals. Now, wake up, and run.”

      Allie shot up in the field of flowers. Voices were closing in on her. The voice she heard echoed in her head, “Run.” She jumped to her feet and took off. The flowers didn’t hold her back this time— the opposite actually; they parted for her as her feet pounded the ground. The flowers faded into a forest. Alice’s feet crunched on the underbrush until she found a tree with a lower branch. She jumped and pulled herself up on it and sank into the leaves the best she could to hide.

      The voices came closer, shouting and yelling, but when she understood the words, she realized they weren’t looking for her. They were looking for…

      “Get the pig! We cannot let that beast escape!” A soldier below her yelled and a moment later more voices came. Footsteps thundered under her as they chased whatever pig it was they were running after.

      She sat in the tree branch as the voices faded away again, and she let out a breath. Soldier’s hunting pigs, guards visiting Oriana, and Cerise demanding she leave.

      “The Raven sends his love at night,” Devlin’s voice came from above her and Allie let out a small squeak.

      “Devlin!”

      He jumped down onto her branch. “Alice, glad to see you made it this far.”

      She nudged him. “How did you manage to leave Oriana’s with the guards there?”

      “I walked out of the house, and then I…disposed of the one who followed me.”

      Allie looked the direction that the other soldiers had gone. “Does Cerise know I’m here?”

      “I think you know the answer to that.” Devlin swung his legs. “Cerise is different.”

      “Of course she is, we were eight when we met and eleven when we last saw each other. A lot changes when you don’t see each other for seven years.”

      Devlin nodded. “That’s the thing, she tried to go see you. She waited for you to come back using her spell. And when you didn’t…her mother used that disappointment to poison her heart.”

      Allie glanced at him. “You’re telling me, it’s my fault that she’s…evil?”

      “I’m telling you that her mother used that situation against you both.” Devlin shrugged. “You were both children, the promises you made to meet again weren’t realistic. The mortal realm and Fairy are different. Expectations are different. Humans get a chance to grow up, Fae…we’re forced into our roles at early ages.”

      Allie looked back at the ground. “How old you are, Devlin?”

      “Do you know how I was when we met?”

      She shook her head.

      “Magic.” He chuckled. “I was twelve when we last met.”

      Allie stared at him. “Twelve?”

      He nodded.

      “You seemed so much older.”

      Devlin shrugged. “Dor was nine, Oriana is the oldest, she was fifteen when you met her.” He shrugged. “We’re all teenagers in a messed up world. Your greatest worry right now is what? College? Work? Ours is the fall of our courts, our powers being drained, and stopping the Red Queen from ruining Fairy.”

      Allie stared at him. “My biggest concern is the same as yours. Trust me, my mind isn’t on school or the mortal realm. It’s right here in Fairy and with Cerise.”
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        * * *

      

      Cerise looked up from the parchment in front of her and smiled when Ace marched Oriana into the castle. “Hello Lady Oriana.”

      “Lady Cerise,” Oriana bowed. “I was told you wanted to see me?” She pulled up from her bow and adjusted her waist coat around her. The blues and greens of the threads caught the light and seemed to shift colors like Oriana’s eyes.

      Cerise rolled up the parchment and sat it on the table next to her throne. “Yes, it seems that we have a mortal in our mist. One who used an old spell of mine to get in.”

      Oriana tensed and Cerise raised a brow. “Have something to tell me, Oriana? You were in charge of making sure all those spells were destroyed.” Cerise curled her fingers around the arms of her throne.

      “You put Kit in charge of it since it was his domain.” Oriana met Cerise’s gaze. “He was in charge of the magic. You had Knave and I chasing down other things at the time.”

      Cerise stood and walked down to Oriana. She stopped in front of her old friend, studying the calm demeanor she held. “You and I were friends once. You should join me in my quest. We could be the most powerful creatures, move into and take over other courts and then the other realms.”

      “We aren’t meant to do that.” Oriana stood still as Cerise started to walk around her.

      Cerise studied her. When Cerise became queen the others became distant. Calculating. They had to be plotting against her and now, with a mortal in the land, she knew they were.

      The seer had claimed that Alice would come back and defeat the Red Queen. Originally, Cerise thought it was her mother that Alice would bring down, but as the years went on and the Red Queen grew sick, Cerise realized that the seer had been talking about her.

      “Where is Alice, Oriana?” Cerise stopped in front of her. “I know she’s here. She is the only one I gave that spell to.”

      Oriana swallowed and Cerise knew she was getting ready to lie. “I don’t know.”

      Except there was truth to her words. “You don’t know?” Cerise took a small step back.

      Oriana nodded. “I know what you know, she’s in Fairy somewhere, but that’s all I know.”

      “She’s running around Fairy alone?” Cerise smiled. “This problem may just take care of itself.” She turned to walk back to her throne. A mortal in Fairy wouldn’t get far without help and if Oriana didn’t know where Alice was, maybe the others didn’t either. “Now, where are Kit and Knave?”

      Oriana laughed and it made Cerise want to smack her. “I haven’t seen either of them since you cursed Kit.”

      “I sensed him here. So he has to be somewhere.” Cerise sat back down and dragged her red nails over the arm of her throne. Oriana let out a strangled noise as blood appeared on her arms in the same scratch pattern.

      “I honestly don’t know. I haven’t even seen a footprint from Kit and Knave and I never got along.” Oriana’s voice was tight.

      Cerise had to give her credit. The fae didn’t cover the marks on her arms or make any other noises suggesting she was in pain. “That’s right, you and Knave had a falling out after Alice’s first visit. You wanted to take her back right away. Knave thought it was good for me to meet a mortal.” Cerise smirked. “And look how well that turned out.”

      Oriana kept her face blank. “I think the outcome on that is still to be determined. May I go? I have court duties to attend to.”

      “On the promise that you will bring Alice to me if you come across her.”

      “Alice is her own being, and I have no doubt that she’s making her way toward you. Just on her own terms.” Oriana spun around, the tails of her coat swishing around her as she walked out of the hall.
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