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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “You can’t just leave me behind,” Alice informed her parents as they climbed into the carriage with their respective Cards.   
 
    It would be the last time Henry and Stephan left Wonderland in their current positions; soon Henry’s twin sons – Holden and Samuel – would be taking over the Heart and Spade’s positions.   
 
    Hesitating on the step, Queen Gabrielle moved backward, both feet planted firmly on the ground before she turned to address her eldest daughter, “Somebody from the family needs to stay behind in Wonderland,” she said for the third time since they had gotten the message from Sawyer that Grace was out of Rapunzel’s Tower. 
 
    “I went with you last time,” Alice pouted.  
 
    “And Charlie stayed behind while he was taking his unauthorized tour of Wonderland,” King Ethan reminded her, more in fatherly tones than kingly ones, while leaning his head out of the carriage door where he was already sitting.   
 
    “Someday you are going to be Queen,” her mother reminded her, “and you will have to put Wonderland and all its people first.  And,” she sighed, “I learned this one the hard way, you will even have to put Wonderland above your own children.  No matter how much it rankles, Wonderland will not accept anything less than the best possible Queen and King to manage things.”   
 
    It wasn’t the first time that Queen Gabrielle wondered if she had made a huge mistake refusing to send Alice off to the other realm to be Fostered instead of Nadine.  What would have happened to Alice?  Both girls’ lives would have been vastly different, even if where they were placed never changed.  
 
    She still hadn’t accepted that her cousin and his wife had died.  There were far greater things for her to deal with at the moment, including the fact that her daughter’s Coronation should have been this year, but both the Queen and Wonderland knew that it wasn’t possible.   
 
    Wonderland was thinking, considering, and even with her magical ties to the kingdom, Queen Gabrielle didn’t know what It was trying to figure out.   
 
    “But she is my sister,” Alice pouted.  
 
    “And so is Nadine, but you treated her poorly because Grace used her as an excuse to leave the castle and take on her Quests, all because you keep putting yours off,” her mother snapped.   
 
    “Mother!”  
 
    Shaking her head, Queen Gabrielle turned back around and climbed into the carriage.   
 
    “Father?” Alice pleaded, looking at King Ethan through the window.  
 
    Shaking his head, “I raised you to be ambitious, determined, loyal.  I never thought those traits would be twisted into being cold, selfish, and snobbish.”   
 
    Turning back around, King Ethan thumped the wall behind his head. Only his wife saw him slowly close his eyes. 
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    Kicking a shoe off into the corner of her room, Alice pouted.  She knew people didn’t like her; she was the Crown Princess for crying out loud!  Nobody was supposed to like her!  Someday she’d be telling them what to do, making judgment calls, and creating laws for everybody to follow.   
 
    ‘Except,’ the tiny voice in the back of her head whispered, ‘people love your mother and she isn’t snotty and selfish.’   
 
    “I still have plenty of time,” Alice said aloud to her empty room.  “Mother is only fifty-three years old.”   
 
    ‘And she became Queen at twenty-five.’ 
 
    Gah!  Why did that little voice in her head have to be right?   
 
    ‘She went through her Quests at twenty-one.’ 
 
    “But she had to be accepted by the Enchanted Forest. And by Wonderland.” 
 
    “And so do you.” 
 
    It took her a moment to realize that that voice hadn’t come from inside her head.  It had come from the doorway.   
 
    “Oh, David.  I didn’t know you were there,” she whispered, pressing a hand against her chest in a feeble attempt to calm her racing heart.   
 
    “I’m always here.  That might be part of your problem,” he stated.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Wonderland is floundering, Your Highness,” he bowed once he’d said her title.  “You should have done your Quests four years ago.  It’s Tradition.”   
 
    “Hang Tradition!” 
 
    “Do you hear yourself?” he softly asked her, still not stepping foot into her room.  “Part of the Queen’s concerns are because of you.  Because Wonderland is floundering and you have yet to take any initiative.” 
 
    “I’m not Grace!” Alice shouted.  “I don’t just do things.”   
 
    “And maybe that was my fault for doing whatever you commanded of me while we were growing up.  I learned something recently.  Some of the things Jonathan let Grace get away with was because he knew she needed to learn how to do it.  He let her leave the castle and Wonderland, following her to make certain she made it to the Enchanted Forest bridge before he quietly told your parents that she had gone.  However, they already knew she was gone.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “Because you are the Crown Princess I protected you more than I should have,” David sighed.  “Maybe I should have thrown you into the deep end and watch you sink or swim.”  Shaking his head, he kept talking, “But what did I know?  I was eighteen when I took over as your official Card and could see what damage I’d already done by letting you send me off on whatever trivial mission you wanted.  But I was eighteen, much too young to know how to correct that behavior.  And you were fifteen and probably wouldn’t have done it.”   
 
    “I thought we were friends, but you’re taking their side,” Alice pouted.   
 
    “We haven’t been friends since you were eight and realized that I would do whatever you asked of me.  And I was eleven and hadn’t learned how to watch my father in his duties yet.  I was supposed to protect you, not do everything for you.  Like the time Grace was seven and decided to climb that tree.  Jonathan and Holden were watching her.” 
 
    “She still fell out of that tree and broke her arm,” Alice reminded him. 
 
    “And as soon as her cast was off, Jonathan and my brother taught her how to properly climb a tree.  To check the branches before she put her full weight on them, before she grabbed them to pull her up.” 
 
    “I never wanted to learn how to climb a tree.” 
 
    “Or learn how to swim.  I ended standing guard as you sat under a tree reading a book while our siblings and cousins splashed and played in that pond.  It was so hot.  I wanted more than anything to join them, but because I am your Card, I had to stand guard.”  Shaking his head, David added, “I should have thrown you in the water and forced you to learn how to swim.  Like Jonathan did to Grace and Charlie.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have dared.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded.  “That’s the problem.  Maybe if I had you wouldn’t be this stuffy pain in the ass.” 
 
    “David!” Alice shouted in protest as he left the room, shutting the door behind him with barely an audible click.  
 
    Gesturing to some of his older cousins – his Uncle Charlie’s, may he rest in peace, sons – he asked Edmund and Isaac to watch the princess.  “I need to spend some time away from her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Throwing something, she didn’t know what, Alice started letting out a string of cuss words that would horrify her mother and make her younger male cousins grin.   
 
    She’d show them.  She’d do what they all said she couldn’t do.  Wouldn’t do.  She would go on her Quests and quest the quest out of those Quests.   
 
    Shaking her head, she wondered at her thoughts.  Quest the quest out of those Quests?  Did that make any sense?   
 
    Not really.  She didn’t care.  The intent was what really mattered.   
 
    First things first, she considered what needed to be done.  Alice needed to change her appearance so people wouldn’t be so quick to recognize her.  It didn’t have to last very long; just long enough to get her out of Wonderland without people identifying her on sight.   
 
    Heading downstairs, she went to the kitchens.  This wasn’t something she could send David to get.  She didn’t even know where David was!   
 
    Halting in place, she stared at her cousins standing on either side of her door.  “Where’s David?” 
 
    “He went to the Training Grounds,” Isaac lied. 
 
    At the same time, Edmund stated, “He was summoned to the Card’s Hall.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow at her older cousins, Alice merely shook her head.  “He was annoyed.  Probably went to the Tavern like he normally does whenever he needs a break from me.”   
 
    Snapping into place, Isaac asked, “Do you need anything, Princess?” 
 
    Scowling – not that her cousins saw her – Alice pondered his use of her title.  They were cousins.  They were her older cousins.  Why did they insist on calling her ‘Princess’?  They called Grace by her name.  They called Charlie by his name, even if some of their cousins hesitated for a brief moment as they recalled the uncle Charlie had been named after.  Edmund, Alexander, and Isaac – Uncle Charlie’s children – only called her brother ‘Char’ whenever he was around.   
 
    Come to think about it, many of their other cousins would call him Char instead of by his name.   
 
    “Princess?” Edmund asked, a little worried at the confused expression on Alice’s face once they’d caught up with her march down the hallway.   
 
    Shaking her head, Alice shoved all of her thoughts to the back of her mind and went on with her mission.  “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “I can go get it,” she tried to assure him.   
 
    The whispers coming from behind her as she passed them concerned her a little.  Did they really think she wasn’t capable of going to the Kitchens?  Just because she always sent David to fetch her some tea or a snack… 
 
    With that offhand thought, Alice started thinking again.  She always sent David.  Had she ever even rung the bell in the corner of the room?  Or gone down there herself.   
 
    “But,” she whispered, “sending David was more efficient.  Then the maids wouldn’t have to stop whatever they were doing to get me something.”   
 
    “Princess?” this time from Isaac.   
 
    “Nothing.  It was nothing,” she dismissed with a weak shake of her head.   
 
    Alice was on a mission and she wasn’t going to let these troublesome thoughts waylay her a moment longer.   
 
    Pushing her way into the Kitchens, she stood there, stunned, as every single person inside the room froze in place before dropping into a curtsy once the shock wore off.  
 
    Hands covered in dough, Cook asked, “What can I do for you, Princess?” 
 
    “Some strong rosehip tea?” she asked, realizing too late that her voice came out as a squeak. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Some strong rosehip tea and another pot or two of just hot water.  I’m planning on giving my hair a quick wash.  By the time I finish my tea, it should be cooled down enough that I can use it.” 
 
    “I’ll send a maid up with it as soon as it’s ready,” Cook bobbed another curtsy.  “She can stay and help you with your hair.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Alice protested.  “I can manage.”  Turning on the ball of her foot, she left the kitchen with her guards trailing along behind her.  Now, all she could to do was wait.   
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    Steaming pots of tea in front of her, Alice firmly shut the door on her cousins, twisting the lock into place.   
 
    Only a small handful of people had the key and she doubted David handed over his copy.  The last time he had, Donovan accidentally lost it and they had to change the locks to her room when he couldn’t find it. 
 
    Inhaling a deep breath, she went to her mirror and pulled out the sharp pair of scissors she kept in the drawer just in case she needed to do some mending without having to call one of the servants or seamstresses to her room.  
 
    She wasn’t completely helpless like everybody thought.  She could sew.  She had convinced – by the exchange of coin – one of her cousins to teach her everything he knew about knots and knot tying.   
 
    Charles – Uncle Stephan’s youngest – didn’t know what hit him when Alice had made the request.   
 
    Without considering her actions, Alice tied her long hair back, leaving just enough so that she could pull it back into what her mother called a ponytail, and cut right above the ribbon.  Shaking her head, she realized that her head felt a lot lighter without that additional foot of hair.   
 
    “I see why Grace likes to keep her hair cut around her shoulders now,” she whispered to the mirror, staring at her blonde locks.   
 
    Without another thought, she removed the sachet of tea that was left in the pot.  Hopefully, she crossed her fingers, it would be enough.  She’d requested strong rosehip tea in the hopes that whoever made it would put twice the amount of tea in the bag before dropping it in the pot.   
 
    “I definitely don’t need to do this right here,” she whispered, eying the tied together bundle of hair that once had been on her head.   
 
    Grabbing up the ribbon, she placed the hair and the scissors in the middle of her vanity table where anybody could see it when they entered the room.   
 
    Moving to the mirror, she applied the colored water to her hair, hoping that it would work.  With any luck, she’d have some red in her hair once everything was over.  “If Madge can do it, then so can I,” she declared, thinking about Madeline Hatter’s daughter.   
 
    Twenty minutes later, she rinsed the stain out, closed her eyes, and crossed her fingers before checking that the tea worked.   
 
    Opening one eye to check, she noticed that there was a slight strawberry blonde tint to her hair.  It was just enough to work.   
 
    After taking the time to dry her hair, she slipped out of her room and into the servant’s passage that connected her room to Grace’s.  Her younger sister wouldn’t care if Alice borrowed a dress or two.  Some of the ones Grace practiced in would be simple enough to get Alice out of the castle, over the Bridge, and into the Enchanted Forest.  Even then, her sister’s dresses would be more practical than some of the ruffled messes in her own wardrobe.   
 
    Eying the pair of boots in the bottom, she grabbed those as well.  “Thank goodness we are the same size,” Alice grinned.  “These are definitely sturdier than mine.”    
 
    Returning to her room, Alice changed clothes, leaving on her silk stockings.  It was nearly summer and she assumed her wool stockings would be too uncomfortable in the heat.  She assumed she would only be gone a few weeks. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Calmly, David sat down on the barstool next to Jonathan at the Rabbit Hole Tavern and raised a finger.  
 
    The bartender, used to seeing the cousins sitting on those exact stools, nodded her head and went to get David the ale he preferred.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” Jonathan asked, looking down at his cider.   
 
    “Wondering what you are doing here and not heading to Oublié,” David stated, giving the bartender a smile and nod as he slid his coin across the bar to pay for his drink.   
 
    She blushed.   
 
    “We don’t know what my status is going to be,” Jonathan mumbled, “so I decided to stay behind.  Even if the Princess decides to come back, we have to consider if her tower-mate will be joining her.  I stayed behind to make certain that the Younger Prince of Oublié’s room and guard is settled.” 
 
    “Who are you considering?”  
 
    “I’d like to assign him Holden or Samuel, but they are about to get promoted,” Jonathan confessed.   
 
    “Right, Father and Uncle Stephan are about to retire, but they might hold off a little longer.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “Because the Crown Princess,” he growled into his mug, “decided that now is the perfect time to run away.” 
 
    “I figured you two had gotten into another argument.  But how do you know that’s she’s…Oh…Right,” Jonathan quickly corrected himself.  “It’s been long enough I nearly forgot: Tracker Bonds.” 
 
    “She’s still in the castle.  I want to bet she just stole some of Grace’s clothes.  For a moment, while I was walking here, I could tell that she was in the kitchen.  Who knows why.” 
 
    “Bet that was a shock for the kitchen staff,” Jonathan chuckled.  
 
    “I wish I was there instead of Edmund and Isaac.”   
 
    Almost dropping his own mug, only half full with the cider he’d been nursing for over an hour,  Jonathan looked at David before asking, “How does Isaac do with guarding?”  
 
    “For Prince Trystan?  Go with whichever one of your cousins or your brother you get along with best,” David advised him.   
 
    As the Crown Princess’s Card, Henry the Heart’s eldest son, and one of the oldest cousins – excepting Uncle Charlie’s children, but Edmund, Alexander, and Isaac preferred being Tens and not Jacks – David knew he was going to be the head of the Jacks.  It was a task he wasn’t exactly looking forward to.   
 
    “Why the long face?” the bartender asked, leaning forward while crossing an arm over her chest to keep him from seeing too much.   
 
    “I just realized that as soon as the Crown Princess assumes the Throne, I’ll be the Head Card.”   
 
    “I thought you wanted it,” Jonathan asked by his side.  
 
    “I never really thought about it,” David confessed.  “I knew it, but I never really considered the implications.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be, you know,” Jonathan pointed out.  “You just need to talk to our fathers before they retire.”   
 
    “Father will be so disappointed.” 
 
    “I would like to point out,” the bartender – David really needed to get her name – “that not everything is the same as it was when Queen Alice’s mother was the Queen.  The Spade is her Card, but your father, the Heart, is the Head Card.  And even now, you are the only one of your father’s children with Card responsibilities.  Two of the Spade’s sons are Cards.  Your cousin is the son of the Former Diamond.” 
 
    “David,” he grinned at her, holding out his hand.   
 
    “I know,” she grinned back at him.   
 
    David ignored the nudge Jonathan gave him.   
 
    “This is my cousin, Jonathan.” 
 
    “I know that too.”  Turning on her feet, she hurried down to the other end of the bar to take care of another customer who was loudly signaling for her. 
 
    “What was that?” Jonathan hissed.  “Why are you trying to flirt with Emerald?” 
 
    “Is that her name?” David smiled.  “I’ve never had the time to get to know her.  I’ve always been doing Alice’s bidding.”   
 
    “You’ve got a weird expression on your face.” 
 
    “I’m smiling,” David countered, hesitating when he realized it was too long since he had last smiled.  He didn’t like the realization.  “And Emerald is right.  Things can change.”   
 
    Turning on the stool to face his cousin, he instructed.  “Get Drake, Sawyer, Charles, Christian, Donovan, and my brothers together.  We, as Cards and potential Suits, need to get together and have a discussion.  If any of the others want to join, let them.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to badly flirt with Emerald and telepathically monitor Princess Alice’s movements.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to go after her?” Jonathan asked his cousin, stunned. 
 
    Shrugging, David shook his head.  “It’s Wonderland.  What could happen to the Crown Princess?” 
 
    “Franklin Black’s younger son is still missing.” 
 
    “He’s not missing,” David chuckled at the misconception they let float around.  “He’s a Huntsman.  Uncle Ethan and Father had to sign off on his registration forms before he could go through training.” 
 
    “What?  Why?  How do you know this?” 
 
    “I was there.  Because of his grandmother, he needed royal permission and a few witnesses including his father and brother to confirm that he was signing up on his own accord and merit.  I don’t know how to answer your first question, the what.”   
 
    “How can you be so calm about this?” 
 
    “Were you this frantic when Grace ran away to go on her Quests?” 
 
    “No,” Jonathan admitted.  “But everybody knew what Grace was planning down to the kitchen staff when they noticed the small waxed cheese wheels, dried fruits, and jerky had gone missing over several days.  They intentionally left the small loaves of bread out for a few nights until Grace pilfered those as well.”   
 
    “Then what’s the difference here?” 
 
    “Alice isn’t prepared at all.” 
 
    “And that’s something she needs to learn to do on her own.  I won’t always be there to help her out.”  Finishing off the rest of his ale, David signaled for another one.  “Have everybody meet tomorrow.  Invite Jenny, Aileen, Edmund, Alexander, and Isaac as well.  Invite all the non-Royal cousins.  Card’s Hall.  We’ll need secrecy if we are about to shake things up.”   
 
    “What can I do for you, Diamond?” Emerald asked once Jonathan left. 
 
    “Your name suits you,” he smiled at her, feeling rusty when he used that particular facial expression.  He could only hope it wasn’t scaring anybody. 
 
    “I’ve heard that one before,” she sighed.  “If you aren’t going to order another one, leave so that somebody who will leave a generous tip will sit there.”   
 
    “Oh, I’m ordering another one.” 
 
    Everybody in the bar turned around and looked at him.  David the Diamond never ordered a second ale.   
 
    It took two hours for him to finish that second drink, chatting with Emerald as he nursed it.  When he was about to order dinner, he felt Alice making her move by boldly walking out of the castle gates.   
 
    It wouldn’t take her long to pass through the village.  
 
    Tossing down a few coins, more than necessary to pay for his two drinks, David informed Emerald that he would be back the next day before he left the tavern.   
 
    Now all he needed to do was wait and not be seen. 
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    Stopping in front of the Bridge connecting the Enchanted Forest to Wonderland, Alice pondered what she was about to do.  She couldn’t know that her sister, Grace, had done the exact same thing not that long ago.   
 
    It was a big step.  A huge step.  
 
    She couldn’t see whatever was on the other side of the bridge, even though she’s traveled over it many times.  Always in a carriage.  Always experiencing this slowing down of time as they passed through a gel-like barrier. 
 
    It unnerved her that the Enchanted Forest could decide to keep people stuck on story islands or in the Enchanted Forest.  It might not even let her pass through to the other side.   
 
    Would Wonderland be okay if the Forest refused to let her enter and start her Quests?   
 
    Alice wanted to bet that Grace hadn’t even hesitated on crossing over the bridge.  Grace had always been braver about doing new things, things nobody thought a princess should do.   
 
    She was the eldest and yet everybody flocked to Grace for ideas about what to do, what to play, etc.   
 
    And it cost David the chance to live his life.  Sighing, Alice dropped her head and drew in a deep breath.  Looking up, she faced the magical barrier and walked on through it.   
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    David, nodding his head as a feeling he’d never felt before encased him, watched the barrier for a long moment before turning around and heading home.   
 
    He should have asked Jonathan how he dealt with the feeling of loneliness Jonathan surely felt when Grace had made her own crossing over the Bridge.  It felt weird.  Ever since David was three Alice’s presence was a constant companion.  They’d never been apart, not really.  Even when everybody else was off doing other things, they were together.  Even when he got frustrated with her and had to leave for a little while, he could still sense her.   
 
    And maybe he let her get away with stuff because he felt her feeling of inadequacy.  But he was beginning to realize all that did was hurt both of them.   
 
    He was going to miss his cousin, but while she was off on an adventure, he was going to start living his life. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Forest had a plan.  In reality, It always had a plan but was never capable of verbally communicating said plan.   
 
    Right at that very moment, there were four princes and princesses in the Forest on their Quests.   
 
    Princess Snow of Schnee was currently wandering around with seven dwarves as companions.  Prince Chord Erickson of Majstro was about to find her, but instead the Forest was pondering sending the prince into Oublié since that Kingdom opened up.  It wasn’t time for anybody to meet Princess Snow yet, but the youngest offspring of the Majstro monarchs decided to get creative and stray from the path.  It made for a complication that needed the Forest’s immediate attention. 
 
    Princess Rosemary of Roschen needed to stay far away from Prince Henry of Charmante, so right now the Forest had them going around in circles until their Quests could be figured out.  The Forest was pondering sending Prince Chord in her direction if the prince would ever cooperate.  
 
    It was a shame that Henry’s sister, Eleanor – but please, call her Ella – decided to go away into the other realm for college.  Whatever that was.  The Forest had big plans for her.   
 
    The addition of Alice, the Crown Princess of Wonderland, to the mix of Questing Royals was long overdue, in the Forest’s opinion. 
 
    Not that the Forest was capable of sharing Its opinion.   
 
    Not that anybody would listen to the Enchanted Forest’s opinions.  All It did was keep the Royals from finding the more sociopathic creatures and becoming fodder for their amusement.  Nope.  The Forest ensured that good and evil remained balanced and that the various capable Huntsmen were shown the various paths they needed to take to conquer whatever tasks that needed conquering.   
 
    Instead, these princes and princesses were sent into the Enchanted Forest so that the Forest could reward virtue and help curb vice.  The Forest was used to emphasize the characteristics that made for a good Royal and help mend the flaws that needed correcting.   
 
    It was a thankless job.  Not many princes and princesses thanked the Forest for everything it did for them.  The Huntsmen knew better.  But those pesky princes and princesses.  Ugh!  What the Forest would do for a geyser so that It could accidentally lead an annoying Royal into it and let them flounder around.   
 
    Not that the Forest would let a geyser actually go off and spray hot water and eject royals through the air or anything.  The Forest was upset, not murderous.    
 
    And now the annoying buzz of Princess Alice poked and prodded at the Forest to determine what her Quests should be.  The problem was, there were so many things that Alice needed to work on and so many other people the Forest also needed to focus on.  
 
    There was that Huntsman guarding Granny’s Cottage for example.  If he really wanted to believe that he wasn’t lost and looking for meaning in his existence by dedicating his life to guarding the Enchanted Forest, then…the Forest trailed off in Its thoughts.   
 
    That Huntsman had given his consent to escort any travelers in need of his assistance.  That included Questing Royals.   
 
    Only which one? 
 
    Considering the options, the Forest created Its path for Princess Alice.  It might send her wandering for a few days, but it was intent on making her aware of the importance of being prepared.  It would be a day or three before the princess arrived at her first destination.  
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    Sitting down on a stump not even six hours later, Alice pulled off Grace’s boots and rubbed her aching feet.  She didn’t know the reason Grace hadn’t taken the boots with her was because she hadn’t broken them in yet. 
 
    “I should have worn the wool stockings,” she grumbled to herself.   
 
    It was just as well that the Forest left her in the middle of a clearing without a path forward or backward.  If she was given a choice Alice just might have turned around and gone right back to Wonderland.  
 
    Which, she admitted, would put her right back in the middle of the problems she was currently trying to take care of.  Only it would be worse.  Much worse.   
 
    Noticing a berry bush nearby, Alice sighed.  “At least I know enough to recognize that these are not poisonous berries.”  Getting off the log, she limped over to the bush and collected as many as she could hold in her hand.   
 
    It took two trips back and forth between the log and the bush before Alice plopped inelegantly on the ground and ate her fill.  Shortly later, with a full belly and the realization that she should have packed some food and not just a few changes of clothes, she found a spot to sleep. 
 
    Her mother made it through the Enchanted Forest without anything, she reasoned.  There was no reason why she couldn’t as well. 
 
    A little voice in the back of her mind reminded her that her mother didn’t have a clue that she was going to be entering the Enchanted Forest that day and that her father had packed a few things.  Also, as a Huntsman, he knew how to find food and overall supply any needs they encountered.   
 
    “I should have been better prepared,” she whispered aloud to the trees before dropping off into sleep, using her stolen change of clothes as a pillow.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was two days later when, looking down, Alice realized she’d stepped in a giant chicken foot shaped hole.  If it wasn’t for Grace asking their parents a million questions about that part of their adventure, Alice wouldn’t have a clue what was about to happen.   
 
    Looking over to her right, there was the fence made of bones with ‘human’ skulls situated every couple of posts.  Those couldn’t all be human bones, could they?  Certainly, some of them had to be from animals.  Why would anybody have a fence made of bones?  What happened when she relocated?  Did the fence stay behind or did it magically unassemble itself and reassemble itself when the Baba Yaga chose her new location?   
 
    She couldn’t ask any of those thoughts aloud.  It would use up her one important question and she was smart enough not to do that.  She also doubted she would be able to get any other questions out of the way.  
 
    Looking around her, Alice mused that the Enchanted Forest was definitely different than Wonderland.   
 
    “Princess Grace, you know I can’t answer any more questions for you,” a youngish looking woman – probably around cousin Jenny’s age – sighed as she carried a basket filled with herbs and wild carrots.  “Oh, you aren’t Princess Grace,” she halted, nearly dropping her basket.  “But you are almost identical.” 
 
    “We get that a lot.  It was worse when we were younger,” Alice gracefully nodded her head at who she assumed was the Baba Yaga, but she didn’t dare ask.  “I am…” 
 
    “I know who you are,” the Baba Yaga interrupted with a sigh.  “You are the Crown Princess Alice of Wonderland.  I was expecting your visit much later today.”  Scrunching her brow, she added, “And much sooner as well.” 
 
    Mouth opening to ask a question, she snapped it shut. 
 
    There were so many questions rolling around in her brain. 
 
    Carrying on, the Baba Yaga rambled a little bit, enjoying the weather outside while it lasted.  She knew she’d have to leave this area soon, but she’d hoped to get a few more deliveries of blue rose tea before she needed to be on her way, but this particular Princess’ appearance meant that her time was limited.   
 
    From a distance, the skulls started chattering that the Baba Yaga had a visitor.   
 
    Ignoring them, she started chatting away, not caring about this visitor’s position as she talked.  “You just caught me at the right time.  Your sister found me as an old woman, but it was my day to drink my restorative tea, so Princess Grace was the first to ask a question.  I haven’t had that many people stop by these past few weeks, so I’ve probably aged only about five or seven years since your sister saw me.  I’ve been able to stock up on my tea instead of using it.” 
 
    “You must be thirty.” 
 
    “A lady never reveals her age, even to those present at her birth.  Except for her parents.  And grandparents.”  Shaking her head to push away the thoughts that were currently plaguing her, the Baba Yaga changed the subject.  “I don’t see your pack.” 
 
    Alice winced, clutching the change of clothes in her hands, “I didn’t think to bring one.  I was in such a rush to leave the castle that I…” 
 
    A disappointed sigh filled the air.  “I can see that.  And it’s been three days since you left the castle with only the clothes on your back and a badly done disguise.”  She shook her head at the strawberry blonde streaks from where Alice had gotten caught in the rain.  “Come inside.  I am not going to let the demise of a Crown Princess weigh on my conscience.” 
 
    “Baba Yaga,” one of the skulls sounded, “You have a visitor!”  
 
    “I can see that,” she rolled her eyes at the skull. 
 
    “Hey!” called out one next to the gate being opened.  “It was my turn!”  
 
    “You were taking a nap,” replied the skull five posts away. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can steal my job!” the right gate skull chattered.  “You are supposed to be watching the garden.” 
 
    “I’m on the wrong side of the fence, dingus.”  
 
    “Don’t call me a dingus!”  
 
    “Dingus!”  
 
    “Baba Yaga!” the right gate skull whined. 
 
    “Hush,” she responded.  
 
    “I hate when the Baba Yaga is young again.  Old Baba Yaga doesn’t tell us what to do,” right gate skull grumbled.  
 
    “Yes she does,” another skull on the other side of the gate corrected.  
 
    “Does not.” 
 
    “Does too.” 
 
    “Not.” 
 
    “Too.” 
 
    “Not.” 
 
    “I told you to be quiet,” the Baba Yaga growled at the skulls.  Turning to the right gate post skull, “And it wasn’t your turn to let me know that I have a visitor that I was obviously already aware of.  It was Left Gate’s turn.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Left Gate spoke up.  “It was my turn and now I get two.”  
 
    Alice suspected if the skull had a tongue it would have stuck it out at its gate companion.   
 
    “That’s not fair!” 
 
    “You stole my turn!”  
 
    “I did not!  Garden Skull did!”  
 
    A skull on the left side of the gate, several posts down, explained, “Garden Gate says she can’t even see the front of the building, let alone the road.” 
 
    “Forest Guard Skull then,” Right Gate pouted.  Alice could almost see the expression as if through magic.   
 
    “If you don’t stop this chatter by the time I get to the door I will snap my fingers and reassign you.”  
 
    Left Gate Skull opened its jaw before snapping it back in place.  She wasn’t about to argue and lose her turns.  Instead, she turned to stare at her companion.  
 
    “Why….” Alice paused, backtracking, “That skull looks like she’s glaring at the other skull.” 
 
    “Magic.  Baba Yaga fence magic, to be exact.  I got tired of not knowing their expressions.  It helps monitor their tones.”  Turning the doorknob, she led Alice into the small room which was still bigger than it looked from the inside.  “Good thing I stocked up since I gave your sister a ton of things.”   
 
    Pulling out a chair, she gestured at Alice to sit down while she got to work.  The Baba Yaga’s first stop was to a wardrobe where she pulled out a medium-sized tote bag.  Glancing over at the princess she added a spare skirt, boys’ pants, wool stockings, and a thick blanket.” 
 
    Alice said nothing even though she was bursting to ask if all of that was necessary.  She reasoned that if an all-knowing Baba Yaga deemed it necessary, then it was necessary.   
 
    “You must be starving,” the Baba Yaga commented, bustling around some more to lay a plate of food on the table.  “You said you have been in the Forest for a few days and didn’t pack anything.” 
 
    “To be honest,” Alice hesitated, “I am.  I found some edible fruits, probably Forest provided…” 
 
    Interrupting, the Baba Yaga gave some insight into the Forest that the princess probably missed, “The Enchanted Forest really does protect the princesses and princes sent out on Quests.  But Its generosity will not last forever.  If you miss out on several of the Forest’s nudges then eventually it would send you back home.”  
 
    “Even if I never passed a Quest.” 
 
    “That would have been your Quest.  But,” the Baba Yaga grinned with thankfully all of her teeth, “I was here.  If I wasn’t here, that would be another story.  The Forest wanted you to find me.” 
 
    Alice considered the woman’s words as the Baba Yaga bustled through her small cottage, filling the bag with wax-wrapped packages of jerky, dried fruits, some nuts, a small kettle and two cups, a few boxes of tea, and a few other things she deemed important.  
 
    If Alice had watched, she would have wondered how everything fit in that bag, but she hadn’t been watching so there was no reason for her to currently ponder the magical bag that was gifted to her.  The princess was stuffing her face with the food on her plate instead of paying attention. 
 
    “There,” the woman grinned.  “You have a bunch of dehydrated food and other travel snacks.  Just remember to drink plenty of water when you eat them; they can have a few…” she trailed off before delicately stating, “consequences that will leave you feeling quite uncomfortable if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Shaking her head, “No, I don’t,” Alice responded.   
 
    “They can leave you constipated, my dear,” Baba Yaga grinned.  “Dehydrated.  Some people experience headaches because of the salt used to cure the jerky.  Just boil your water before you use it, filter it – I left you some cheesecloth in the bag, about five folds should do it.  It isn’t the best method, but it will get the larger particles out of the water and should keep you relatively safe.  Just, make certain you boil and filter the water before you use it.  And make certain you remain hydrated.  One poor princess got so dehydrated on her trip the Forest sent somebody to find her and take her home.  You’ll want to avoid that.”   
 
    It was right at that moment Alice began to understand that she was vastly under-trained for this mission.  She should have listened to Grace, to Charlie, even to David the many times one of them tried to get her to do something, anything, that might prepare her for her Quests.   
 
    Settling down in the seat across from her, the Baba Yaga poured some tea that Alice hadn’t been aware was on the table, steaming, into two teacups, both with their own different type of teabag.   
 
    A special blend of tea created by the Hatters was in Alice’s cup; a type of tea intended for clarity and focus.  An entire box was somewhere in the bag that the Baba Yaga packed.   
 
    “This is for clarity.  I put some in your bag,” the woman downplayed just how much.  “I advise you to drink it whenever you are confused about something.  It will help give you insight and understanding as it calms you.  There is also some Traveler Tea for in the mornings.  It will give you energy for your adventure; I couldn’t pack enough for your entire trip, but there’s enough to last a while.  If you don’t need it, don’t use it.  Also, some tea to help you sleep, focus, and in case you get sick.  Each bag or box is labeled to let you know which tea is which.” 
 
    She hesitated before shaking her head.  “Before I forget.  Whatever you do, don’t double up on the Insomnia Tea.  It has a drugging effect and the drinker will be unresponsive for six to twelve hours, if not longer.  They won’t even know if somebody else is doing something to them.” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that.” 
 
    “You should do better than try.  You will do.” 
 
    Taking a sip to judge if she needed to add anything, Alice hesitated.  Even she could tell that once these cups of tea were gone it would be time for her to ask her question or leave.   
 
    But she didn’t know her question. 
 
    Would she be a good Queen? 
 
    Was Grace okay? 
 
    Would Wonderland ever love her like her mother or sister?   
 
    Would she always be called the Ice Princess whenever people didn’t think she could hear them? 
 
    So many questions, but she was limited to only one.   
 
    Finishing off her tea, Alice placed the teacup back on the saucer.  Looking up, she realized that some of her questions she would have to answer herself.  As for those things she wanted to change, she would have to change those aspects of herself as well.   
 
    “Do you have a question for me, Princess?” Baba Yaga asked, placing her cup lightly on the table in front of her.   
 
    “Yes, but not anything I can ask right now,” Alice confessed.  “Some of these questions I can answer for myself.”   
 
    However, the question of if she would make a good queen circled in her mind, poking at her.   
 
    Maybe later… 
 
    “I cannot guarantee that you will ever see me again,” the Baba Yaga reminded her.  “Much like your father, I see.  He once also turned down asking me a question, but I have yet to see him again, over thirty years later.” 
 
    “I know what his question was.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He wanted to know if he would ever be good enough for my mother.  Considering Wonderland answered that question for him, I think waiting was in my father’s best interests.” 
 
    “But things would have happened much more quickly if he had asked,” Baba Yaga pointed out, handing over the pack and waiting until after Alice had the strap in her own hands.  Even then she didn’t drop the bag.   
 
    She knew what would happen the moment she let go. 
 
    “Some things a person must learn for themselves,” Alice pondered aloud. 
 
    “Remember that,” was the last thing the other woman said to Alice before letting go of the strap.  In an instant the small cottage disappeared from around Alice, her hand the only one gripping the travel pack.   
 
    Alice looked around her.  There was no bone fence.  There was no chicken-footed cottage.  It was just her, trees, and path that only went in one direction.   
 
    “I’m going,” she mumbled.  “Just, please let me change my stockings first.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    After a few days of walking, Alice stumbled over a tree root that appeared out of nowhere.   
 
    Looking to her right as she climbed to her feet, she saw a sign: Granny’s Cottage.   
 
    “Oh,” she let out a long breath as she turned to face the building, but she also didn’t make a move towards the landmark.   
 
    Frozen in place, she didn’t notice that the paths had all vanished, except the small one leading up to the cottage.  The Forest wanted to show her something and it had the patience to wait her out. 
 
    The Huntsman behind her, however, did not have the Enchanted Forest’s reserves of patience.  He needed those trails to come back and he needed them five minutes ago.  There was some dead wood that needed chopping not far from where they were and he needed that path to make certain he didn’t get lost.   
 
    “Are you going to make a move any time now, Princess?” he grumbled loud enough she could hear him from about twenty feet away.   
 
    Spinning around, Alice nearly stumbled.  “Oh, I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “That’s because you were too busy not paying attention.  Even the Forest knew it.  It took a tree root to wake you up.” 
 
    Looking at the ground, she noticed that the tree root in question was now gone.  “Huh.” 
 
    “Are you going into the Cottage so that I can get back to work or are you just going to stand there?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “The Enchanted Forest won’t reveal any more paths until you go into that blasted Granny’s Cottage and face the memory of what your mother experienced.  It did the same thing to your sister, Princess Grace.” 
 
    Drawing back, Alice tilted her head in confusion.  “How did you know that Grace was my sister?”  Followed by, “Grace was here?” 
 
    “Because you are nearly identical, even with your badly done,” studying her hair for a moment before finishing, “rosehip tea dye job.” 
 
    Alice’s hand went to her hair.   
 
    “You tried to wash it,” he stated, “and now it’s a streaky mess.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to comment on it,” she huffed.  
 
    Crossing his arms while lifting the ax in his hands up higher – blade away from his face – the Huntsmen merely looked at her.  
 
    “It’s rude.” 
 
    “I really don’t care,” he countered. 
 
    “You must not have any sisters.”  
 
    “Nope,” he replied with a popping sound at the end. “Just an older brother.  They can be ruthless.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “You have a brother.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I was given a study sheet on all of the Royal families just in case one of them wandered by this particular Granny’s Cottage.  I played close attention to the Wonderland Royals, for obvious reasons, the Charmante Royals since we are in Oublié and near the Charmante border, and I guess in about twenty years or so I’ll be watching out for Oublié royals.”  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He merely raised an eyebrow and didn’t make a committable answer either way.  
 
    Shaking her head, Alice turned around and studied the Cottage.  It wasn’t falling down like she expected it to be, however all the ivy coating the building could be holding the structure up.  But what did she really expect when the Huntsmen placed a Lodge nearby?  They probably did it so somebody could keep watch over the cottage to make certain no new nasty creatures decided to use it as their home base. 
 
    “Are you going in or are you going to just stand there all day?  I’d really like to get my work done before nightfall.”  
 
    “I really don’t want to go in there,” she whispered.  “I heard Mother’s stories about Howard and Father’s experience. “ 
 
    “Then don’t,” the Huntsman shrugged.  
 
    “It’s that simple?” 
 
    “Of course not!  We are both stuck here until you go into that cottage or until I throw you over my shoulder and carry you in there like a sack of potatoes.”  Lowering an arm and moving the ax to where he could safely drop it on the ground without injuring either of them, he got ready to prove his point.  “The Enchanted Forest doesn’t care, and it’ll be happy either way you find yourself in that building.”   
 
    “But I’m a princess!” Alice exclaimed.  “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “I’m a Huntsman, and sometimes huntsman trumps princess, Princess.”   
 
    “What gives you the right?” 
 
    “The Enchanted Forest gives me that right,” he countered, taking a step closer.  “The moment I signed my name to that contract, the Forest judged me, and considering the worst thing that has ever happened since I signed up to be a Huntsman is your appearance, I’d say that the Forest has deemed me worthy of my title.” 
 
    “That was uncalled for.” 
 
    Looking up at the tree branches above him, he asked the Forest, “Did I do something to upset you?  Is that why you led the Princess here?” 
 
    “I can hear you.” 
 
    “Do you know where you can’t hear me?  In Granny’s Cottage where the Forest wants you to go,” he stated, pointing towards the building.  “Your sister wasn’t this whiny.  In fact, I didn’t even know she’d gone in there until she came out.  So, can you do me a favor and go in there and not let me know when you leave so that I can get back to my work in peace?” 
 
    Looking down at the ax near his feet, Alice rolled her eyes.  “I’m not stopping you.” 
 
    “You most definitely are.  The Forest will not reform any of the paths until you go into that Cottage and face your mother’s past.”   
 
    Releasing a deep sigh, Alice started walking towards the building.  She dreaded going in there because she was well aware of what the cottage meant, what the dedication on the sign meant.   
 
    “Princess,” the Huntsman called out after her.  “Here!” he warned her before tossing a flashlight from his pack.  “I doubt you have any matches, and after what your sister considered doing, it’s been highly suggested that nobody uses any candles, lanterns, or any other type of flame-operated lighting source.  I doubt you have a flashlight.  The batteries are new, but they don’t last very long in the Forest.” 
 
    “They don’t in Wonderland either.  Magic drains batteries.  I guess the various energies compete against each other.” she said.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem.  Just leave it on the front step of the Huntsmen Cabin when you are done.”   
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Alice gathered up what little courage she had within her.  It wasn’t much; she wasn’t brave like Grace.  Maybe that was why she passed up on doing things like learning how to swim when they were younger.  Maybe it wasn’t her pride that kept her from embarrassing herself but fear instead.   
 
    Opening the door with one hand, she turned on the flashlight with the other.  She wasn’t surprised to see dust and cobwebs covering everything including the invasive ivy clinging to the ceiling rafters.  “I can see why they decided to not let any flame into this place,” she whispered, not daring to speak any louder.  “It would go up in seconds.”   
 
    She could see the table, a red cloak, and a surprisingly shiny silver knife on the floor near a chair.  A chair where her mother had been tied into place.  The rope still on the floor where it would have fallen once her mother had gotten free.   
 
    A shudder filled her, causing her to look away from the scene, a scene that she only read about.  Alice never was one to pester her parents for details about her mother’s Quests; that was been Grace.  But she did read about it in her parents’ journals that were kept in the castle library, journals meant to detail Queen Gabrielle and King Ethan’s travels through the Enchanted Forest.  She also read the cleaned-up version meant for children’s history books.   
 
    Seeing it.  That was another story.  It was almost as if the memories of the scene played out in front of her.  Alice wondered if Grace had the same experience.   
 
    The wide-open doorway to the basement taunted her.  There was no way Grace had not gone down there.  Grace would have needed to see the red hoods for herself because that was exactly something fearless Grace would have done.   
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Alice retraced her sister’s dusty footprints, cautiously testing her weight on each step before fully stepping down.   
 
    She made it as far as the bottom step before she couldn’t go any further.  There were only the red hooded cloaks in front of her, but it was enough.  Even one cloak was one too many.   
 
    A feeling of disgust caused her to turn, darting back up the stairs and through the doors until she was panting outside, hunched over with her hands on her knees.   
 
    “Princess?” 
 
    “They lived through that.  I read my father’s journal.  There had been a dead girl down there with him, her body tied to a chair.  Mother’s talked about the Were-Huntsman's taunts.  That he was going to eat her while Father and Seafoam the Dragon watched.  How could something be so evil to collect those cloaks and hang them around like they were trophies?  It makes me sick.” 
 
    The Huntsman nodded his head, amazed at the differences in how the two sisters had reacted.   
 
    “Come on,” he sighed.  “I’ll chop my wood tomorrow.  Let’s get you inside and fed.  I hope you like venison stew.  I had some potatoes and carrots I needed to use up before I could justify a run into the nearest town for more supplies.  It’s on the stove simmering so the stew should be nice and warm.” 
 
    Without a word, the Huntsman led her into the Huntsmen’s Cabin.   
 
    “I never got your name,” she whispered, a feeling of relief washing over her.  
 
    “Sebastian,” was all he said while leading her to a chair.  “My name is Sebastian.” 
 
    He had the sinking feeling that several things were about to happen. 
 
    With a full stomach, Alice would end up falling asleep the moment she sat down somewhere even the tiniest bit comfortable.  With luck, he would be able to get her in the spare bedroom on the main floor before that happened.  There was no way he would be able to carry her up the ladder to the converted loft bedroom he favored.  (He even put up a wall for privacy, even if it did block out some of the light from the main floor.)   
 
    He had a sinking feeling that he was about to have to guide Alice through the Enchanted Forest since she seemed clueless about the ways of the Forest.     
 
    Then, the next morning, those exact orders were waiting for him on the table while one of the other Huntsmen was turning ham slices on the stove, a dozen eggs sitting on the counter waiting to be cracked.   
 
    “How did the Head Huntsman know that Princess Alice of Wonderland was in the cabin before she was even in the cabin?  It takes two days to get here from there,” Sebastian asked, grabbing a bowl from the cabinets.  
 
    “I assumed the Forest told him three days ago,” the other Huntsman shrugged before removing the ham from the heat.  Seconds later, after a quick wipe down to get the excess liquid out of the pan, he started pouring ladles of pancake batter.  “Can you get started on those eggs,” he asked, not looking in Sebastian’s direction.     
 
    “Certainly,” he responded, the bowl already in hand.  “So, how did you draw the short straw and get assigned to replace me?” 
 
    “The Head Huntsman is going to be sending out a rookie or three for training, depending on how long you are transporting the Princess.  I’m going to make them sleep in the loft, so if there’s anything you want to be stashed away for safekeeping, you might want to claim one of the footlockers.” 
 
    “You might want to reconsider that sleeping arrangement,” Sebastian grinned.  “Sure, the ladder is a pain, and it’s darker up there, but it’s also warmer up in the loft.” 
 
    “It’s almost the middle of summer.  Are you insane?” 
 
    “We’re in the Forgotten Kingdom.  The weather isn’t as warm as it is to the south of us at Headquarters,” Sebastian pointed out.  “It can still get a little chilly at nights.”   
 
    A sound came from the short hallway dividing the storage room and the bedroom.  “I haven’t slept like that in days,” came next.  “Sebastian, thank you for not letting me fall asleep on that couch.  Oh!”  
 
    Shaking his head, “Princess Alice, this is Joshua Hunt.  He’s here to relieve me of this particular duty.  It’s on the Enchanted Forest’s orders, and my boss, that I escort you through the Enchanted Forest until your Quests are complete and you are back near the Wonderland Bridge.”  
 
    “Oh!” she exclaimed again, glancing over at the previously sealed order on the table nearby.  “But…” Alice hesitated.  “Thank you but that is unnecessary.” 
 
    “The Forest deems it necessary,” he countered, handing Joshua the bowl of eggs he had scrambled.   
 
    From the stove, Joshua added, “And we take the Forest’s orders very seriously.  It’s in our code of conduct.”  
 
    “But, you can’t!” Alice protested. 
 
    Sighing, “Why not?” 
 
    “Because Princesses and Huntsmen fall in love all the time and I don’t want to fall in love with you.  You’re mean.” 
 
    Sebastian closed his eyes while Joshua laughed.  And laughed.  And laughed some more. 
 
    “It’s not that funny,” Alice protested.  “My father was a Huntsman and he, of course, married my mother.” 
 
    “Princess,” Sebastian sighed, eyes still closed with a finger pinching the pressure point at the bridge of his nose, “not all Huntsmen and their charges get married.  Huntsmen are all the time summoned to escort various Princes and Princesses until their charges have enough experience to navigate the Forest on their own.  The Forest has determined that you have little to no survival skills and require a full escort.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not insulting at all,” she pouted until Joshua put a full plate of food in front of her.  “Thank you,” she smiled at him.  “Are you sure you can’t do it?  You seem nice.” 
 
    Sebastian barked out a laugh.   
 
    “No,” Joshua nodded his head, “the Forest assigned Sebastian this role and therefore Sebastian must be your escort.” 
 
    “I never really thought of the Forest as a living entity that can assign jobs to people.”  
 
    “Most people never do,” Joshua confessed.  “But they aren’t Huntsmen either.” 
 
    “Okay, after breakfast we are going look at what you have and make a plan,” Sebastian nodded his head, accepting his own plate from Joshua.  “And I need to double-check my supplies.  I think I need some rope and a few other things.  Hopefully, the Forest will take us to the nearest town in Charmante tomorrow, but it won’t hurt to know what we both have.” 
 
    Not an hour later Sebastian realized why there was a fairly decent sized bag of coins with his orders.  Aside from the things the Baba Yaga had supplied for her, Princess Alice was not at all prepared for her Quests.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    If he had his way, they would not stop and admire the Rapunzel Tower.  He hated knowing that Princess Grace had disappeared into the structure without him knowing.   
 
    Granted, he reasoned, he wasn’t supposed to know it at the time, but he knew it now and that was enough to make him ponder the ways of the Enchanted Forest.  The difference was, he knew he would never fully understand the ways of the Forest.   
 
    “Oh,” Alice breathed out behind him.   
 
    He knew she stopped.  He could feel her stopping even though he’d been walking in front of her.  “We don’t have time for this, Princess.” 
 
    “The Forest led us here,” she countered.  “I’m supposed to see my sister’s trials just as much as I was supposed to see my mother’s trials.” 
 
    “As long as we don’t step foot inside this tower.  I am not in the mood to get stuck there for who knows how long.”  Sighing, he was tempted to drop his pack that contained their bedrolls and blankets, a few dried foods that he could easily carry, a change of clothes, his spare pair of boots, and a few other things he deemed essential.   
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it.  The Forest wasn’t either,” Alice stated, pointing out that the path led them towards the tower but then away from it.   
 
    For a long moment, Alice looked up at the structure.  Finally, once she was over the awe of how isolating that tower would be for her extroverted sister, she sighed.  “Grace always was the brave and adventurous sibling.  It was almost as if she never met a stranger or a challenge she couldn’t conquer.  I’m glad she wasn’t alone up there and I can’t wait to meet Prince Trystan.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you wait in Wonderland?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” she mumbled, hefting her bag back over her shoulders and marching on almost as if she was attempting to get ahead of her past.   
 
    “Princess!” he called after her.  “It’s past time for lunch.  I know of this great little restaurant we can stop at.  You might have heard of it.” 
 
    “The Three Golden Bears?” she whispered, halting in her tracks.  “Can we go?”   
 
    “Yes,” Sebastian nodded his head.  
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    Shaking his head, Sebastian did his best to not grab the Princess’ arm and yank her into the store.  “We do not have much of a choice and we need to stock up on some supplies,” he calmly stated when what he really wanted to do was growl.    
 
    “We have plenty,” she sighed.  
 
    “It’s about to get hot where we are going and you are not dressed properly.” 
 
    “I’m not dressing like some ten-year-old little girl who hasn’t had her skirts lengthened yet.” 
 
    “You won’t be.  You’ll be dressing like a Charmanian.”   
 
    “But I’m a Wonderlandian.” 
 
    “Don’t be snobbish, Your Princessness,” he retorted with an eye roll.  “I remember seeing images of your mother dressed in the shorter shirts favored by the Neverlandians during the Neverland Festival of Lights twenty-nine years ago.” 
 
    “Did you go to the last one,” Alice sighed, remembering the experience that had taken place four years ago.  “It was so magical.” 
 
    “I was nineteen; I wasn’t invited.”  
 
    “Right.  Huntsman.” 
 
    He didn’t correct her. 
 
    “So, you’re only twenty-three,” she considered.  “I didn’t think you were younger than me.” 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Why should it be?” Alice shrugged.  “As long as you know what you’re doing, I’m okay with you being younger than me.  At least one of us should know how to use a sword, or that dagger I saw you slip into your boot.”   
 
    He gave her a look.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You don’t have to broadcast everything,” he hissed, hoping nobody around them heard her comments.   
 
    “You are a Huntsman.  You dress like a Huntsman.  People are going to be more surprised that you don’t have a small ax strapped to your back.”  
 
    “Do you really think Huntsmen wear axes on their backs?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we aren’t lumberjacks for starters.  We protect the Forest.  We make certain that rogue lumberjacks don’t cut down too much of the Forest or any magically associated trees.  We guard people and places.  We make certain that the more traveled roads are well maintained.  We contact lumberjacks when a tree has fallen across a path and they clear it up.  Not Huntsmen.” 
 
    “The Enchanted Forest’s paths change all the time,” was all Alice commented on.  “How do you know when something needs maintaining or a tree removed?” 
 
    Resisting the urge to roll his eyes at the princess, Sebastian sighed.  “The Forest tells us.  It guides us to where it needs help.”  Shaking his head, he asked, “Aren’t any of your cousin’s Huntsmen?” 
 
    “No,” she trailed off, thinking.  “They are all Cards of varying Suits and Numbers.  My father was the only Huntsman in his family for generations and that was almost thirty years ago.”   
 
    “He still holds some influence over the Huntsmen,” Sebastian mumbled.  “At least the ones coming from Wonderland.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?”   
 
    “Nothing.  Never mind.  Come on, Princess, before the store closes and we’re stuck without any supplies for the night.” 
 
    “I don’t need new clothes,” Alice hissed as they entered the store.   
 
    “Yes, you do,” Sebastian sighed.  “You’re already miserable and this heat is only going to get worse.”  He didn’t want to tell her that they would have to go through this again once they entered Majstro.  He was already dreading it. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the storekeeper asked from behind the counter. 
 
    Sebastian rambled off a list that kept the storekeeper busy for a few more minutes.  “Also,” he turned towards the storekeeper’s wife, “my charge here needs some more weather appropriate clothes.”  
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “And new boots,” he added.  
 
    The storekeeper’s wife eyed Alice up and down, shaking her head at the longer skirt, before disappearing around the counter and towards the back of the store. 
 
    Grinning, Sebastian whispered, “I think she disagrees.” 
 
    “Does this really matter?” Alice sighed.   
 
    “At some point, you are going to have to trust me,” Sebastian stated.  “You are going to have to recognize and understand that you do not know everything.” 
 
    “I don’t know everything,” she protested.  
 
    “You definitely act as if you do.” 
 
    “You two must be siblings,” the shopkeeper’s wife grinned.  “Our own two children fight just like that.”   
 
    “He is not my brother,” Alice grumbled.  “Not even close.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Sebastian explained, “I’m a Huntsman and have been escorting Miss Alice here to Majstro.  The Enchanted Forest played a trick on her and took some of her clothes.”  
 
    Shaking her head, the wife sighed.  “It does that.  The town once had a house on the outskirts, just far enough away to give the owners privacy.  Once they moved away, the Forest decided It wanted the house for Itself.  I think it’s now a…” turning to look at her husband, she communicated with him without saying a word.   
 
    “The Forest uses it as a home for orphans.  Some of the older ones take care of the younger ones.”  Placing Sebastian’s order on the counter he added, “Sometimes we have farming accidents, but the children know they are safe in the Forest and that is what really matters.”   
 
    “Thank you,” Sebastian nodded his head, handing over a handful of coins.  Digging a few more out, he put them in another pile on the counter.  “And will you please make certain the orphanage gets these.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the shopkeepers grinned, watching him as he stuffed their order into their bags and handed Alice hers.   
 
    It hadn’t missed their attention that he shoved the skirt, shirt, boots, and thick socks into his bag along with the foodstuff. 
 
    “Have a good day,” he waved at them before guiding Alice out of the store. 
 
    Leaning towards her husband, she whispered, “Did we just get a Questing Princess in our store?” 
 
    The shopkeeper could only nod his head.   
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    “Are you certain you don’t want to wear your shorter skirt with the pair of pants under them?” Sebastian asked for the second time as they started packing up their gear and getting ready to go wherever the Enchanted Forest led them next.  
 
    “I’m certain.” 
 
    It was still early into the trip.  Despite the detour into Oublié for a viewing of the Granny’s Cottage, Rapunzel’s Tower, and a brief stop at The Three Golden Bears Restaurant and Gift Shop, the Enchanted Forest steered them – mostly Alice since Sebastian had joined her while she was in Oublié – back into Charmante.  Sebastian doubted that they were anywhere near the border between the two Kingdoms anymore.   
 
    “It’s going to be hot today,” he pointed out. 
 
    “And you want me to add an additional layer to my clothes.” 
 
    “It’ll help…” 
 
    “I don’t care what it’ll help,” Alice interrupted.  “I’ll just get hotter and sweatier.  And I’m not showing that much leg.” 
 
    “Nobody will think anything of it.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Alice stared at him, expressionless.   
 
    “I can’t read your mind, Princess,” Sebastian responded, rolling his eyes at her. 
 
    Gasping, she floundered for a retort but came up empty.  “It’s… It’s… It’s still indecent,” she sputtered. 
 
    “Did you even look at the clothes?  The skirt isn’t even above your knee and the boots cover your ankles.  You show more going swimming than you do wearing these clothes.  And they’ll help you blend in more with the people in Charmante in addition to being cooler during the summer.” 
 
    “The summer isn’t this bad in Wonderland.” 
 
    “Wonderland also has water on all sides of it and is in a cooler climate than where we are.  It’s just going to get hotter the closer we get to Majstro and their ocean.” 
 
    Looking to the northeast, Alice felt a wave of homesickness briefly wash over her.  “I’m going to wear my clothes.  Those are indecent.” 
 
    “You are entirely too inflexible, Your Princessness.”   
 
    “Stop calling me that!”  
 
    “Stop being so stubborn, and I won’t call you that!” 
 
    They glared at each other before lapsing into silence.  Alice quickly rolled up the bedding; she was at least good at that.  Sebastian made certain the fire he’d started for breakfast – he really needed some coffee – was quenched and unlikely to rekindle.  The rest of the morning they worked together without a word, including when they started on their way.   
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    If she was being honest with herself, Alice was miserable.  Here she was sweating and sticky.  There was chaffing where she never chaffed before, and she wished she had taken Sebastian’s advice and worn the pair of pants underneath her skirt.  
 
    Alice was too stubborn to request they stop so that she could switch out her full skirt for the one that brushed the bottom of her knees.  And, if she was honest with herself, the pants he found for her would have barely been visible.   
 
    It was hot.  So hot.  She was, for the lack of a better word, miserable.  All she wanted to do was peel this skirt off and leave it behind, but that would have been even more scandalous than wearing a shorter skirt.   
 
    It couldn’t be too terrible if the town sold them, she began to reconsider.  They hadn’t even gotten Sebastian’s request from the pre-made children’s section.   
 
    “We’ll be reaching a stream soon,” Sebastian sighed with relief, breaking through Alice’s thoughts.  She was starting to drag physically, and it was making him tired just watching her.   
 
    He could catch glimpses of the occasional dogwood through the trees near the path they were traveling on.  As long as the Enchanted Forest hadn’t changed things up too much, Sebastian could give Alice a sight she never saw before: an avenue of dogwood trees not far from the stream.   
 
    “If it’s still there, we should be able to sit down, take a break, eat some food, and refill our canteens,” he told her.  “Maybe drop our feet into the stream if it’s cool enough.”  
 
    “I’d like to swim in it,” Alice grumbled. 
 
    “Do you know how to swim?” he asked, suspecting he already knew the answer.  
 
    “No,” she sighed, shoulders dropping at the realization.  
 
    “You’re what? Twenty-six?” he shook his head.  “And you don’t know how to swim?” 
 
    “Twenty-five and I never really had a reason to learn.  My sister and brother did, but I would always sit on the bank, reading.  With all my cousins and siblings in the water,” she hesitated, considering her partial lie.   
 
    David never went swimming.  A wave of guilt caught her breath.  How much had she kept him from doing by refusing to do it herself? 
 
    Nodding his head, Sebastian caught her hesitation.  “You were afraid you were going to be bad at it, and they would all make fun of you.  They were probably all younger than you as well.” 
 
    “Everybody except for David.” 
 
    “Your Card,” he blurted out.   
 
    “Yes…” she trailed off, tilting her head in confusion.  “How did you know that?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know things,” he quickly answered, attempting to recover.  
 
    “And yet you got my age wrong.” 
 
    “Anybody would if they didn’t know.  Grace has a slight tan from all of her time outside.  Charlie does as well.  You are just pale, and it makes you sickly.  A little sun would do you some good.”   
 
    “But you did know that Charlie is tanned, which means you have some roots in Wonderland.  That’s probably why the other Huntsman let you go.  They thought another Wonderlandian would be able to help me, and you’d have more tolerance for me than a huntsman from somewhere else.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Sebastian paused without responding to her comments.   
 
    “I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Hush,” he answered, holding up a hand to silence her. 
 
    “Don’t you tell me to hush.” 
 
    Hissing, “If I tell you to hush, you damn well better hush.”   
 
    Leaning closer to Alice, Sebastian growled, “If I tell you to shut up, you better shut up.  If I tell you to do something, you need to do it.  This time I was trying to make certain we didn’t miss the stream.  Next time it might be because I hear a bear or a dark gnome or a werewolf or something else deadly.  Your refusal to listen to somebody who knows more about something than you do might just cost both of us our lives.  All because you don’t like taking orders from somebody else.  Well, deal with it.  When you get crowned you won’t be the highest power; you will still have to do whatever Wonderland tells you It needs and not your foolish whims.”  
 
    Stalking away from her in the direction they had just come, Sebastian tilted his head towards the Forest.  A moment later, he took a step off the path and gestured for her to follow. 
 
    Alice wanted to comment that even she knew it wasn’t a good thing to step off a path in the Enchanted Forest, but before she made a peep the Forest formed a path under Sebastian’s feet.   
 
    He wasn’t full of bluster and she had a sinking feeling she just failed a Quest because she assumed that she knew best.   
 
    But she didn’t.  Just because they had different teachers and schooling didn’t mean that Sebastian was clueless.  He wasn’t clueless.  If she were honest, he was probably smarter than she was, especially right then.   
 
    Nodding her head, Alice looked at her dusty and heat-trapping skirt.  Clearing her throat, she stated loud enough for him to hear, “You’re right.  I’m sorry.  I’ll try to do better, but you’ll probably still have to scold me a few more times before the message sinks in.”  
 
    Her mother had advisors, she recalled, to help her out with matters she didn’t fully understand or know.  Alice would wonder why the Queen needed Advisors when she was the Queen and could just demand people to do whatever she wanted.   
 
    But not having Advisors would be like walking through Charmante on the hottest day of the year wearing a long skirt because you didn’t want to show off the wool stockings that were bunching around the tops of your hiking boots.  Because you didn’t want somebody else to be right.   
 
    Sebastian waited, saying nothing else although the suspense about whatever it was causing Alice to wear a considering expression on her face was about to get the better of his curiosity.   
 
    He could be patient when patience was called for.  That particular trait disappeared when Alice refused to wear the shorter skirt, even if he hid it the best he could for as long as possible.   
 
    Finally, she started walking towards him.   
 
    “Princess?” 
 
    “Alice, please.  I haven’t been much of a good princess lately,” she whispered.   
 
    It took several feet before she looked up and saw the dogwood trees on the other side of the stream.  “Oh my.” 
 
    “They are even more beautiful when they are in full bloom, but we’re several weeks too late for that.”   
 
    Dropping his bag on the ground, Sebastian used Alice’s distraction to request several ripe apples and a few other foods that might logically be in his bag.  If she didn’t know about the Forest’s little magic trick, then he wasn’t about to tell her.   
 
    It was even possible that the Forest wouldn’t magically provide her anything yet.  It might be just as annoyed at her arrogant, know-it-all attitude as he was.   
 
    Watching her, he paid close attention as she leaned over the stream, drinking cool water from cupped hands.   
 
    “Careful, Princess,” he called out.  “Moderation is key today.  Your body needs to cool down a little before you drink too much water and get yourself sick.” 
 
    “It’s just water,” she retorted with an eye roll. 
 
    Sighing, Sebastian shook his head.  It hadn’t been that long since he thought that they were making progress with her attitude.   
 
    A moment later, after shocking her system, Alice rushed to the bushes as she started to cough up water.  It took a little longer for her embarrassment to fade before she was willing to join him under the trees. 
 
    “I didn’t listen again, did I?” 
 
    He only shook his head and handed over an apple.   
 
    Staring at it for several seconds, Alice warred over possibly getting sick again and the hunger pains making themselves known.   
 
    A crunch of the apple was the only sign that she finally caved to hunger and taken a bite.  
 
    Looking over at the dogwood trees, the way the crystal-clear stream lapped against several flat rocks perfect for sunning on after a ‘swim’ in the stream, a few trees with the perfect branches for climbing, he wished that he’d had something similar growing up.  There was nothing quite like nature’s playground when you were a child.   
 
    “Do we have to leave anytime soon?” Alice whispered, her soft voice breaking the near silence.   
 
    “No, we can stay.  It’s better to wait it out near a stream than on the road anyway.”  Sebastian handed over a few pieces of jerky.   
 
    “Yummy,” Alice grumbled while accepting the pieces of dried meat.  “My favorite.”   
 
    “You still want to stay in that skirt?” he asked her. 
 
    “Can I sit in the stream and cool down?  Maybe wash some of this travel dust off?” she asked.  “Maybe attempt to wash these clothes and then switch into the pieces you helpfully bought.” 
 
    “Do you know how to wash clothes?” 
 
    “No, but how hard can it be?” 
 
    Alice ended up with several holes in her long-skirt and no choice but to wear the shorter one.  
 
    “Grace is going to kill me,” she whispered.  “I borrowed this without her permission.”   
 
    Sebastian suspected that the Enchanted Forest helped ruin the stubborn princess’s skirt.  “I’m sure it can be fixed.” 
 
    She held up the garment, showing a gaping hole big enough for him to put his head through.   
 
    “Or maybe not,” he commented after a long whistle.  “But if it was really her favorite, she would have brought with her when she went on her Quests.” 
 
    They once again lapsed into silence, the sounds of nature forming a classical-seeming soundtrack that lured the tired travelers into a well-earned nap.   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian wanted to tell Alice that the weather would improve, eventually.  He would definitely be lying to her, but he wanted to assure her that it would get better.   
 
    Alice wasn’t used to the heat.  Not even Wonderland got as hot as Charmante did during the summer.  To make matters worse, they were going to pass into Majstro soon, and there things would be both hot and humid.   
 
    He wasn’t looking forward to spending a few weeks walking through Majstro.  Soon he’d have to drag Alice back into another store to get her some skirts that were definitely shorter than what she was willing to wear and some legging-like pants that were traditionally worn under the skirts.   
 
    What else would a kingdom known for its beaches and lakes wear?  The skirts were made of a strange material that dried quickly after getting wet, were surprisingly not restrictive, and managed to keep people cool in this oppressive heat. 
 
    At least, Sebastian reasoned, the humidity was stifling to people not used to air that felt as thick as soup.   
 
    The only thing he was thankful for was that most of the trip had been uneventful, even if the Forest was leading him into the one Kingdom he hoped to never return to.  He could do without the humidity.  He’d even accept traveling in Schnee during one of their bitterly cold winters over summer in Majstro.   
 
    “It’s never been this warm,” Alice said diplomatically, “whenever I’ve visited.”  
 
    “You’ve been to Majstro before, Princess?” 
 
    “Of course,” she nodded her head, wondering how he didn’t already know that.  “My grandfather was the current King’s uncle. I guess that makes us cousins of a sort, but really, King Leif is my mother’s cousin.”   
 
    All he could do was look at her, flabbergasted that this tiny bit of her genealogy had escaped his research.   
 
    She continued talking, not noticing Sebastian’s expression, “Every winter we come and visit them, and they come to visit us during the summer.  Usually, the Enchanted Forest gives us more of a direct route, but I guess I understand why it has us wandering all over the place.  Although,” Alice paused, “I’m surprised I haven’t had more Quest events than I have.  That’s assuming the visit to the Granny’s Cottage was a Quest task.  I don’t know how well I handled that one.” 
 
    He said nothing.  How could he tell her that she failed daily at her Quests? 
 
    The first was her hesitance at going inside Granny’s Cottage.  Her reaction afterward was definitely not the desire for vengeance or a promise to protect the downtrodden and weak.  To seek justice for those who have been wronged.   
 
    She reacted in fear.  In sadness.   
 
    She only went inside because the Enchanted Forest didn’t give her a choice.   
 
    If the Granny’s Cottage hadn’t been a Quest, he didn’t know what it was.  He did know that it had been a Quest for Princess Grace.  She had briefly considered burning the cottage to the ground but hesitated when she realized that the fire would likely spread, killing, harming, or otherwise destroying the lives of anybody who chose to live in the Forest along the Charmante and Oublié border.   
 
    Then there was her reluctance to listen to anything he suggested.  To learn how to build or light a campfire or anything else that would help them prepare for the nights ahead.  Or how to properly douse the fire so that it wouldn’t spark and cause a wildfire.  How to properly pack their bags up so that the weight was evenly distributed.  Rolling up her bedroll was the only thing she could do right, and even then she made a mess of it trying to jam it into her pack. 
 
    Every single time they stopped in a store for supplies, she wanted to argue with him.  She didn’t need new stockings or arguing that the thick cotton ones would be better for this heat than the wool ones he insisted on her wearing.   
 
    The ones he insisted she wear because they provided better cushioning than the thinner cotton stockings.   
 
    She was definitely going to fight him at their next supply run.   
 
    “Can we stop yet?” she groaned.   
 
    He did have to give her a point.  Alice was making it further and further, picking up her pace considerably than she had when they first started.  It had taken them three weeks to walk through Charmante, and he suspected it would take about that long for them to get through Majstro.   
 
    The Forest was leading them to the coast, towards the Castle.  He suspected It was taking them on a tour of all the Kingdoms, leading them toward the coast before looping back toward Roschen and likely leading them around Oublié via Schnee and the Dragon Kingdom of Balaur.   
 
    It seriously would prevent her from running into either of her sisters or their family and he was along for the tour.  
 
    “One more hour,” he threw back over his shoulder.  “Then we can stop for the day and get ready for bed.” 
 
    “It’s not even close to being time to stop for the day,” Alice huffed.  “I just want to sit down for a break.  We still have about,” she looked up at the sky, “three or four more hours left in the day where we can walk.” 
 
    “Princess,” Sebastian sighed, feeling the Forest tense up as the princess argued with him.  “What time do you think it is?” 
 
    “Somewhere around two or three.  We don’t normally stop until around six.”   
 
    “It’s five in the afternoon.  Majstro has longer daylight hours during the summer than they do during the winter.  It’s like Wonderland having fewer daylight hours during their winter months, but not by much.”   
 
    “Oh,” Alice whispered, stunned that she had been walking for about five hours since they packed up after lunch.  “I didn’t realize it.”  
 
    “You never do.” 
 
    Approximately thirty minutes later, Sebastian stopped, looking at the scene before him.   
 
    A nice blue lake stretched out to their left.  He hadn’t even known it was there until after they made it through the bend in the road.  
 
    “Here,” he gestured.  “We are staying here for the night.” 
 
    “Can we not?” 
 
    “Why not?  It’s perfect.  We can even take a break tomorrow.  Do some fishing.  Swimming.  Rest.  Recharge our batteries and start again, refreshed, the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?  Never been fishing?” 
 
    “No,” Alice slowly shook her head.  “I’ve been fishing.  Once.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?  Don’t you know how to swim?” he asked, a memory lurking in the back of his mind making a reappearance about the last time she talked about swimming.  “Right.  I forgot,” Sebastian mumbled a moment later.  Perking up, he added, “Well, tomorrow is the perfect day to learn!” 
 
    “What?” Alice stopped looking at the picturesque scene in front of them and jerked her head in his direction.  “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “It’s completely necessary.  I don’t know how you’ve made it to twenty-five without knowing how to swim, but that changes tomorrow.  We aren’t going anywhere else in Majstro until I won’t have to worry about you drowning because I wasn’t paying attention to you whenever we are near a stream or river or lake or any other body of water.”   
 
    “That’s not necessary,” she repeated.   
 
    “I insist,” Sebastian stated, punctuating his comment with a sharp nod of his head.  “But first, we set up camp.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you keep insisting on a campfire.” 
 
    “Because after a long day of walking I really appreciate having hot, or at least warm, food.”   
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled.  “I’ll go find some wood if you’ll make the fire ring.” 
 
    “Deal,” he grinned.  
 
    “But I’m not cooking anything,” Alice added before wandering along the edge of the Forest on the opposite side of the lake.   
 
    It was a start.   
 
    Except when she’d come back with an arm full of green wood that only smoked instead of burned and Sebastian needed to go back out with her to show Alice how to identify dry wood from green wood. 
 
    He held back his comments to the Forest for the trick It played on them.   
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    “I don’t want to learn how to swim,” Alice complained as Sebastian pulled her pair of pants out of the bag, the skirt that had been ruined when she attempted to wash it, and a tan shirt that wasn’t as loose as her normal clothes.  
 
    The Baba Yaga must have packed that. 
 
    Taking the skirt in his hands, he ripped most of the bottom off, creating a skirt that was the appropriate length for swimming.   
 
    “What are you doing?  That isn’t my skirt.  Grace is going to kill me!”  
 
    “That skirt was already ruined, Princess,” he pointed out.  “And you aren’t going to learn how to swim in a skirt that goes past your knees.  It’ll just get tangled up and hinder your efforts.” 
 
    “I don’t think you know what you are talking about.” 
 
    “I have female cousins.  I taught them all how to swim.  Their mothers sent me to them wearing similar get-ups,” Sebastian countered.   
 
    “Well, we don’t wear this stuff in Wonderland,” Alice lied. 
 
    Sebastian eyed her, a stubborn expression on his face until she started to squirm.   
 
    “Fine,” she huffed.  “My sister and our few female cousins do, but that’s only three people.  I think.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I have a lot of cousins on the Wonderland side alone.” 
 
    An eyebrow arched in a move that impressed Alice.  She didn’t want to tell him she’d be practicing that expression when he wasn’t around to tease her.   
 
    Starting to count, she recited her family tree just to shut Sebastian up.  “My Uncle Henry has five children,” she started, listing them off.  Finishing with, “We know my Aunt Jill has some children, but she never brings them over.  She visited my Uncle Gareth and Aunt Mary one year when we went to Neverland.  I think one of my other uncles let her tag along.  She ended up falling in love with a Pirate Prince…” 
 
    “Pirates have princes?” Sebastian interrupted. 
 
    “Of course,” Alice rolled her eyes.  “It’s Neverland.  They have five kingdoms in one Kingdom.  The various Heads of State come together every other month at a different location to consult with how the other parts of the kingdom are being managed.  So, while my cousin Wendy might be a Queen of Neverland, so is Morning Glory of the Piccaninny Tribe, although she is Chief Morning Glory.  She doesn’t really like the title of Queen too much.  Come to think about it, the King of the Pirates does call himself a Captain and not a King…” she trailed off, thinking it through.  
 
    It made for a good stalling tactic.   
 
    “I don’t know what the mermaids and fairies and pixies go by.”   
 
    “The mermaids have kings and queens and princes and princesses too,” Sebastian distractedly responded without thinking. 
 
    “You already know all this stuff,” she whispered.   
 
    “Yup.  Just like I already knew you have sixteen cousins from your father’s brothers alone.  On your mother’s side of the family, you have one cousin, Wendy, but she has twins.  A son named John and a daughter named Jane.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I already told you.  I did my research.”  Shaking his head, he handed over the skirt he finished adjusting into a swim skirt and the pair of pants.  “Put these on.” 
 
    “But it can’t all just be about Wonderland and Neverland,” she pointed out.  “That’s creepy.” 
 
    “The Forest leaves us genealogy books on occasion when it’s about to do something.  One popped up on my table several days before you arrived.” 
 
    “So, the Forest did lead me to you.” 
 
    “Of course.  It wanted you to see Granny’s Cottage.  Now, go put those on.” 
 
    “What else do you know?” 
 
    Letting out a deep sigh that signaled his annoyance, Sebastian recited off what he could remember.  “Charmante’s Prince and Princess have three cousins.  The oldest had a daughter last year.  Frosch Erbsen has two princesses.  They have an aunt but no cousins.  The elder princess should be in the process of interviewing dragons with her father.  It should be two years before she joins the dragon in a dragon tower for her Suitor Quest, but I could be wrong.  Her father keeps breaking Traditions and might have sent her to Oakhurst Manor early.  He doesn’t allow Huntsmen to set up permanent lodges within his borders.” 
 
    “Suitor Quest?” was what Alice picked up on from his speech. 
 
    “She picks three things she thinks is most important in a future co-ruler and life companion, as they consider their future spouses.  The dragon is there to guard the princess and make certain the suitors are there for the right reasons.”  Pausing for a moment, Sebastian debated what he wanted to say next.  Deciding to go ahead, he stated, “It’s very likely that your younger brother might get pulled into her Suitor Quest if the Enchanted Forest deems him worthy of her.”  After another moment, he added, “Make certain he’s a master at swordplay when it comes time for his Quests.  He might need it.  A dragon slayer is ignoring the Frosch Erbsen and Balaur treaty and is killing dragons he deems dangerous, even if they aren’t.  Nobody is quite certain how he does it, but he’s doing it.  I heard rumors that he’s planning on starting a dragon-slaying school, but the Huntsmen in the surrounding Kingdoms haven’t quite figured out where that arrogant and dangerous dragon slayer is laying low.  He’s probably in Frosch Erbsen where we can’t look for him.” 
 
    “I don’t think Charlie’s swordplay will be an issue.  He started training when he was ten and Grace joined in.  Once she surpassed his skill, he practiced harder.  He couldn’t let his older sister beat him.  Now, they can beat several of the Knights and Cards in practice, but whenever they go head to head it always ends in a draw.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Sebastian nodded his head.  “But, just like they practiced their swordplay, it’s time for you to practice your swimming skills.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “Princess,” he pointed towards the makeshift changing room he rigged up using their blankets and some rope tied to a few trees. 
 
    “Fine,” she huffed.  “You’ll throw me in the lake if I don’t change.” 
 
    Sebastian said nothing.  Either way, he was throwing Alice into the lake.  It was extremely likely he was going to laugh about it and enjoy the minor act of revenge against her annoyances far more than he was going to admit.  
 
    She would too once she got over her pride.   
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    It took three days before Alice was swimming to Sebastian’s satisfaction.   
 
    “Come on,” she complained.  “I know how to swim now.  You accomplished the self-proclaimed mission that I didn’t even ask you to do.” 
 
    Drawing in a breath, he didn’t want to tell her that he thought she needed just a little more practice.  It was a feeling in his gut that he couldn’t explain.  “You’re almost there.  I just need one more day.” 
 
    “I’m sick and tired of swimming.  Of drying lake water out of this hair,” she hissed, holding up the blonde strands that finally lost the last of the rosehip tea ‘dye’ she used on her strands weeks before.   
 
    “That lake is the cleanest lake I have ever seen,” Sebastian countered.  “It is almost like the Enchanted Forest led us to the perfect place for you to learn how to swim without us having to worry about nasty lake water entering your lungs.  Or a cut or a blister causing an infection that could possibly kill you.” 
 
    Alice said nothing, catching that he was worried about her but saying nothing about that fact.  “You are preparing me for something.”  
 
    “The Forest is preparing you for something.” 
 
    “But the Forest protests Its Questers.” 
 
    “The Forest can only protect you from Itself and the animals.  It can’t protect you from other people.  Look at your mother and that Were-Huntsman.  The Forest led her to that cottage because It knew that she could defeat the plague that was terrorizing the locals.   
 
    “Okay,” Alice sighed before diving back into the lake and practicing the breaststroke some more until the anxiety eased in Sebastian’s chest. 
 
    The next day the Forest led them south.   
 
    Not only could Alice now swim well enough to escape whatever might happen, but she also knew the difference between green and dry wood and how to properly pack their travel bags.  She was so close to rolling their bed rolls up tight enough where she could pack them with ease, but she always managed to get things off-center.  It was likely something in the bags hindering her efforts. 
 
    She would be the first to admit she was in the best physical condition that she had ever been in.  Walking for weeks and swimming for days was vastly different than sitting around reading a book and forcing David into doing things for her.   
 
    Not that, she would also point out, she was anywhere near Grace’s physical fitness levels.  It would take years for her to come anywhere close to what Grace was capable of doing with a sword.   
 
    “Do you think we can practice swordplay next?” she asked from where she was walking behind Sebastian.  
 
    When he suddenly stopped walking, she didn’t notice and plowed right into him.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was just thinking that it wouldn’t hurt.  My mother learned the basics in a couple of days.  It was enough to throw off the Black Duchess’ attack and protect herself.  To defeat that evil woman who tried to take over Wonderland.” 
 
    Sebastian froze even more, but Alice didn’t notice in her ramblings.  “I read their journals.  That little bit of knowledge saved her life.  It also saved my cousin Wendy’s life because Aunt Mary taught Mom.  If Mom hadn’t defeated that crazy duchess, then she – the Duchess, not Mom – then she would have gone to Neverland to kill Aunt Mary and Uncle Gareth.  Which would have led to war, especially since Aunt Mary was pregnant with Wendy at the time.”  
 
    Turning around, Alice realized that Sebastian hadn’t resumed walking after Alice walked into his back.  “Sebastian?” 
 
    Shaking his head, he pushed his thoughts aside.  He told himself he’d think about the information that hadn’t been public knowledge later.  “I didn’t know any of that.” 
 
    “People don’t talk about it that much anymore.  It’s all in Mother and Father’s private journals, but it’s part of Wonderland’s history that people don’t think about because it isn’t pretty.” 
 
    “It isn’t all Singing Flowers and Blue Shrinking Mushrooms,” he whispered.  
 
    “Exactly.”  Hesitating, she confessed, “I never went to see the Shrinking and Growing Mushrooms.” 
 
    “I heard Balaur has some,” Sebastian shared with her, more than willing to aid in the change of topic.  
 
    “How did that happen?” 
 
    “People say a dragon was in Wonderland and brought back some of the spores on accident.  They took off and ended up covering a good sized part of the Forest that had some storms come through.  I guess the dragon stopped to take a break and took a nap nearby.  The mushrooms love the fallen trees, but they don’t grow as big as Wonderland mushrooms because Wonderland magic and Enchanted Forest magic aren’t the same.” 
 
    “How tall do they grow?” 
 
    “About three feet high,” Sebastian answered her.   
 
    Nodding her head, she added, “That’s the height of the smallest mushrooms.  I heard children loved playing hide-in-seek in the Mushroom Forest until one of them ate a Growing Mushroom instead of a Shrinking Mushroom and grew too fast.  He took out a good chunk of the Mushrooms before somebody could get him a Shrinking Mushroom.  The Caterpillars help guard the Mushrooms now and refuse to let anybody wander off the path.  It’s like they know, somehow.  The non-Caterpillar guards appreciate their help.”  
 
    “Caterpillars know a lot.” 
 
    “True,” Alice replied, lapsing into silence.  There was a question on the tip of her tongue that she was tempted to ask but hesitated.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You have a question,” Sebastian stated.  “You are doing that thing where you bite your lip whenever you want to ask something but aren’t certain if you want to or not.” 
 
    Releasing a deep breath, she whispered, “How long has that mushroom forest been there?” 
 
    “It’s only a little older than you are.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, when Mother was on her Quests, she befriended a small dragon named Seafoam.  Well, there were reports that Seafoam had taken a nap when she was exploring Wonderland one day and fell asleep near the Mushroom Forest.” 
 
    “She rolled over in her sleep, didn’t she?” he figured out.  
 
    “And when she woke up from her nap, she left again, only this time she returned home.  And dragons don’t have to use the Bridge as humans do.” 
 
    “And since a dragon isn’t a Wonderland creature, it is free to come and go as they please, once they’ve been granted permission to enter Wonderland.” 
 
    “Exactly!”  
 
    “So, your mother’s dragon friend is probably the reason Balaur now has a miniature Mushroom Forest.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Sebastian started to laugh, bending over at his waist and resting his hands on his knees as the story and revelation knocked some of his tension away.   
 
    “It’s not that funny.” 
 
    Gasping, he managed to say between laughter, “It is to me.”  After a few minutes, he bent back up and shot Alice a grin.  “When your mother appeared in the Forest, there were rumors that she was the princess meant to change the course of the Enchanted Forest.  It appears, between her, Seafoam the dragon, the King, and you and your siblings, the rumors were right.”   
 
    “Her marriage to Father also changed the course of Wonderland as well.” 
 
    “There will probably be more changes,” Sebastian pointed out.   
 
    “Probably,” Alice reluctantly agreed, a tiny little thought beginning to form on the back of her mind.   
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    Drawing in a deep breath, David stood in front of his father, the Heart, and his uncles, the Spade and the retired Diamond.  Only the Club was missing, but because that suit never was replaced when Uncle Charlie had been killed.  
 
    It was assumed that Cooper would assume the role when the Heart and Spade officially retired.  So far, David was the only cousin with an assigned Suit – Diamond.   
 
    “Father,” he nodded his head.  “Uncle.” 
 
    “David?  What is this meeting about?” Henry asked his son. 
 
    “I don’t want to be the Head Card when you retire,” he pointedly started with.   
 
    Henry and Stephan only blinked before looking at the cluster of brothers and cousins standing behind David.  Looking at each other, they both nodded their heads and faced their sons and nephews once again. 
 
    “What do you recommend?” 
 
    Straightening his shoulders and standing up taller, he explained, “We have had a lot of boring meetings once a week ever since Alice left Wonderland to go on her quests.  It never was right that Jonathan and Sawyer have Card responsibilities without being given Card titles.  While we,” he gestured to his family members behind him, “are aware that life isn’t fair, this situation shouldn’t fit in that category.”   
 
    Taking a step forward, Jonathan – Stephan’s son – spoke up, “We would first like to state that Uncle Charlie’s children, our cousins, decided on their own to not partake in these meetings.  They are more than content with their roles as numbered Cards.”   
 
    “Duly noted,” the Spade nodded his head.   
 
    Sawyer took a deep breath before stepping forward as his turn approached, “As Princess Nadine’s Card, I find it no hardship to continue on as I have been.  Chances are, the soon-to-be King Richmond is likely to find somebody local to Oublié to guard Princess Nadine when she is not in Wonderland.  I’d like permission to resume training as a Knight when the Princess is not in Wonderland.  I feel my talents can be better,” he hesitated, “suited as a Knight than a Card that is only around whenever Princess Nadine is in Wonderland.  Whenever she is in Wonderland, I’ll assist her primary guard to maintain Wonderland relations with the townspeople who might be hesitant to accept a guard from Oublié.  The role of Knight as opposed to being a numbered Card will allow more flexibility in this endeavor.” 
 
    The Heart and Spade spoke quietly to each other before turning towards David the Diamond.  “Are we to assume you took part in Sawyer’s role decisions.” 
 
    Taking a step forward, he addressed the other Suits.  “Sawyer approached me with this request after our first meeting.  I told him I would support his decision, but it would ultimately not be my decision since I am not the Head Card.”  
 
    Stephan, as the Spade, spoke up, “And this was fully your decision?” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Sawyer started to say before correcting himself, “Yes, Spade.”  
 
    Nodding his head, the Spade gave a little signal to his brother before drawing in a deep breath, “I will accept your proposal.  Heart?” 
 
    “Approved.  You can move your things permanently from the Card’s Hall to the Knight’s Hall in the morning.” 
 
    Sawyer’s shoulders dropped a tiny bit in relief, but only Jonathan and David noticed.   
 
    Samuel stepped forward next.  “Sawyer’s changed title of Card to Knight solves a minor issue of Suits,” he nodded towards the Cards in front of them.  “I’m speaking for my brothers, particularly Holden and Cooper.”  Turning back, he gestured towards his brothers, motioning for them to step forward.  “We determined that one Spokes-Card for the three of us was sufficient.” 
 
    “And he drew the short straw,” Holden mumbled, trying to stand behind his brother. 
 
    Chuckling, Henry already knew what was going to happen.  He’d felt the same when his father had held onto the Head Card position longer than he should have.  “Holden,” he addressed his son, even though the future Heart was trying to hide behind his twin.  “You don’t want to be a Heart, do you?” 
 
    Moving around Samuel, he took in a steadying breath before facing his intimidating father.  “I’ve been training with the Cards since,” Holden paused, “forever it seems.  I work better with the number Cards than I do with David and Samuel.  I think we work as brothers, but not as Cards.  I have trouble distinguishing between the two roles.”  Straightening his shoulders, he made his request, “I would like to be transferred into the role of Seven of Hearts.” 
 
    The Suits turned and looked at Jonathan, who currently filled that particular role.  He remained expressionless by staring at the tapestry on the wall behind the Suits heads.  
 
    When he said nothing, Henry turned to his youngest son.  “Cooper?” 
 
    “I’m currently content in my current role as Future Club,” was all he said, mildly annoyed that they voted Samuel as spokesman only for his father to address each son.  “However, I’d like to reserve the right to be replaced at a later date depending on what happens when Prince Charlie goes on his Quests in two years.  I’d like the option to join him if he marries into another Kingdom, without worrying about leaving the Club position vacant.” 
 
    “That seems reasonable,” Henry blurted out as a father and not a Heart.  He knew his youngest son was interested in traveling since his eighteenth birthday and he was allowed to join the Royal Family on a trip to Neverland.   
 
    “Then who is going to replace Holden?” Derek the Retired Diamond asked the room.   
 
    The silence became deafening when his oldest son, Christian – Jonathan’s brother – stepped forward.  “I would like to take on the role of Heart,” he stated.  “I am fully capable of assuming the role thanks to your foresight to give me the middle name Hayes.”   
 
    “That leaves Jonathan,” the Heart stated, realizing that the brothers and cousins worked this out amongst themselves already.  All they needed was the current Heart and Spade’s approval.  It was apparent that David the Diamond had already given his.   
 
    Stepping forward, Jonathan nodded his head.  “As Princess Grace’s Card, I would also request a role similar to Sawyer’s position.  When Princess Grace is in Wonderland, I am her Card.  When she is in Oublié, that is up to her.  Unless she requests that I become her permanent guard or something else changes, I’ll only be her guard in Wonderland.  Otherwise, I would like to concede my Card position and take up the mantle of Knight.”   
 
    “Granted,” Henry stated.   
 
    “All of this leaves Christian’s Ten of Clubs position open,” Derek pointed out.    
 
    “Well, we thought about that,” Jonathan continued.  “We already needed to find somebody to fill Aileen’s Spade position, but there really is no reason why Aileen can’t fill Christian’s Club position.  She’s vastly more capable of filling the position than anybody ever suspected her to be.” 
 
    “She’s frequently trained with Princess Grace and nobody realized it,” Jonathan spoke up.   
 
    “How is that?” 
 
    A tall, lanky male took a step forward from where he was standing in the front row.  “Because I’ve been dressing like a boy since I was thirteen,” the person in question said before removing her cap, shoulder-length brown hair falling around her shoulders as Aileen revealed her disguise for the first time since her brothers realized she was trying to join the Knights during practice.   
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How did I get caught?  One of the idiot Knights managed to get the upper hand and tripped me.  My hat fell off when I landed and Jonathan witnessed the entire thing.” 
 
    “Father,” Jonathan turned to the Retired Diamond.  “She’s really good.  I mean, almost as good as Princess Grace, and we know that Princess Grace has defeated several Cards and Knights over the years.  Even the Fencing Masters.”   
 
    The father’s looked at each other before looking at their children.  Nodding their heads, they gave Aileen permission to take Christian’s place in the Deck of Cards.  Grinning, Aileen squealed a little before hugging her brothers and cousins.   
 
    Clearing his throat, the Heart drew their attention back to the front of the room.  “David, I believe you started this meeting by stating you didn’t want to be the Head Card.”   
 
    Looking down at the ground, David gathered his courage.  “I am not a good leader.  I’m not good at telling Princess Alice ‘no’ and that she needed to do things that would probably better prepare her for her Quests.  Her lack of preparation is partially my fault and I don’t know if I can guide the other Cards when I can’t even guide one princess.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Christian, Samuel, Cooper, and I have discussed it, and we think that while Princess Alice is on her Quests, that Christian, as the eldest, should train for the Head Card position,” David stated.  “He won’t be as biased as I am towards my brothers and the princesses when it comes to assignments.” 
 
    Nodding their heads, the Suits agreed.  What else could they really do?  Their sons might have changed things up the moment Henry and Stephan retired.  This way there was a chance that Christian would be adequately trained as a Card and the others prepared for their own changes.     
 
    Letting out a breath, David felt the pressure lift from his shoulders.   
 
    “Going to The Rabbit Hole again?” Jonathan asked him once they’d all left the Card’s Hall.   
 
    “No,” David grinned.  “Emerald agreed to meet me at The Oyster for an early dinner.  She’s eager to find out how everything ended up.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you told her what we were planning.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to her,” David pointed out.  “She needs to know she’s important too, especially when Alice could return at any time.” 
 
    “When’s the big day?” Jonathan teased.   
 
    Nudging his cousin to the side, he shook his head.  “I just got her to agree to a date.  Don’t go rushing either of us before Emerald is ready for more than this.”   
 
    “Alice isn’t going to know what to think when she gets back.” 
 
    “Alice probably isn’t even thinking about me right now,” David countered.   
 
    “Do you think the Enchanted Forest paired her off with anybody yet?” 
 
    “If It did, then he’s a very patient man.” 
 
    “He’d have to be.”  Jonathan hesitated before asking, “Aren’t you glad we don’t have a matchmaking Forest making our relationship decisions.” 
 
    “It might be easier,” David pointed out.  “You know the Forest doesn’t steer people wrong.  Look at Uncle Ethan and Aunt Gabrielle.”  Shaking his head, “Although, Free Will exists too.  The Forest, according to my reading, tests and shapes characters before any final decisions are put into motion.”   
 
    “That’s a good point.”  
 
    “You just want Grace to come back and you’re nervous that you aren’t going to like Prince Trystan.” 
 
    “Don’t you miss Alice?” 
 
    “Yes, but we didn’t bond like you and Grace, or Cooper and Charlie.”   
 
    “That really does make a difference.”  
 
    “Yeah, it really does.”  David waved at his cousin while they split off in different directions.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The walk took them far longer than Sebastian surmised it would.  For days they observed as the trees changed from oaks to tropical palm trees.  
 
    “This is insane,” Alice mumbled to herself.  “I never really considered the origins of my grandfather’s tale before in reference to this place.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, wondering what had gotten her thinking in this particular direction.   
 
    “A few years ago, I researched fairy tales.  The original story was set in a considerably colder place than here.”  She pointed at a palm tree before adding, “In fact, I highly doubt Denmark has palm trees, but here we are.”   
 
    “The Forest makes its own changes.  I mean, nowadays, the mermaid in question doesn’t kill herself because the prince marries somebody else.”   
 
    “But before…” 
 
    Nodding his head, Sebastian confirmed her unspoken question.  “Yes, before there were mermaids who killed the prince and mermaids who took the original mermaid’s fate and jumped into the sea, turning into seafoam, a Daughter of the Air native to this kingdom.  But, now…” he trailed off, getting distracted by a slight dust cloud in the distance.   
 
    “But now?” 
 
    Shaking his head, he continued talking.  “For some reason, this fairy tale has changed in ways that other tales have not.  I’m uncertain if it is the influence of the Enchanted Forest, or other Kingdoms, or the outside realms, but Majstro has experienced some very non-traditional outcomes over generations.” 
 
    “Like my grandfather marrying my grandmother?” 
 
    “The current King married a mermaid,” Sebastian added.  
 
    “I know that,” Alice responded with an eye roll.  “Aura is my…”   
 
    They pondered her technical relationship with the current Majstro royal family in silence as they continued their easy trek towards the white stone castle Sebastian previously noticed.   
 
    “Aura is my mother’s cousin,” Alice weakly concluded a few minutes later.  “I guess that would make her daughter, Aria, my distant cousin.”  Giving a half-hearted shoulder shrug, she continued talking.  “I don’t know if it is Aria or her twin brother, Reed, who is set to inherit the throne.  They also have a brother, Chord, who is most likely wandering the Enchanted Forest on his Quests.” 
 
    “Probably Prince Reed,” Sebastian distractedly pointed out, scanning the granite boulders and sand dunes for threats to his royal charge.  “Majstro is still a patriarchal kingdom even as many of the other kingdoms are ignoring their traditional roots.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Charmante for example,” he started to explain.  “Prince Henry may be the eldest, but there are rumblings that his sister might be a better monarch than her older brother.”  Shaking his head, he distractedly answered, “Added to the mix, Prince Henry put off going on his Quests as long as he possibly could.” 
 
    Ignoring the second half of his comment, Alice stated, “But Ella isn’t even currently in the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “Charmante doesn’t traditionally foster out their heirs to the other realm,” Sebastian pointed out.  “Princess Ella requested to go.  She wanted to further her education and learn things that might help her in the future.  Her brother is lazy.”   
 
    He idly wondered how Prince Henry was faring in the Forest, or if he’d managed to make his way back to his home yet.  The Forest wasn’t telling him, but he would be okay as long as the Forest kept Prince Henry far away from Alice.  That Prince was trouble and Sebastian didn’t want it to become his problem. 
 
    Sebastian never realized the unintended comparison he made between Prince Henry and Princess Alice.  Alice wisely said nothing, opting to not rock the tentatively working relationship forged between the two of them, but tucked the comment in the back of her mind to think about later.   
 
    She didn’t like the comparison, but who would enjoy the realization that others viewed you as selfish and lazy when you skirted your duties?  It definitely gave her a starting point on improving herself.   
 
    “Ella is nice.  Her brother needs to jump off a bridge and into a cold river,” Alice bitterly mumbled, realizing that she was silent a beat longer than conversationally appropriate.    
 
    “Not a fan of his?” 
 
    “He cornered my sister, Grace when she was thirteen and tried to force her to kiss him.”  Smirking, she remembered watching her sister kneeing the visiting prince and then trying not to laugh as the arrogant prince hunched over, groaning as he clutched a certain part of his anatomy.  
 
    “I think I heard about that.  Prince Henry loudly threatened retribution until his father heard about why Princess Grace had kneed him in the family jewels.”   
 
    Tilting her head, Alice wondered how Sebastian heard about that.  It had been discussed among certain Wonderland familial circles, but never really went further than that.  Some of the dukes and duchesses wondered what Queen Gabrielle taught her daughters if one of them was willing to subject another kingdom’s prince to bodily harm.  Others applauded the second princess before deciding to teach their own daughters similar self-defense moves and reminding their sons that consent was important.   
 
    “Really?” she started to ask him, dropping the question when a small constituent of guards approached them.   
 
    “Halt!” one of the five guards called out.   
 
    “I was waiting for them to show up,” Alice sighed, shaking her head.   
 
    “Princess?” Sebastian asked, turning his head to look at her curiously. 
 
    “Princess?” one of the guards stood up straighter.  “Princess Aria?” 
 
    “Crown Princess Alice of Wonderland,” Sebastian corrected.  “She’s on her Quests.”  But he eyed Alice carefully, wondering just how similar in appearance she was to her cousin if the guards were mistaking one princess for another.  
 
    The rest of the line straightened up. 
 
    “Let us escort you to the Summer Castle,” one of the other guards addressed them.   
 
    “But, I…” Alice hesitated.  Frantically looking over at Sebastian, she didn’t know how to get them out of this situation.  “I’m in the middle of my Quests.” 
 
    “The King and Queen have…” the guard hesitated, “requested that all royalty traveling through Majstro visit them at the Summer Castle.” 
 
    It was a command.  They all knew it was a command.  Something happened to put the Royal family on their guard and the Enchanted Forest knew it, leading Alice and Sebastian into the situation.   
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    Releasing a sigh, Alice leaned her head against the back of the carriage.  It had been so long since she rode in one that it felt odd to be riding. 
 
    “I think I’d rather be walking,” she sighed.  “I feel like I’m too dirty to be in a Royal Carriage.” 
 
    “We’re cleaner than we were a week ago,” Sebastian pointed out from his spot across from her.  Whereas she relaxed slightly – the tension in her shoulders was the only thing revealing her unease -, he remained upright and alert, ready to jump into action at a moment’s notice if needed.   
 
    “Barely,” she whispered.  “They aren’t going to hurt us,” she added.  “They think I’m Aria and you’re lying about my identity.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because I have a freaky resemblance to my distant cousin, which is odd since our familial connection is our grandfathers.  But, Queen Aura is also a blonde and my grandfather’s genetics are pretty strong.  My brother is the only person who looks at all like our father, although Grace takes after him in other ways.  She favors his Card and Huntsman personality, but she has Mother’s decisiveness.  Father will second guess things and I can be the same way.  Grace creates a plan and doesn’t hesitate to follow through.  Although, she has a willingness to adapt that surprised everybody.”   
 
    “You’re nervous,” he pointed out once she stopped rambling. 
 
    “It’s been years since I’ve seen my Majstro cousins.  The fact that Aria is missing is concerning.” 
 
    “Missing?” 
 
    “They thought I was Aria,” Alice whispered even softer than before, hoping the guards didn’t catch on that she knew.  “Aria is either missing or she ran away.”   
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Sebastian had nothing to add to her observation.  The Forest told him nothing.   
 
    Looking out the window, she added, “What I don’t understand is how they could possibly mistake me for her.  Aria is going to have a darker complexion than I do; Majstro has more sun than Wonderland and I imagine my cousin is outside all the time.” 
 
    “Princess,” Sebastian shook his head, “you’ve been outside for weeks.  You’re darker than your previously pasty white appearance.  In fact, you look healthier than when I first saw you.”   
 
    “I’m definitely exercising more,” she grinned, looking out the window.  “This feels weird.”  
 
    “What about it?” he asked, curious what Alice’s instincts were telling her. 
 
    “All of it,” she sighed.   
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    The approaching castle should have dazzled him.   
 
    Light gray veining helped temper the brilliant white granite.  Magic helped it reflect the ever-changing colors of the setting sun, washing the area in the pinks and oranges on the side of the castle that was facing the ocean and the escaping light.  Dark blues and purples mimicked the darkening skies on the side of the castle facing the land.   
 
    Once the sunset, the castle would begin taking on the dark blues and twinkling skies that surrounded it, masking the estate’s presence and adding an additional layer of magical protection needed to guard the royal family and former mermaid princess.  
 
    The Winter Castle – more centrally located than the Summer Castle – would have gone a similar transformation, allowing both castles to disappear into the night.   
 
    “How does it do that?” Sebastian breathed, realizing that he couldn’t even see an outline of the building and if there were any lights on inside the castle, they were magicked to look like twinkling stars. 
 
    “Magic,” Alice sighed.  “We’ll be stopping on the road; hopefully there’s an open inn nearby.  Once the sunsets, nobody enters or exits the castle grounds.  It’s a protective measure to guard anybody in the castle.  Sometimes some of the more hostile mermaids or sirens come on land at night and raid the towns and the surrounding areas for supplies.  Many places will leave things out for the raiders, oftentimes on the beaches and docks so that the towns and homes will be left alone.” 
 
    She got lost in thought, remembering the aftermath of the raiding party that happened when she last visited her distant relatives.  They left the streets a mess that had taken over a week to clean up. 
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    A guard shaking her in the middle of the night jerked Alice from deeply asleep to wide-awake and alert. 
 
    “Sebastian?” she mumbled, looking around the room and only seeing the guards they met earlier that day.  Yesterday?  Without a firm grasp on the time or a nearby timepiece, she didn’t know the answer to that unvoiced question.  
 
    “Somebody is getting him,” the guard told her.  “We have to leave.  The raiders are in the village.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t we be safer here?” Alice hesitated, recalling the inn putting a load of food and some medical supplies on one of the tables outside the building.  “The inn left some things outside for them.” 
 
    “Princess,” the guard growled, “I must insist that you come with me.”   
 
    Alice wanted to roll her eyes while she grabbed her boots and started to pull them on.  Thanks to sleeping on the road most nights, she had taken to sleeping in her clothes.  Every other day they changed their clothes whenever the Enchanted Forest provided them a stream or lake where they could do normal hygiene-related things.   
 
    She never thought she would learn how to wash her clothes, but she was thankful she knew how because otherwise she would have felt slightly guilty lying on the inn’s clean sheets.   
 
    “It won’t do us any good if my boots aren’t tied properly.  It’ll make things worse if I…oof!”  
 
    The guard grabbed one of her clean stockings and jammed it into her mouth, taking the time to tie the ends behind her head.  “Make a move and I’ll have no problem stabbing you with my dagger,” he growled, low enough that anybody in the next room – like Sebastian – wouldn’t hear him.  “You are coming with me, and there is nothing you can do about it.”   
 
    Lifting Alice up, he threw her over his shoulder before escaping out through the back entrance used only by the inn’s staff, the owner, and his family.   
 
    The next morning, when Sebastian went looking for her, he found her bag open with its contents spilling out and a single boot laying on its side.  Realizing that Alice was kidnapped was the worst feeling in the world, but he didn’t dig too deeply into his emotions to figure out why beyond the surface.  
 
    After paying the Innkeeper, he hefted both bags over his shoulder and looked around him.  To his right, he could see the castle towers.  Using them as his guide, he started the trek to inform the King and Queen of Majstro that their cousin’s niece was kidnapped.   
 
    He only hoped they would accept an audience with him.   
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    The blindfold was annoying, simply put.  The gag in her mouth meant to muffle any noise Alice made was one thing, but that blindfold was another matter entirely.  If she tripped over one more tree root as her kidnappers managed to badly guide her through the Majstro tropical forest she would drop to the ground and refuse to move. 
 
    It wasn’t even a bag over the head type of blindfold, but one of the ones that needed tying around the back of her head.   
 
    Along with her gag that also tired around the back of her head, Alice mused that her kidnappers were making more work for themselves.  Although, the hair that was tangled up in both knots did pull at her scalp.   
 
    What she wouldn’t do to have David nearby.  If they’d been in Wonderland, he would have known the moment she was kidnapped and would have done something about it.  She didn’t even know if Sebastian was aware of her disappearance yet.   
 
    Maybe she should have taken some self-defense lessons with Grace when she had the chance years ago.  She might have been rusty right now if she had, but at least she would have some knowledge about how to actively prevent herself from getting kidnapped.   
 
    She was useless, incapable of doing anything other than collecting firewood, and over half the time she failed at even that! 
 
    “Stop tripping over everything!” one of her kidnappers grumbled. 
 
    “Use the chloroform already!” another one of them suggested.  
 
    “Are you going to carry her?” the first one countered.  “I’m not going to carry her.  At least this way she can still walk.” 
 
    “And leave tracks all over the place,” a third voice behind her stated.  “I’ll carry her if I don’t have to wipe away all of these tracks she keeps leaving.” 
 
    “Fine,” the first one, the one holding onto one of her arms and jerking her forward on occasion, conceded.  “But don’t complain when she gets too heavy.” 
 
    A second later a sweet-smelling cloth was placed over her nose just long enough for her to pass out.  They didn’t want to kill the Princess; she would be useless dead and they would have no leverage for whatever scheme their employers were up to.   
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    It took him a surprising two hours to walk to the Majstro Castle, or Palace as some of the locals called it.  The winding roads didn’t always lead him in the direction he assumed they would; the original part of the village was designed in a half-circle with the docks being their central points.  It was the rest of the village, the newer sections, that were a hodgepodge of designs and directions.   
 
    The people who lived there or at the nearby farms knew where they were going; Sebastian kept getting lost.   
 
    It took another hour and fifty-six minutes – he was counting – until he was admitted to the private audience chambers of the King and Queen.   
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, he ended up blurting out, “The Princess has been kidnapped.” 
 
    “We know,” Queen Aura coldly responded.  
 
    “How did you know that Princess Alice was kidnapped,” he countered.  “It just happened last night, or during the very early dark hours of the morning.  We were asleep.  In separate rooms.  At an inn.  The Gray Stag Inn.”  Shaking his head, Sebastian closed his mouth so he’d stop rambling tiredly.   
 
    King Eric and Queen Aura looked at each other before asking, “What was Crown Princess Alice of Wonderland doing in Majstro?” 
 
    “She was on her Quests.  The Enchanted Forest guided us here.”   
 
    The Queen asked her husband, “Do you think the same people who kidnapped Aria kidnapped Alice?” 
 
    “Possibly.”  
 
    “Who would kidnap Princess Aria?” Sebastian blurted out, not thinking about where he was and reverting back to his Huntsmen tendencies.   
 
    “We don’t know,” the King confessed.  “It didn’t help matters that Aria was…” he hesitated, “…out on her own when she went missing.” 
 
    Shaking her head, the Queen added, “We recently hired some new guards.  They disappeared as well, along with their uniforms.” 
 
    “We were stopped on the road by a few guards.  They insisted they lead us back here, refused to let us walk, and made us get into one of the royal carriages.” 
 
    The Royals looked at each other.  They hadn’t been informed that one of their carriage was missing.   
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    The Royals looked at each other again.  “We don’t know,” they admitted.   “Not when we don’t have a clue who took them.”   
 
    A moment later the Captain of the Guard burst into the room.  “Your Majesties, we have a problem.  Some of my guards have just returned after being hogtied in one of the carriages they took on their search for Princess Aria.  One of their numbers is missing along with two people they had picked up…” he trailed off, noticing Sebastian for the first time.   
 
    “Well, that answers a few questions,” Sebastian quipped.  To the guard, “I’m one of the missing people your guards picked up.”  To the King and Queen, he added, “They were supposed to bring us both here but night fell. It was agreed we would be safer in The Gray Stag Inn instead of on the roads since,” he narrowed his brow in confusion before finishing, “raiders might invade for supplies?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the King nodded his head.  “Every month during the full moon.  It makes it easier for rogue mermaids and sirens to see what they are taking.  It’s part of our agreement with part of the Water Kingdom that refuses to sign traditional trade agreements.  They find the raids more to their liking and we all win because nobody gets hurt.” 
 
    Clearing his throat, the Head of the Guard continued, “It appears as if both princesses were taken by Serena, Your Majesties.”  
 
    “Serena?  The Queen of the Sirens?  What would she want with two princesses?” Queen Aria asked.  
 
    Mumbling something under his breath, King Eric shook his head.  “It’s my family’s fault, I’m afraid.  Their grandfathers were brothers; they both share the Majstro Kingdom’s Royal Family Bloodline.  Serena figured out how to get to the gemstones.” 
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    “Let me out!” Alice recognized her cousin’s melodious voice echoing down the hallway where they were taking her.   
 
    Somewhere along the way, probably after being grabbed at the inn, Alice lost one of her shoes.  Even if she couldn’t see the floor, she could still recognize that it was cold, evenly placed stone.  No tripping hazards there.   
 
    “Wait,” one of the three men stumbled.  Thankfully not the one guiding her!  “I thought she was Princess Aria.”  Alice couldn’t see them pointing at her.  “Who do we have?” 
 
    “That’s what I’d like to know,” a tall woman approached them, more at a glide than an actual walk.   
 
    “Crown Princess Alice of Wonderland,” Alice proudly stated her title, holding her head up as high as she could manage in the process.   
 
    “Ahh,” the siren grinned.  “You still have the right bloodlines, at least one of them on your grandfather’s side.  A fourth of your blood comes from his familial line.  That should be enough.  You better hope it is enough.  Turns out, your cousin is useless.  Doesn’t even have a tail!”  
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    Aria lightly beat her head against the stone wall behind them.   “I never expected she'd kidnap you as well. What are you even doing here?” 
 
    “I started my Quests.  This is probably one of them,” Alice sighed, not bothering to look at her cousin.  “I never expected this to happen.” 
 
    But at the mention of Quests, Aria perked up.  “You're on your Quests?” 
 
    Alice merely confirmed her previous answer, uncertain where her cousin was going with this line of questioning. 
 
    “Well,” Aria grinned.  “We'll be okay.  At least you will be.  Questing Royalty never gets permanently or mortally injured.” 
 
    “Says the kidnapped Mermaid Princess.” 
 
    “Actually,” Aria cleared her throat, looking at the stone floor beneath them, “I ran away first.” 
 
    A burst of laughter escaped through Alice's previously - deceptively - calm demeanor. 
 
    “What's so funny.” 
 
    “The Runaway Princess was kidnapped,” she gasped.  “Twice!” 
 
    Confused, Aria waited for her cousin to calm down.  The way Alice was gasping for air between laughing fits told her it might be a while. 
 
    “Shut up!” The siren shouted at them from the other room.  “This isn't funny!” 
 
    “Oh, it really is,” Alice gasped.  “Aria, I ran away too.” 
 
    “Can we really run away if we are adults?” 
 
    “We're princesses.  We can do almost whatever we want until the weight of a crown is placed on our heads,” Alice whispered, sobering up quickly at the reminder.   
 
    Blinking as her words really started to sink in, she started to think.  “Why is it important that you don’t have a tail?” 
 
    Aria sighed, “They need somebody of our shared bloodlines to swim out to some gemstone and retrieve it for them.  For her.” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “Serena, the Queen of the Sirens.  She leads all of the sirens and a few rogue mermaids who favor the old ways of stealing and singing sailors to their doom in order to eat them.” 
 
    “That’s such a simple explanation,” Serena sighed from her place on the other side of the steel bars separating the princesses from the siren.  She had perfected moving silently at an early age when she wanted to use it to her advantage to spy on other sirens and mermaids.   
 
    “It’s all I can give her,” Aria snapped.  “I don’t know anything else.” 
 
    “You have never heard of the Ocean’s Gemstones?  Those guardians that protect the Ocean and Majstro from all the evil that lurks in the depths of the Ocean’s floor, or the Ocean’s fickle mood swings when she decides to send hurricanes and tsunamis out to destroy cities both above and below the ocean?”  
 
    “I’ve heard of the Protection Stones.  They are kept safe, hidden, somewhere, but I don’t know where they are.” 
 
    “I do,” the siren smiled, revealing her naturally sharp teeth.   
 
    “Oh Grandma, what sharp teeth you have,” Alice quipped, unintentionally falling back on her mother’s heritage.   
 
    “The better you eat you with, my dear,” the siren grinned some more before snapping her teeth together.   
 
    “She wouldn’t?” Aria whispered to her cousin.  “Would she?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Alice returned, not bothering to lie to her cousin.  What would be the point?   
 
    “You were supposed to reassure me,” Aria pointed out.  
 
    “Why?  We are both princesses.  We know how this works.  Grace can take my place and Reed is already the Crown Prince.” 
 
    “But he isn’t,” Aria hissed, even though Serena could still hear them.  “I am.  Because Reed has a tail and I don’t.  I can’t even swim!  It has been decided that he is to take over the royal duties for the Mermaid Kingdom while I take over the duties for Majstro.” 
 
    “I should have known they took the wrong twin,” Serena growled, turning to glare at her henchmen standing away from where Alice and Aria could see them. 
 
    “It wasn’t public knowledge,” Aria pointed out.  “It has only just been decided.  Not even Chord knows yet.”  Turning to Alice, she added, “That’s why I ran away.  I needed a break before I have to start training and preparing to take over the throne.  People don’t bother a regular royal as much as they bother a Crown Royal.” 
 
    “Still,” Serena glared at her minions.  “I pay my help to discover information before it becomes public knowledge.  That’s how we were able to find the Ocean’s Gemstones.”  Looking at Alice, she concluded, “And you are going to help us get one of them.  The most important gemstone of all.” 
 
    Aria stilled, holding her breath as she waited.  It wasn’t too much for her to hope that Serena hadn’t discovered the truth about the gemstones.  However, a sinking feeling in her gut told her that the siren knew.   
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask?” she taunted the Majstro Princess.  
 
    “Why should I?” Aria held firm.  “We both know the reality of the situation.  As do you.  You can’t afford to let us go once you have the gemstones and you can’t afford to not let us go, unharmed.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Serena narrowed her eyes, beginning to wonder if maybe her master plan wasn’t as well-thought-out as she’d assumed.   
 
    Alice answered for her cousin.  “We’re a liability.  We know too much.  However, if something happens to us, the Mermaid Kingdom, Majstro, and Wonderland will be after you.” 
 
    “Not if I have the Maji Stone,” the siren grinned, mentioning the Sapphire containing the source of all the magic of the oceans.   
 
    “Oh,” Alice breathed out.  “I remember this story.  Which isn’t really a story as much as it is a Legend with a basis in truth.  The Protection Gemstones all represent a particular part of the oceans that Oceana, the original ocean spirit, thought were the most important parts of the ocean.  Each gemstone has a name.  Hjerte.  Sjæl.  Loyalitel.  Styrke.  And the Maji Stone.  Loyalitel is often called the Pearl of Tears because that’s what most people associate pearls with, even though they are protection stones along with being known for loyalty, generosity, and integrity.” 
 
    “Very good,” Serena pretended to applaud Alice’s memory.  “So, which stone is the most important?”   
 
    “There isn’t one,” Alice countered.  “The ruby and emerald counter each other.  They are the Heart and Soul of the Oceana.  The pearl and onyx are the Oceana’s Loyalty and Strength.  Without loyalty and the Ocean’s relationship with the Moon, the tides all over the Enchanted Forest would be in chaos.  And Loyalty is Strength just as much as disloyalty is a weakness.  As for the sapphire, the Magi, or Magic gemstone, it is the cornerstone of the other four.  Without the Maji stone, the others will falter, sending Oceana from her currently calm demeanor, although with the occasional tantrum, into a destructive rampage that will damage all of the kingdoms, not just the ones connected to Aria and me.”   
 
    “You steal one stone and Oceana will awaken.  Her magic is even older than the Enchanted Forest’s Magic.  It is her magic that allowed the Enchanted Forest to form,” Aria added.    
 
    “You will steal the Magi stone for me,” Serena demanded.  
 
    “Then you will have to kill me,” Alice countered.  “One power-mad siren is better than the complete destruction of the Enchanted Forest and all of the various tales attached to it.”  Shaking her head, she looked at Aria and added, “What is with people wanting to claim the source of magic for themselves?  All it’ll do is destroy them and kill everybody and everything as their darkness corrupts the power source.  They will be no more.  They will no longer exist.” 
 
    “Are you talking about that Evil Enchantress?” Aria asked in a whisper. 
 
    “You heard about her?” Alice asked.  “Did anybody ever find her?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “That your sister,” Serena snarled, “Grace killed the Enchantress with a dagger through the heart.”  
 
    “Well,” Alice shrugged, “she was trying to destroy everything in the Enchanted Forest.  Why you do want more magic anyway?  You’re Queen of the Sirens.  Kings and Queens are usually the most powerful magic users of their kingdom.”   
 
    “Because she’s not,” one of the guards blurted out.   
 
    “Silence!”  
 
    “But, your crown?” Aria whispered.   
 
    “My sister, Serenity, lost it when she was sixteen.  We recently found out,” Serena confessed through gritted teeth.   
 
    “Have you asked Oceana where it is?” Alice suggested.  
 
    Both Aria and Serena looked at her as if she’d lost her mind.   
 
    “What?  If Serena doesn’t have her Queen powers in addition to whatever other powers she has, then she can’t fully rule over her kingdom of sirens and old-school mermaids.  Oceana, if I remember my studies when I visited years ago, doesn’t like that type of unbalance.”  Turning to Serena she stated, “If you ask Oceana and gift her a handmade crown of flowers, then she will either bring you your crown or lead you to it.”   
 
    Serena blinked at Alice before turning and exiting the room.  “Watch them!” she commanded the guards. 
 
    An hour later, Serena returned, pulled Alice out the cell, and – with the threat of a dagger in the small of Alice’s back – forced her down a long corridor until they reached a tunnel that slanted upwards.  It let out on a small island that could barely be seen from the Majstro coastline.   
 
    “Row,” she commanded the princess.  “Follow that light and row.”   
 
    Tumbling into the rowboat, Alice didn’t comment that she could barely steer a boat.  She knew better than to say anything.   
 
    Once they reached the point where the light went below the waves, Serena tossed an anchor over the side of the boat in hopes it would be enough to keep the boat in place.  They both doubted it; the anchor’s rope wasn’t long enough to catch onto anything. 
 
    “Take this,” the siren held out a small blue pill.  “I’m not leaving you in this boat alone and you definitely can’t hold your breath long enough to come with me.”   
 
    “You aren’t going to make me get the crown for you?” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot,” Serena sighed.  “Even I know that I have to retrieve that crown myself.”   
 
    Four hours later, after being dumped on the nearest beach, Alice and Aria scrambled away from the ocean.  
 
    “What happened when you were gone?” Aria whispered, aware that their voices would carry.   
 
    “She made me go with her to retrieve her crown.  She didn’t trust me not to leave with the boat, even though she can swim.  I think I would have gotten lost getting back if she hadn’t been with me.”  
 
    “So that’s it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?  I just talked us out of getting killed and starting a war between the sirens and everybody else.  Sure, I had to swim an hour because Serena doesn’t trust me, but we all know she had to find and touch that crown herself.  All I did was sit on a rock while she dug around in the sand.  But nobody has to steal any of the Protection Stones and we’re within sight of the Summer Palace.”   
 
    “The treaty with the sirens has to change now, doesn’t it?” Aria sighed.  “In a few years I’m going to have to deal with this kind of thing and I’m obviously ill-prepared.”  
 
    “There’s still time to learn,” Alice assuredly patted her cousin on the shoulder.  “I don’t even feel as if I should be taking over the Wonderland throne.” 
 
    “You just managed a hostage situation and got us free,” Aria pointed out.   
 
    But Alice didn’t want to say that there was more to being a Queen than being able to handle negotiations and hostage situations. 
 
    Once they walked their way back to the Palace, the first thing Sebastian did was pull Alice into a hug.  The second thing was informing her that he was going to teach her about tying and untying knots and various ways to get out of situations where she was taken by force. 
 
    He couldn’t say the word ‘kidnapped’ yet.   
 
    She didn’t want to tell him that she hadn’t been tied up, not really.  Threatened with a dagger to her back, yes.  Gagged, blinded, and drugged, definitely.  Thrown into a cell in the middle of the ocean before having to row into the middle of the same ocean where she needed to use her new-found swimming skills, absolutely.   
 
    Tied up at her hands and ankles, decidedly not.  
 
    But if Sebastian wanted to teach her, then Alice would learn.  She enjoyed it when he taught her new things. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long after they left the northern border of Majstro and crossed over into the smaller Kingdom of Roschen for Sebastian to start to notice that the landscape was beginning to change again.   
 
    The trees were oaks, maples, and the other odd tree that did well with hot summers and cold winters that brought with it the occasional snowfall.   
 
    But he also noticed their path was slowly starting to narrow.  It might be something he was imagining after being on the road for so long, but that was the same reason why he was suspicious about the small changes that were happening.    
 
    Alice, of course, didn’t appear to notice.  She was too busy chattering away about her adventures in Majstro.  “I never thought a siren would kidnap me!  I don’t look that much like my cousin.” 
 
    “Your cousin’s sun-bleached hair added to the similarity.  And you were wearing clothing similar to Aria’s,” he pointed out. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything,” Alice dismissed.   
 
    “It only adds to why those guards thought you were your cousin.  And your grandfather was brothers with Aria’s grandfather.  Genetics are funny that way.” 
 
    “Do you look like any of your relatives?” Alice asked.  Scrunching a brow, she realized she never even asked if he had any siblings.  “Do you have any siblings?  I don’t remember if I already asked that or not.”   
 
    She kept her thoughts of being a lousy friend to herself. 
 
    “I have an older brother, but not by much.  He’s actually younger than you are, Princess, but again, not by much.” 
 
    “You must look alike.  What’s his name?”  Hesitating for barely five seconds, she threw out her next question.  “Where are you from, anyway?  I’m horrible about getting to know people.  I should have asked you all of these questions weeks ago.” 
 
    “You know what, Princess,” Sebastian said, looking at the small clearing they found themselves in.  “This would be a good place to stop for the night.”   
 
    “Yeah.  Okay,” Alice nodded her head, disappointed at the change of topic.  It didn’t go unnoticed that he hadn’t answered any of her questions.  “Yeah.  This looks fine.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Sebastian dropped his pack and started looking around for the rocks he would need to start building their campfire ring.   
 
    “I’ll just go get some sticks and stuff,” Alice mumbled, dropping her pack down next to his.  “I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    Releasing a long breath when Alice was out of hearing, Sebastian shook his head.  He knew she’d ask him those questions again later.  Eventually, she’d drop it, but he doubted she had that level of social awareness yet.   
 
    Soon, but not yet. 
 
    With her out of sight, he whispered to the Forest, “Can I have some rocks that are perfect for fire rings, please.  I’m not finding any and I don’t want to accidentally catch you on fire.”  A moment later, with the decent-sized rocks in his hands, “Thank you,” followed his request.   
 
    It was the secret of the Huntsmen.  A secret that Alice missed in her mother and father’s journals about their journey through the Enchanted Forest.  A secret she missed in the official records.   
 
    Some Huntsmen willed things into existence.  Some whispered their wishes and needs aloud.  He had taken to thanking the Forest for the things It provided; that show of gratitude made the Forest more willing to help and not be annoyingly obtuse about some of the requests he made.   
 
    Someday Alice would know the secret as well; it was her privilege as the Crown Princess and Heir to the Throne.  But that someday was not today.   
 
    “Do you think this is enough?” she asked, bringing in an armful of small branches and twigs.  “I couldn’t find anymore.”   
 
    “That should be fine,” Sebastian nodded his head without looking in her direction.  “We just need enough to heat up some food.  It’s still warm at night and we both know the Forest won’t allow any non-talking animals to attack you while we are sleeping.”  
 
    Saying nothing, Alice went to unpacking the food and the bedrolls.  It would take Sebastian some time to get the campfire started.   
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    The following morning, Sebastian mumbled something under his breath that Alice barely caught.  The only reason she recognized the word was because she'd heard the Knights and Cards using it during their practices. 
 
    She didn’t notice that the path changed into a hiking trail yet.  “What’s wrong?” she asked him while neatly rolling up her bedroll as he taught her.  She could almost do it blindfolded at that point.  Packing them up was another story.  
 
    Gesturing towards them, Sebastian let her realize the problem for herself. 
 
    Even though they had been walking for weeks and her feet were used to it, he didn’t know how she would handle this complication.   
 
    “Alice,” he whispered, realizing she wasn’t paying attention to anything but her task.  “Look up.”   
 
    “I’m trying to get my bedroll jammed into your pack.  I don’t know how you manage to do it, but I am determined that I’ll get it done.  How can I roll them perfectly and mess it all up when I try to get them in the bags?” 
 
    “Alice!”  
 
    “What?” she snapped, looking up from her attempts at packing.  “Oh.  The road didn’t look like this when we woke up.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Alice said nothing as she resumed attempting to get her bedroll into his bag.   
 
    Taking a long moment to consider their options, she let go of the bag when Sebastian took it away from her and undid the mess she accidentally made when she attempted to shove it into the pack.  
 
    Closing her eyes, Alice accepted the sinking feeling in her gut that meant she had done one more thing wrong.  It was a good thing she wasn’t keeping tally of how much she fumbled around and messed things up.  
 
    How could she roll them up without making any mistakes but couldn’t get them in either of their travel packs?  
 
    It made her aware that the Enchanted Forest was testing her, challenging her.  And it was causing her to question everything she had ever thought she knew before she crossed over the Bridge and started her Quests.   
 
    Staring at the path in front of them, Alice drew in a deep breath and hefted her bag onto her back.  “Let’s go.  The Forest doesn’t think I’m taking my Quests seriously, or I’m not learning whatever it is that I’m supposed to be figuring out.  So,” shrugging a shoulder, “let’s go figure out what I’m supposed to be figuring out.”  
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    He could handle her panting and heavy breathing has long as it meant she was not complaining about the turn the Forest had taken on them.  He couldn’t believe that the Forest deemed Alice’s endurance levels to be strong enough to handle taking some of the ‘back roads’ the Forest had to offer.   
 
    In the back of Sebastian’s mind, he wondered what the Forest was having them avoid by leading them away from the main roads.     
 
    “We’re going to stop here for the night,” Sebastian stated as he stopped and looked around at the cozy little opening in the trees.  
 
    “But I'm not even tired.  We can keep going,” Alice responded between huffs and puffs that delayed her proclaimed abilities. 
 
    Holding back an eye roll, Sebastian argued, “But I am used to walking on flat, tree root free roads and not on the random hiking paths the Forest has sent us.  We are taking a break. We're going to stop.  We're going to rest and we are going to take care of the blisters on my feet.”   
 
    Nodding his head along with his pronouncement, he took his bag off of his back and dropped it on the ground.   
 
    Letting out a soft groan of relief, Alice removed her own pack and joined Sebastian where he was sitting on a fallen log.  
 
    The only good thing about stopping in the middle of the woods was that there were plenty of dry twigs and sticks along the road.  It wouldn’t take Alice long to bring back an armful or two.   
 
    The bad thing was that it took Sabastian a bit longer to clear a fireproof area for them to build a campfire.  He wished that he could find some rocks to build a fire ring but he didn't dare wish that out loud.   
 
    He knew the Forest would provide them if he asked – It had the night before – but he wasn't quite ready to reveal the secret to Alice about the Forest’s abilities.  
 
    The Forest wasn't ready for Alice to know about Its abilities. 
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    “Princess!  Watch out for the tree root!”  Shaking his head, Sebastian closed his eyes before he added, a bit off topic but still on his mind as they changed Kingdoms, “In fact, I would feel a whole lot better if you were wearing pants or at the very least wearing that skirt we picked up in Charmante.” 
 
    “Oh!  That's why you refused to trade in the skirt at Majstro when the storekeeper asked if we had anything to trade.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Roschen and Charmante might be separated with a Kingdom between them, but their skirt lengths are the same.  Probably because their stories have similar origins and climes.” 
 
    He stopped talking when Alice gestured for him to turn around.  “What?” he asked, confused by her hand gesture. 
 
    “Turn around and I'll change skirts.  I don't like how short this one is anyway.  I know my cousins are comfortable in theirs, but they have had a lifetime to get used to wearing these skirts and I’ve been in Wonderland with their long skirts for most of my lifetime.”  Holding up her spare skirt from the pack, she shook it out, “And really,” she mused, “it’s really no different than the ones my Neverland cousins wear.”  Thinking about it a moment longer, she added, “Which is insane because Neverland is north of Wonderland.”  
 
    “This is the Enchanted Forest, Princess.  Things don’t have to make sense.  All we can do is go along with it.”   
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      “That looks like a staircase,” Alice looked up the path of tree roots and dirt that was compacted in just the right way. 
 
    “That is a staircase,” Sebastian rolled his eyes.  “Just because the Forest can be mean sometimes doesn’t make It completely evil.  It is not going to make either of us climb up that hill without a little bit of help.”   
 
    “Thank you, Forest,” she stopped at the bottom of the trees as she made her statement to the Forest. 
 
    He could tell Alice meant it.  He felt it in his Huntsman-self that the Forest felt it as well if the cool breeze that wafted through the trees was any indication. 
 
    “Was that…” she trailed off, stopping at the halfway point of the tree root staircase.   
 
    “…The Forest responding to your thanks?”  Halting in place below her, Sebastian shook his head.  “Princess, haven't you figured out already that the Forest Itself is a living entity?  The trees are only a small part of it.  They are Its lungs, breathing the air and consuming water through their roots.” 
 
    “I never really thought about it,” Alice confessed.   “I just assumed that it was all magic.”  
 
    “Well of course it’s magic,” he rolled his eyes.  “Otherwise there would be no moving paths.  There would be no living forest.  There would be no talking animals who can also think.  Don't assume that because they can talk that they can’t think as well.  Some of them are more intelligent than some humans I have met.  The Forest knows it. It reacts.  It has been trying to tell you all of this since the moment you crossed over the Wonderland/Enchanted Forest Bridge.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” she drawled out.  In silence, she continued the climb up to the top of the hill.  Once there, she reached out and touched the trunk of a tree.  “Thank you so much for everything,” she said again, giving the trunk a soothing pat. 
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    Tugging the thin blanket around her, Alice managed to steal it from Sebastian.  Grumbling, he did nothing.  
 
    Why should he?  They’d be getting up and moving in less than ten minutes.  All Alice stealing his blanket did was inform him was that the weather was about to get colder.  Much colder.   
 
    When he’d conjured the blankets from the Forest that night, Alice didn’t think to ask how they had both fit into his pack.  However, as thankful as he was for the Forest’s generosity, he knew that sometimes the nature of the Forest was not always as giving as It currently was. 
 
    It could be because of the Princess at his side.  
 
    It could be because the Forest was being nice.   
 
    Regardless, winter in Roschen was quickly approaching and to wake up shivering the first morning in said Kingdom meant that there would be worse things, especially once they passed from Roschen and into Schnee.    
 
    They would reach that border in a matter of days.  
 
    Soon the skirt he’d saved from Charmante was going to be inadequate at keeping Alice warm.  The lighter weight material from Majstro was definitely not going to be warm enough.  Even the spare – longer – skirt the Baba Yaga had given Alice wouldn’t be enough to lessen the chill in the air.     
 
    They needed wool instead of cotton and silks.  A skirt that was longer than the skirts from Charmante but not as long as the skirts favored in Wonderland, Frosch Erbsen, and Balaur.   
 
    She could probably use some new boots as well.  Woolen stockings or three.  
 
    Some sort of portable shelter.  Their blankets would not be very efficient if they could not trap some of the heat in an enclosed space.  Otherwise, Alice would end up stealing his blanket again and Sebastian wasn’t quite thrilled with that thought.   
 
    Maybe another blanket or two. 
 
    Holding back a sigh, he sat up, stretched, and rubbed his hands together to get some warmth back into his fingers.  
 
    He needed his hands to get the fire kicked back up from where it had died down overnight.  With any luck, Alice would still have some of the Traveler Tea the Baba Yaga had given her.   
 
    If he was honest, he would love to have a cup of coffee.  That might be something they would need to pick up at the next village store they were led to by the Forest.   
 
    It was a shame that the Mad Hatters didn’t deliver tea all over the Enchanted Forest.  Or that they hadn’t branched out into the coffee business.   
 
    Digging into his bag, Sebastian hoped to find some leftover bread and cheese before he needed to resort to looking through Alice’s stash of supplies.  He’d rather wait until she was awake and ask permission. 
 
    “What do you need?” she asked, watching him owlishly from her cocoon of blankets.   
 
    “Tea.  Food to break our fast.”   
 
    “I have some Traveler tea left,” she yawned.  “Some jerky.  I think some dried apples and some weird grain that I don’t know how to cook.  It’s been six weeks and I still haven’t uncovered everything the Baba Yaga gifted me.  Sometimes it just appears when I’m not even looking for it.” 
 
    Sitting up, Alice started digging through her bag, carefully tossing Sebastian things.  “While you are at it, can you tell me what this strange black stuff is?  It’s in a small canister stashed in the bag with the tea boxes.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Sebastian wondered if Alice’s travel bag was magicked.  It seemed to hold way more than its size indicated.   
 
    It made him wonder why her bedroll wouldn’t fit in the pack.  What was in there? 
 
    “Sure,” he said instead. 
 
    Handing over the two contents in question, Alice sat up and started folding and rolling up the blankets.  They would take care of the padding they were sitting on later.   
 
    Alice also wondered if Sebastian’s bag was magicked; there was no way that everything in his bag could fit in it, including their two bedrolls. 
 
    “Oatmeal and coffee,” Sebastian grinned, breaking her thoughts.  “Did you say you have some dried apples as well?” 
 
    “Yes,” she slowly answered him, confused, before handing him the bag they were in.   
 
    “Too bad we don’t have any cinnamon,” he mumbled to himself, thinking about the filling breakfast and coffee they were about to consume. 
 
    “Get your tea kettle out of that bag of yours and I’ll go get some water.  I have some bowls and spoons in my bag.  It might take a little while, but we’ll have a filling breakfast at least.”  Standing up, he almost went to get some water at the stream behind them before pausing, “Have you ever had coffee before?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I have,” Alice admitted.   
 
    “I have a small thing of sugar in my bag as well.  It’s a shame I don’t have any creamer, but at least your coffee won’t be completely black.” 
 
    “I don’t add much sugar to my tea at home,” she informed him.  “And none since I started my Quests.” 
 
    “The Baba Yaga gave you tea that was already naturally sweetened.  She thought ahead.”   
 
    A few minutes later, he’d poured some water from his refilled canteen into the tea kettle and settled it on the fire before going back and filling up both of their canteens.  He’d boil the water later to make certain it was clean, but it was clear so he wasn’t worried.   
 
    They developed a routine.  Alice already placed the quadruple folded cheesecloth over the giant bowl they ended up pouring the water into once it heated up, the ladle they scooped the water out of the bowl situated nearby.   
 
    First, Sebastian tipped about half a cup of the uncooked oatmeal into two smaller bowls before digging into one of the bags for some more cheesecloth to act as a coffee filter.   
 
    Hot water was first ladled into the oatmeal bowls, small chunks of the dried apple being added in shortly after.  Sebastian was so excited about the coffee, he almost forgot to cut up the apple beforehand.  Giving them a quick stir, he told Alice to wait a little while for the oatmeal to cook.  
 
    Next, dumping a small amount of coffee grounds into the cheesecloth he’d folded into a square and placed over one of the cups – securing with some twine he had in his bag - before he slowly ladled the water over the grounds, crossing his fingers that this would work.   
 
    Lifting the makeshift coffee filter carefully, he peeked underneath to see if his experiment was successful.   
 
    Releasing a breath, Sebastian repeated the process with the other cup.   
 
    “Take a sip,” he nodded his head towards the already finished cup, “and let me know if you need it sweeter.” 
 
    Picking it up, Alice breathed in the scent of coffee, catching the nut-like aroma and savoring it.   
 
    “Well?” he asked, not turning around to look and see if she’d taken her first sip or not. 
 
    “Smells good.  Kind of nutty.” 
 
    “That’s a start.  And the taste?  I didn’t make it too strong, did I?” 
 
    When Alice didn’t answer him right away, he glanced back around to see her consuming it greedily. 
 
    Laughing, Sebastian shook his head.  “You don’t have to drink it all in one gulp.” 
 
    “It’s good,” she sighed, lowering the cup from her mouth.  
 
    “That’s a relief.  We’ll probably be drinking it most mornings instead of the Traveler tea.” 
 
    “Which might be a good thing,” Alice agreed.  “I think we’re down to four bags of that tea.”   
 
    “And the others won’t do us much good in the mornings,” he added before taking the first sip of his drink.  Brows bunching, he lowered the cup when the first hints of vanilla hit his tongue.   
 
    After Alice’s description of nutty, he expected a different taste.  Something that wasn’t as sweet as what was in his cup.   
 
    Looking at the tin, it gave him no clues.   
 
    But Sebastian couldn’t help but wonder if it was the Enchanted Forest helping them out or if it was another one of the Baba Yaga’s magical gifts.   
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered to the Forest, just in case.   
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Thank you for finding that tin of coffee,” he covered.  “The oatmeal should be ready now.”   
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    It was only a few hours before they approached the first human town.  He wasn’t about to tell her that the Forest had them skirting around some gnome and dwarf market places, but only because Sebastian didn’t know how Alice would handle those strained diplomatic situations without offending somebody.   
 
    “Let me guess,” Alice sighed.  “New skirts, new boots, and new stockings.” 
 
    “Yes, Alice,” he answered, holding back a grin.  “The good thing is that the skirts are a little longer than they are in Majstro and Charmante, but not as long as they are in Wonderland.  You should be able to manage to navigate in the Forest without any serious problems.  The boots are a little taller than the ones you are currently wearing; they’ll come up to below your knees.”   
 
    “As long as it’s warmer than these things,” was her answer.   
 
    “You aren’t going to fight me on this?” 
 
    “You’ve been right so far.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll also need to get you a cloak.” 
 
    “Fine,” was all Alice said.  “Do we even know what village we are in?  Or what Kingdom?” 
 
    “Not a clue,” he confessed.  “Even if I had a map, there is no telling where the Enchanted Forest has taken us.”   
 
    They looked around at the small village.  There wasn’t much.  A posting house where people could trade out horses from other posting houses.  A small tavern where travelers could get a meal and possibly rent a smaller room above stairs.   
 
    But, tucked beside the tavern was a small store.   
 
    The first thing they noticed was all of the axes, pickaxes, and a few other supplies needed for lumberjacks and miners.   
 
    In one corner were the clothes.  Tugging his arm, Alice pointed that she was going to be over there.  After the last few times where somebody else picked out clothes for her, Alice desired to pick out her own colors.  No more dull browns or vibrant blue-greens for her.  
 
    Nodding his head in response to her pointing, he turned towards the storekeeper’s wife behind the counter.  “Can you tell us where we are?  We’ve been walking for weeks and you know how the Enchanted Forest can be.” 
 
    “Certainly,” the storekeeper’s wife smiled welcomingly.  “You’re currently in Roschen, but about a day’s walk from the border we share with Schnee.  I’d recommend avoiding the Schnee capital and castle along with the villages as well if at all possible.  The Queen doesn’t like visitors,” she informed Sebastian, giving him some more information that Alice was too far away to clearly hear. 
 
    The red cloak was the first thing that stole Alice’s attention.  The fine detail of the embroidery along the edges was tempting, but not suitable for her Quests.  At least, that is what she told herself.  The reality was, she didn’t want to tempt the Forest by reminding It of her Red Riding Hood ancestors in her family tree.   
 
    The trip to Granny’s Cottage – where she met Sebastian – was enough of a reminder.  She really didn’t want to have to battle a wolf while she was at it.  Her knife-throwing skills might be improving, but she wasn’t ready to throw a dagger through the eye of a wolf in hopes of killing it.   
 
    She’d rather not kill anything or anybody if she could avoid it.   
 
    It was a realization that made her question her suitably to sit on the throne.  Would she be capable of doing whatever it took to defend Wonderland and her family, in that order, if necessary?   
 
    Shaking her thoughts loose – she would think about them later – Alice noticed the gray cloak hidden beneath the red one.  It was simple.  There was no fancy decorative embroidery dancing along the edges like the red cloak, but the simple cloak called to her.   
 
    “Try it on.”  Somebody Alice assumed was the storekeeper’s daughter smiled at her.  “Make certain it fits.  You won’t believe how many returns we have to deal with because somebody bought a cloak that was too short.” 
 
    “Not too long?” 
 
    “Too long can be fixed.  Too short is always a problem.”  
 
    Throwing it around her body, Alice felt the woolen weight settling on her shoulders.   
 
    And then the itching started.   
 
    And the person Alice assumed was the storekeeper’s daughter started to smirk. 
 
    Frantically looking over at where Sebastian was being helped by the real storekeeper’s daughter, Alice’s eyes widened in panic.   
 
    “Your throat should be closing up, Princess,” the woman coldly stated just loud enough for Alice to hear her.  She dropped the glamour she’d used to conceal her real identity, revealing a long black skirt, bodice, and cloak. 
 
    “Agatha!” sounded from the other side of the store.  “Mr. White.  Really!  Agatha!  Don’t you dare!”  But the shopkeeper’s wife was too far away.   
 
    Then, with a wave of Agatha’s hand, they were all frozen in place except for Agatha and Alice.    
 
    Struggling to breathe, Alice refused to close her eyes or reveal her panic.  Instead, she glared at the Apprentice Enchantress. 
 
    Leaning in, she hissed, “Your sister killed my mentor.” 
 
    Not aware of where the information came from, Alice whispered her reply, “Your mentor was going to kill everything in the Enchanted Forest, including yourself.” 
 
    “Lies.  She was going to harvest the Forest’s power.” 
 
    “And,” Alice gasped, working to breathe, “what would have happened then?  What…” closing her eyes, “…would have happened to you?” 
 
    The Apprentice took a step backward, struggling to make a response.  Coming up with nothing and possibly realizing that Alice could be correct, she waved her hand, removing the cloak from Alice’s shoulders while dropping the freezing spell on everybody else in the shop.  “Try alpaca and not sheep’s wool,” she whispered as an apology before disappearing.   
 
    Shoulders drooping, Alice closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath.  She didn’t have a clue what had just happened.  What had taken place in a matter of three minutes.  She wasn’t even aware that the Apprentice used her natural – unknown – allergic reaction to wool to exaggerate her symptoms to include anaphylaxis.   
 
    And the magic user’s suggestion to use an alternative to sheep’s wool was suspect as well.  
 
    “Oh dear!” the shopkeeper exclaimed, noticing the red, itchy hives all over Alice’s arms and face.  “Stewart,” she called to her husband in the back.  “Put on some stinging nettle tea!”  Hurrying to Alice’s side, she called out to her daughter, “Find that gray merino wool cloak in the back.”  Taking hold of Alice’s arms, she led her through a doorway and into another room that turned out to be the shopkeeper’s living room.  “A wool allergy is more common than you would think in these parts.  You aren’t the first person to break out in hives while trying on a cloak.  I’ll get you all fixed up and add some dried nettle leaves to your man’s order.”   
 
    “I need a skirt and boots and long-sleeved shirts and some wool stockings as well.”  Turning towards the storekeeper, she asked, “Why haven’t I had a reaction to my wool stockings before?” 
 
    “Different kind of wool, I assume,” the storekeeper softly smiled.  “Sheep’s wool is a bit more course.  We don’t tend to use it for our clothes like we do our cloaks.  It holds the heat well enough.  Most of us don’t have the patience to get it worked down as smooth for the rest of our clothes, so they shouldn’t be much of a problem.”  Turning towards her daughter, she added, “Find that dark blue skirt and matching bodice, a long-sleeved white undershirt, boots in,” she eyed Alice’s feet, “size seven, and some of those nice warm socks.”   
 
    Stewart hurried into the room and dropped off the tea before hurrying back out. 
 
    “That was my husband.  He’s so shy, bless him, that I manage things in the front and at the end of the day he comes out and does all the cleaning while our daughter and I settle in for the night.”   
 
    Looking at the tea tray, she dropped a cinnamon stick and a generous spoonful of honey into the tea before stirring.  “Drink up.  It’ll help relieve your itching.”  Looking up and at the doorway, she addressed Sebastian.  “I’m certain you know how to make tea.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he gave her a short bow.   
 
    “Well, this is a little different.  You will add the leaves to the water before you boil it.  Then, once the water boils, remove it from the fire and let it sit for five minutes.  When you pour, make certain you strain out the leaves before adding cinnamon and honey.  I find the two help with the flavor.”  
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Sebastian bowed again before disappearing back into the grocery portion of the store to add a small jar of honey and a container of cinnamon sticks to their order.   
 
    “He is such a fine Huntsmen.  We don’t get many of them in these parts.  You must be on a Quest.  And you really must ignore Agatha.  She’s been in a snit since that younger princess of Wonderland killed that Evil Enchantress.  Agatha looked up to her so, but the Enchanted Forest sent her back here once that Enchantress was gone, and it was such a relief.  I would have gotten to you sooner, but Mr. White certainly likes to talk one's ear off.  We don’t get many people coming in during this time of year.  Most of them are still out dealing with their sheep and goats and getting them into the safe areas before the snow hits.”   
 
    Alice smiled and sipped her tea as the storekeeper kept talking.  It was almost as if the woman would never run out of breath.   
 
    “Regardless, Agatha would never have actually killed you.  She wanted to be an Evil Enchantress, but the reality is, she would have had a guilty conscience before anything fatal actually happened to you.  Her mother is considering sending her to the Fairy Godmother Academy of Magical Arts, but it’s just so far away and nobody has time to make the trip with her to keep another evil enchantress from intercepting her or preventing her from running away.  I really don’t know why she would attack you unless…”  Eying Alice carefully, she suddenly exclaimed, “Oh!  How did I miss that?  You must be that nice Princess of Wonderland’s older sister, the Crown Princess Alice.  You really must convey our appreciation to your sister for killing the Evil Enchantress.  She was a nasty piece of business and Princess Grace managed to save everybody!”  
 
    An hour later, after all of their things were shoved into their respective travel bags, Alice and Sebastian managed to leave the store with promises that they would stop by in the morning before they left.   
 
    The Storekeeper – Alice never did get her name – insisted they go and stay the night in a room above the tavern.  She sent her daughter off with word that Agatha had tried to attack the princess and to compensate them for their room and board. 
 
    There was only one room available and Sebastian insisted that he would be sleeping on the floor in front of the door in case Agatha returned. 
 
    “She’s magic.  She can appear however she pleases,” Alice pointed out. 
 
    “Fine,” Sebastian grumbled.  “I didn’t like the way those men downstairs were eyeing you.” 
 
    “Like they’ve never seen a princess before,” Alice sighed.  “Somehow somebody always knows what I am.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll ever escape that,” he replied, kneeling on the floor and rolling out their ground padding, stacking one on top of the other to give him a little more comfort.  “At least we were able to get a tent of sorts.  The storekeeper’s daughter said that some of their scouts brought something similar back from the other realm, but they haven’t figured out how to replicate the poles and zippers yet.” 
 
    Alice half-listened to Sebastian talking between bites of a meal they didn’t have to cook.  She felt a pang of regret for pushing around the roast beef, potatoes, and carrots that one of the tavern’s maids brought upstairs for them, but she couldn’t stomach eating a bite of the delicious looking food in front of her.   
 
    Instread, she thought about the story she’d heard concerning Grace, not surprised that the story made it west – northwest? – from Oublié.   
 
    She wondered if she would ever do something so scary and brave as her younger sister.   
 
    “Alice?  Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    Shaking the thoughts from her head, Alice took a moment before looking up at Sebastian.  “Yes.  I’m okay.  Just a bit tired from my allergic reaction and everything else that happened today.” 
 
    “I wish I’d known Agatha was threatening you.” 
 
    “There was nothing you could do,” Alice confessed.  “Your back was towards me and she was angry enough that she would have done the same thing to you.  I think only the storekeeper and the realization that her mentor would have destroyed everything including herself could have gotten her to stop.  Even then, she froze everybody.”   
 
    “Really?  I don’t remember hearing that story in Majstro or Roschen,” Sebastian asked, concerned.   
 
    Shrugging, she stated, “Aria told me.  I knew about the Enchantress, but not about Grace killing her.” 
 
    Nodding his head, he said nothing. 
 
    “I guess I fully realized it when Agatha said that my sister killed her mentor.  A lot was going on at the time, and I don’t know if I’ve ever stopped to take the time to process anything that has happened so far.”  Sighing, Alice went back to pushing food around her plate and not eating it.   
 
    Something was bothering her and all Sebastian could do was wait her out and try to get her to eat.   
 
    Holding a roll up to her face, he did what he could.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Why are there wooden bridges everywhere?” Alice asked, stopping in the middle of one.    
 
     Slowly the Forest changed from oak trees to pine trees.  It wasn't until she started seeing pine cones that Alice suspected that they were no longer in Roschen.   It was the geese honking in the distance that confirmed her suspicions even further.   
 
    “Princess, would you rather us walk through streams and puddles, or up and down some of these hills?” 
 
    “No, not really.”  Lifting up the hem of her skirt a little and looking down at her boots, she mumbled, “These are the last pair that I have and I don't think they're waterproof anymore.”  Dropping her skirt, she said, “My skirts are a lot longer than they were in Roshen and Charmante and I don't think I'd handle dragging wet wool while carrying my pack while we're going up-and-down these trails.” 
 
    Sebastian barely threw a glance in her direction.  He recognized the earmarks of her starting to ramble.   
 
    “I was just wondering why there were so many wooden bridges on a hiking trail.  It just confounds me.  Yes, I've been on cobble brick roads and paved roads and wide dirt paths and wide dirt roads but wooden bridges in the middle of hiking trails just confuses me.  It doesn’t make much sense to me.  Like, did the Forest build them?”  Then looking at the nearest tree, she added, “Thank you if you did.  And thank you if you sent somebody else to.”  
 
    Sebastian said nothing; he had a sinking feeling he knew exactly who had built these bridges.  
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    “We can't stop here,” Sabastian hissed before Alice could take one step towards the logs that were turned into benches.  
 
    “What?  Why not?  There are places to sit already.  A pre-established fire ring.  It's like the Forest left this here.” 
 
    “First off, yeah, no, yes,” Sebastian scrambled to search the area for anybody else and not quite paying attention to what he was saying.  “The Forest did leave this here,” he whispered.  “Although, no, we are not meant to use it.  Don't you see that little marking on the edge of the logs?” he pointed at a bow and arrow symbol burned into the wood.  “Unless you have Robin Hood’s men's permission to use this area, then it is best to walk through and pretend we were never even here.” 
 
    “Why did the Enchanted Forest send us through here, then?  If we aren’t able to use it?” Alice whispered, using Sebastian’s distraction – he was looking to see if any of the Outlaws were lurking in the trees, watching them – to take in the surrounding details.   
 
    There was a certain order to the way the Outlaw’s camp was laid out and Alice stored the design away for future reference.  For example, the log benches were also slightly underneath some lean-to shelters.  They were close enough to the fire pits to share the heat without running the risk of the dried pine needle-laden branches catching on fire from a stray spark.   
 
    Whispering, Sebastian grabbed Alice’s hand to pull her quickly through the camp.   “Robin Hood has many men under his command.  He also has a strict honor code and may force those laws without leeway, but that’s to be expected.  Living in the Enchanted Forest, constantly taunting Queen Katharina, means that without his strict regulations one mistake could result in imprisonment, death, or both.  Yes, sure, his men rob from the rich and give it back to the poor, blah blah blah blah blah,” Sebastian rolled his eyes, “but what do you really expect when Queen Katharina is taxing the towns almost to their breaking points?”   
 
    Halting in place, “How is that even possible?” Alice huffed, digging her heels in and refusing to budge.  “The Enchanted Forest protects its people; it doesn’t allow this kind of thing to happen.  We must do something.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do right now.  That’s why there are Outlaws in the Forest and not on their own story’s island,” Sebastian hissed, noticing the Outlaw in a nearby tree, watching them before making his mind up about what to do. 
 
    “But this is the Enchanted Forest!  We don’t have evil step-mothers.”  
 
    “And this is the Enchanted Forest and It is allowing Robin Hood and his men to correct the course this storyline is taking.  This isn’t your tale.”  And it wasn’t his place, as a Huntsman, to interfere with the Kingdom of Schnee.   
 
    “Then why am I being shown this?” 
 
    “Because you needed to see it. To know that things are changing and not everything is as pretty and easily handled as it used to be.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?  My own uncle was murdered by the Former Black Duchess and her followers.  My other uncles were tortured by her commands.  My grandmother lost her head because of that crazy woman!”  Alice’s voice echoed slightly throughout the trees.   
 
    Sebastian blanched.   
 
    “And you’re telling me that I can’t help a fellow princess in need?” 
 
    “Because Schnee’s story is not your story,” he whispered.  “It is the Princess and Robin Hood’s story.”   
 
    Taking a step backward, Alice’s anger deflated.   
 
    “There’s nothing I can do?” 
 
    “Not unless you want to be robbed and your supplies given to the poor,” he grumbled, loud enough where only she could hear and not the Outlaws in the trees.  “You are a princess,” he whispered again realizing he needed to keep his voice down, “and you do not want to draw attention to yourself.  You are a princess and the number one thing they do is rob from the rich or the royals.”  
 
    Sebastian mumbled, pushing Alice forward with a hand on her lower back, guiding her out of the campground, “Robin Hood’s Men, or the Outlaws as they're called here, haven't taken too kindly to Queen Katharina holding the townspeople hostage and forcing them into servitude while paying back taxes.  They have no problem taking out their frustrations on visiting Royalty.  In fact, I heard rumblings that they held up the Roschen Royal Family as they were passing through on to Balaur to visit with the Dragon King and the Frosch Erbsen King.” 
 
    Alice mumbled a word that she hadn't said aloud before, but had heard her cousins and the other Cards and Knights frequently say during practice. 
 
    Sebastian missed it, mostly because he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were still being watched.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “You want me to do what?” Alice hissed while looking at the fallen tree that was creating a narrow bridge over the stream.  “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “I don't want to make you do anything,” Sebastian ground out.  He didn’t want to cross the narrow tree bridge any more than she did; he could recall falling off of them far more frequently than he ever successfully crossed one.  “But we don’t have a choice.  The Forest is making the decision for us by pointing out that the path ends here and begins on the other side of that log.  Once you walk across this tree and over the stream and to the other side, the Forest will lead us to your next Quest or adventure or learning experience.  I can't make you do anything that you don’t want to do.” 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Alice stared at the stream.  “What’s the worst that can happen?  I fall off?  Get a little wet?  We still have a change of clothes in my bag, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sebastian mumbled, half listening to her. 
 
    “Thank you for teaching me how to swim,” she added.  She considered hugging him, but was worried how awkward a hug would be between them.  
 
    Distractedly dismissing her thanks, he examined the area a little more.  “If you fall in, you are more likely to injure your ankle than drown.  The stream isn’t that deep.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have experience.” 
 
    “Let’s just say that the Forest is testing me as well.  I’ve never mastered being able to cross a tree bridge.  If I had it my way we would be walking on solid ground.  Take your pick, Princess.”   
 
    Alice looked at the stream and the mud before looking back at the bridge created by the fallen tree.  “Fine,” she grumbled.  “Fine.  Have it your way, Forest.  It’s probably my fault for questioning all the bridges a few days ago.”  
 
    “Probably,” Sebastion quipped.   
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, she put one foot on the tree and started to cross over, holding onto the – possibly Enchanted Forest provided – tree branches that created convenient handholds.   
 
    Once Sebastian managed to make his way over the tree, he grinned.   
 
    “You didn’t fall in,” Alice grinned back at him.   
 
    “I didn’t fall in.”  
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Alice looked at the Forest before him, the small trail beckoning them towards the unknown.  “The Forest has plans for me and something I need to learn.  Let’s go see what it is.”   
 
    “Lead the way,” he gestured. 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “These are your Quests,” Sebastian pointed out.  “I think it’s time for you to take charge.  Test your mettle.” 
 
    Alice hesitated, not quite willing to take that step forward.  She knew that at some point she needed to take charge and actively guide her Quests, but even weeks later, she had a feeling that there was something she still needed to learn before she could really start on her Quests.   
 
    She wasn’t even certain that she had encountered any of her Quests yet.   
 
    Shaking her head, “Not yet.  I don’t know why, but not yet.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” he mumbled before starting down the path.  “Let’s see where this road takes us.”    
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    Stopping abruptly, Sebastian felt Alice’s small form plowing into his back.  Once again she was paying attention.  Not that he could really blame her.  Once they entered the pine grove, he knew he needed to be alert, just in case, but the pine needle cushioned forest had him looking all over the place in amazement.  This portion of Schnee was definitely unlike any of the other parts of the Enchanted Forest. 
 
    “Shh!” Sebastian quietly instructed her, turning quickly and holding a finger over her mouth instead of his.   
 
    It was a necessary move.  If he hadn’t, she would have asked him a million questions and he really didn’t want to get into yet another argument with the future Queen of Wonderland.  
 
    She didn’t have a single survival instinct.  If the gnomes and dwarves hadn’t already heard them approaching after Alice stepped on every single stick and twig in the Forest, he would be surprised.   
 
    She also had no clue how to whisper.   
 
    He mentally conceded that until now, she didn’t have much of a reason to whisper.   
 
    The ring of stones in the middle of the pine grove served as a meeting place for many of the mythical creatures that inhabited the Enchanted Forest.  Somebody had taken a lot of time to evenly space the trees and then carry in the rocks and boulders needed for seating.  Even the rock ring was a perfect circle. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Alice asked, peering around his side to see what caused them to stop in place. 
 
    “A meeting.  If they do not notice us, we won’t have anything to worry about,” he whispered, his voice barely louder than a breath.   
 
    A dwarf near the circle cleared his throat, “We already know you are here, Sebastian of the Forest and Alice, Crown Princess of Wonderland.” 
 
    Eyes widening, Sebastian held back a gulp.  They might be able to sense his nerves, but he wasn’t about to let them visibly see him shaking.   
 
    “How do they know who we are?” she softly asked.  The hand on his arm revealed the shaking that her voice didn’t betray.   
 
    “The gnomes and dwarfs are everywhere and know everything.  The moment we crossed over into Schnee they knew,” he answered her as they approached the circle.  “Greetings,” he grinned.  “I hope your digging season went well.” 
 
    “Digging season?” Alice whispered, finally whispered.   
 
    “Shh,” he shushed her, pushing her back behind him with an arm.   
 
    “Excuse me?” the chief dwarf sternly questioned.   
 
    “The Princess decided that she needed to experience the world from outside her castle and managed to find herself lost in the Forest.  Her curiosity is boundless,” Sebastian explained.  “She also does not have a clue about when she needs to remain quiet and ask questions later.”   
 
    Nodding his head, the dwarf agreed.  “The younglings really do not have a clue until they nearly start an inter-species war with another species.” 
 
    While the Chief Dwarf was talking to Sebastian, Alice started observing the mixed group in front of them.   
 
    “I agree,” Sebastian told the leaders.  “I have had to pull the Princess away from a great many conflicts that could have thrown Wonderland into a war it would have been unable to win,” he stated to the leaders while giving Alice a warning she didn’t fail to catch.    
 
    Which was a good thing; she was about to ask why the gnomes and dwarfs looked nearly identical.  They were all short, with beards – except for one or two without beards and wearing long-skirted dresses – and dirt beneath their fingernails.  She couldn’t see the subtle differences: the dwarfs had a darker complexion from being out in the sun more than their earth-dwelling cousins. 
 
    They were also friendlier if the difference between the smiles and glares were any indication.  
 
    “What finds you in the middle of the Forest, far from any of the human-traveled roads?” the Chief Gnome asked, standing up from where he had been scolding his shame-faced younger son. 
 
    Sebastian spoke up before Alice could say anything, “The Crown Princess found herself off of the main road.  We all know how the Enchanted Forest behaves when It feels a traveler needs to learn a lesson.”   
 
    Nodding their heads, the majority of the gnomes and dwarfs agreed with his statement.   
 
    “This is a true point, Sebastian of…” there was a slight hesitation before the Gnome Leader finished with, “… the Forest.”  There was just enough of a pause to let Sebastian know that both leaders actually knew the truth about his family. 
 
    The Dwarf leader nodded his head.   
 
    Turning towards the Gnome Prince, the Chief continued with their original business, “You say the road took you into an oak tree, and then, once you exited the tree, the hole and road behind you vanished.”   
 
    The Prince merely nodded his head.   
 
    “Sebastian the Huntsman, you have spent years in the Enchanted Forest, correct?” 
 
    “I have been in wooded areas for almost my entire life,” he answered.  “All twenty-three years of it from birth until the present.  I have lived in the Enchanted Forest for the past five years.  On occasion, I have discovered a new literature island, but I never stayed long.”   
 
    Alice’s mouth gaped open.  She assumed that he had lived in the Enchanted Forest his entire life.  But she never asked him either.  She just assumed after he gave her dismissive answers about his past; she’d given up trying to learn more about his history and family. 
 
    The Chief Gnome’s next question caught her attention, “Can you confirm or deny that this is typical Enchanted Forest behavior?  We gnomes spend the majority of our lives beneath the Forest and have yet to witness any of the claims that the Forest is ever changeable.”  
 
    “I can confirm it,” Sebastian firmly stated.  “I first encountered the Crown Princess when Forest Road had disappeared on her.  I witnessed the road disappearing myself.  I was behind her trying to carry on with one of my duties when it happened.”  
 
    “I told you, Father!” the young gnome prince exclaimed. 
 
    “Hush!” the Gnome Chief hissed.   
 
    “My daughter,” the Dwarf Chief added, “has made a similar claim to the story that you have made.  The Road disappeared on her.  Not an hour later it reappeared and the Gnome Prince showed up shortly afterward.” 
 
    “The Forest has reasons that only the Forest knows,” Sebastian stated reverently. 
 
    The dwarfs all nodded their heads in agreement.   
 
    The chiefs looked at each other before nodding their heads.  
 
    “I demand equal time in both cities,” one stated.  
 
    “I concur,” the other agreed.   
 
    “I demand they stay above ground in the winter.” 
 
    “And they stay below ground in the summer.”   
 
    The Gnome Prince and Dwarf Princess blanched before speaking up. 
 
    “I hate the snow!” the Princess stated.   
 
    “But we do not dig in the summer!” the Prince countered.   
 
    “And we do not dig in the winter!” the Princess added.    
 
    “The swimming holes are freezing in the summer!”   
 
    The gnomes started chattering at the Prince’s last statement.  Those swimming holes were unbearably cold in the summer and, surprisingly, nice and warm in the winter.  They all heard stories about a Gnome Elder, decades past, enchanting the springs to provide heat for the earth dwellers during the winter.   
 
    The Chiefs reversed course. 
 
    “I demand they stay underground in the winter!” the Gnome Chief stated.  “The Prince needs to be around to monitor the mining operations.” 
 
    “And I demand that they are above ground during the summer!” the Dwarf Chief countered.  “The Princess needs to be around for her duties while the men are mining.”  
 
    The Prince and Princess smiled at each other.   
 
    “Now that that is settled,” the Gnome Chieftress started. 
 
    “On to the wedding!” the Dwarf Chieftress finished.   
 
    Both wives previously had no problems with their younger children marrying.  It was been the men who had gotten hard-headed and stubborn over the various technicalities and whatnot.   
 
    “On to the wedding!” the crowd cheered.   
 
    The Chiefs shyly approached Sebastian and Alice.  “You are free to stay for the wedding and reception.” 
 
    Smiling, Sebastian nodded his head in agreement.  “We graciously accept your invitation.”   
 
    They waited until the crowd was a distance away before Alice tugged on his sleeve.  “They were just debating if the young couple could get married and they are already setting up for the wedding?” 
 
    “Gnomes and Dwarfs take their time to get things in order and make decisions.  Once those decisions are made, they are quick to put the plans in motion.  As soon as the Prince and Princess decided that they were going to get married, their mothers started the planning.  It was their fathers who were harder to convince.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” 
 
    “I have made it my job to know the inner workings of the various clans throughout the Forest.  We just happened to be at the right place at the right time to witness it.”   
 
    Her steps slowed even more, “What do they eat at a reception like this?” 
 
    “The Gnomes will provide vegetables that grow underground like potatoes and carrots while the Dwarfs provide things like meat and things that grow above ground such as berries, apples, and corn.  Every month they hold a market not far from here so they can exchange foods that they cannot provide for themselves.” 
 
    Tugging her forward so they wouldn’t get lost and miss the wedding, Sebastian continued to explain.  “They have their resources mapped out.  The Gnomes mine in the winter, and the Dwarfs in the summer; that way they do not accidentally steal each other’s mining crops.  And with the monthly markets, they don’t miss out on food resources.  Generations ago they learned how to work together for the greatest benefit of their clans to eliminate fighting between themselves.” 
 
    “Like Neverland and Wonderland.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Sebastian slowly stated, watching his words.  “My travels and work as a Huntsmen have kept me on the Enchanted Forest side of the bridges for the past five years.”   
 
    “I guess that’s a good thing,” Alice quipped.  “One of us should know how the Forest works until It decides it’s time for me to head home.” 
 
    “Well, Princess, we might be closer to that time than we were this morning.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You learned to hold your tongue and let others do the speaking instead of jabbering on because of your rank.  You relied on your resources,” he pointed towards himself, “and advisors and allowed them to help you make a well-informed decision.” 
 
    Blinking, Alice said nothing as a dwarf led them to a pair of chairs in the back of the ceremony.  Even she knew not to argue this seating arrangement others might have deemed to be a slight; if they sat near the front they would have blocked the gnomes and dwarves from being able to watch the wedding.   
 
    That was the exact moment she became aware that she finally passed a Quest she had failed countless times.          
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
     “You just had to say something, didn't you?” Sebastian grumbled as they faced the ten-foot-long muddy path. 
 
    “Oh, please.  Like the Forest isn’t testing your own abilities right now,” Alice shook her head and scanned the area around the mud.   
 
    “What are you talking about?  My abilities are perfect!” 
 
    “How many times did you have to stop to remember how to do something just so you could teach it to me?” she countered, noticing that a bit of higher ground around the muddy trail was drier than its worn-down counterpart.  “Like when you tried to teach me how to tie and untie knots.   
 
    “I knew how to do it!” he protested.  “I had to figure out how to explain it to you so that you would understand.  It’s not like I have my Guide to Knot Tying handbook with me.”   
 
    “There’s an actual guidebook?” Alice asked, hesitating while she waited for his answer instead of leading them around the mud.   
 
    “Of course, there is,” Sebastian sighed.  “It has diagrams and what type of rope works best with what type of knot.  There’s also one for sailor knots, Huntsmen knots, and a few other different types of knots.” 
 
    “There’s really different types of knots?” 
 
    “Of course,” he quickly answered her.  “At least, it elaborates on the different specific ways certain knots can be used.  A sailor will use his knots in different ways than a Huntsman, I assume,” he then shrugged.  “I’m not likely to use a knot to temporarily secure a boat to a dock, but sometimes I have to secure something to a tree or a giant rock.” 
 
    “Like what?” a curious Alice asked, stepping up to the higher ground and leading them around the mess on the path.   
 
    Nodding his head approvingly, Sebastian followed after her.  It was a deliberate move to make her wonder if he had been testing her observation abilities.   
 
    He hadn’t been, but he didn’t want her to know that.  His pride was a failing, even though he was constantly working on improving himself.  It was one of the reasons he decided to become a Huntsman instead of staying home and being the aimless and difficult younger brother.   
 
    “I have a colleague who had to tie a wolf to a tree.  She wasn’t vicious, but she was a mother and one of her cubs needed some medical attention.  Every single time Erwin tried to do something, the wolf would nose her way between him and the cub, effectively blocking Erwin from getting anything done.  He made a loose collar – she could have escaped it if she really wanted to – and tied it around a nearby sapling where she could watch and see that he wasn’t doing anything to her baby.  Five minutes later, he brought the cub back to its mama and tugged on the end of the rope just right so it untied itself without him having to get close to her.  She didn’t even notice she was freed, but she was also busy sniffing and licking and making certain that her cub was safe.  Twenty minutes later they were gone.”   
 
    Shaking his head, he added, “Erwin tells me that he still sees that wolf on occasion.  The cub, not-so-much, but that mama wolf will come and visit, or bring him a new cub to help fix.  She lays by that tree, considerably bigger than the sapling it once was, and watches him.”  
 
    Sighing happily, Alice opted to watch her footing instead of turning to look at him.  “That’s so sweet.  Have you ever seen that mama wolf?” 
 
    “Once.  Not long before I was assigned to watch over the Granny’s Cottage.  A cub from a later litter had a gash on its hind leg and she brought it to Erwin to look at.   He had to stitch it up, but he couldn’t let them leave until he could make certain that the wound healed and he could remove the stitches.  She brought the rest of her cubs – she had three in that litter – so she could watch them all, but she would growl a warning whenever somebody other than Erwin got near her or any of the cubs, even if Erwin was with them.”   
 
    “I’ll wonder if I’ll ever get to see Erwin’s pet wild wolf.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call the wolf a pet,” Sebastian countered.   
 
    Thinking he heard the crack of a dry stick being stepped on, he glanced behind them.  A second later the crackle of leaves or pine needles rustled before quickly becoming silent.  He suspected they were being followed, would almost bet that it was one of Robin Hood’s Men following to make certain they made it to the border.   
 
    “Let’s see if we can reach the Balaur border before we settle in for the night,” he suggested.   
 
    “How will we know when we reach the border?  It’s not like the other borders have been clearly marked.” 
 
    “Oh, they usually are,” Sebastian informed her.  “The Forest doesn’t want you to know where you are until you reach some clearly defined landmark.  Like with Baerville or Rapunzel’s Tower.  Everybody knew it was on the border of Charmante, even if they never really knew exactly what Kingdom they were in.  That’s why Howard the Were-Huntsman was able to thrive in the Granny’s Cottage; his ability to go undetected so long was because of the curse put on the Oublié princes.  It was possible, with the Cottage being so close to Rapunzel’s Tower, that his cursed side was feeding off of the spells placed on the Tower to keep Prince Trystan sleeping, but he would have also been feeding into it.” 
 
    “Mother would have had to kill Howard before Richmond and Trystan’s curses could be fully lifted,” Alice mumbled.   
 
    “Very likely.  Otherwise, Princess Grace most likely would have been one of Howard’s victims.”   
 
    “And Trystan would still be in the tower, possibly going crazy.” 
 
    “If he had even woken up.  Also, Prince Richmond and Princess Nadine would have been trapped within the Castle grounds.  There is no telling what Prince Richmond’s humanity would have been like with Howard’s evil feeding the curse while the Prince was a beast.” 
 
    “He could have killed Nadine.” 
 
    “And Grace would still have gone on her quests, even though she used finding Nadine as her excuse.  It was an excuse; we all knew it.  But if Howard didn’t get her, the Tower would have.”  
 
    “And if Prince Trystan was crazy or still asleep, she would still be stuck in that Tower, unable to get down.”  
 
    “And that’s all assuming Mother killed Howard.  If she hadn’t, things would have been vastly different.” 
 
    They both went silent, considering these points as they continued on their trek.  So much would have been different if only one thing never happened. 
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    Sucking in a breath, Alice looked up and up and up some more until she could take in the entirety of the sign before them.  One moment they exited the trees and the next they spotted the giant sign.  It was the first anybody would see in the clearing, even though it was on the other side.   
 
    “Welcome to Balaur.  Home of Dragons,” Sebastian read aloud.  “I believe as soon as we cross this clearing, we will be there.”  
 
    Looking down both sides of the clearing, Alice realized a few things.  The first was that the clearing worked more as a boundary marker for anybody traveling above them.  It went all the way down in a slightly wavy-ish line until it ended abruptly.   
 
    The second was that it hadn’t been the first time they walked through a clearing very similar to this one.  Some of them weren’t as obvious, with new trees beginning to grow, or the boundary markers considerably wider or a bit different.  There were a few wide rivers as well that required massive bridges to cross.   
 
    And each time they walked on through, following the path the Enchanted Forest placed in front of them, Alice none the wiser than when they crossed over from kingdom to kingdom because she hadn’t been paying any attention. 
 
    Every single time she crossed over the Oublié-Charmante boundary, she had been complaining about her feet hurting.  
 
    She had been complaining about the heat when they crossed over the Charmante-Majstro border.   
 
    Most likely, she had been chattering away about tying knots or dagger throwing when they crossed over into Roschen. 
 
    “The giant wooden bridge and that river was the Roschen-Schnee boundary,” she whispered.  “You knew all along we were crossing Kingdoms and didn’t say anything.”  
 
    “There was no reason to, Princess,” Sebastian grinned at her.  “But you figured it out now and that’s all the Enchanted Forest cares about.  She’s a trickster sometimes.” 
 
    “And She loves Her bridges,” Alice sighed, gently patting the tree next to her.  “I see why royals go on Quests.  The Forest gives them experiences that they will never forget.”  Taking a step forward, she paused for a moment.  “Do you think we’ll see dragons?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sebastian laughed.  “Come on.  It’ll be dark soon and I’d like to find somewhere safe to set up camp for the night.”   
 
    It didn’t take long for the Forest to provide them with a decent spot.  A clean stream was nearby, bubbling along cheerfully.  A campfire ring was already built, either by past travelers or by the Forest itself.  There was plenty of dry wood for a campfire and Alice managed to not burn their evening meal.   
 
    They didn’t notice when their nightly tea bags were switched with tea meant to help with insomnia or the smell of lavender that wafted over the area.  It didn’t register to Sebastian that lavender didn’t even grow in Balaur.  It was more common in Oublié, Charmante, and Roschen. 
 
    At least, it didn’t occur to him until he woke up tied to a tree with Alice missing.  Drag marks were leading further into Balaur and her belongings – excepting her boots which she had taken to sleeping in after her kidnapping in Majstro – were still next to his.   
 
    “Not again,” he grumbled.  What was with the Enchanted Forest letting Princess Alice get kidnapped?   
 
    Then he shook his head once he realized the type of knot used to secure him to the tree.  He could get free, but he’d have to trust the Enchanted Forest to show him where Alice was taken.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking at the message that was flown to them via mini dragon – Nadine figured out how to train them to be messengers – David let a storm of inappropriate words flow out of his mouth, handing over the message to the nearest Card: Jonathan.  Sawyer and Aileen, curious by their cousin’s unexpected use of language, wandered over to see what was going on.  It took something serious for David to use that type of language around Aileen; his father had trained him to watch his audience. 
 
    “You have to be kidding me!” Jonathan hissed, handing over the message to Sawyer. 
 
    Aileen read it over his shoulder. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” Sawyer asked, tempted to ball the message up and chuck it at the nearest wall.   
 
    “How can somebody escape a dungeon with hundreds of mini dragons watching him?  Sitting on him?” Jonathan added, starting to pace.   
 
    “They are dragons,” David grumbled.  “They can get distracted and fly off.”  
 
    “And Gaubert has magic reserves that his sister couldn’t drain,” Sawyer added.   
 
    Groaning, “I have to tell Christian,” David mumbled.  “He’s the Head Card now.”  
 
    “Talk about some immersive training.”  
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice.  They want Jonathan and Sawyer there to guard the Princesses and…” he trailed off. 
 
    “And who knows where Alice is,” Aileen whispered, finishing David’s sentence.   
 
    What nobody said was that Alice’s fate would depend on if she completed all of her Quests yet or not.  A Questing Princess – or Prince – had some protections granted to them from the Enchanted Forest.  Regardless, David couldn’t leave Wonderland until Alice returned.   
 
    The inactivity was going to drive him crazy.   
 
    Snatching the note from Sawyer, David straightened his shoulders and started the trek towards the Card’s Hall.   
 
    “I am, unfortunately, the bearer of bad news,” he announced once he entered the crowded building, raising the parchment up so that everybody could see it.  “Princess Nadine,” he stated, using her title to stress the severity of the matter, “has sent a report that Gaubert has escaped where they were holding him.  Both Princesses, and Princes, request additional guards until he is located.” 
 
    A flurry of activity and voices erupted once he’d finished relaying the message.   
 
    Standing up, Christian cleared his throat, silencing the Cards and Knights that gathered once they’d seen the little dragon approaching the Halls.   
 
    Sometimes it was difficult to tell who were Cards and who were Knights, even when they froze in place as the Head Card took control of the room.   
 
    It didn’t take him long to know what to command.  To him the answer was obvious.  “Jonathan, Sawyer, take the Fives and Sixes along with eight Knights.  You can volunteer and discuss who is going in ten minutes, but you’ll need to defer to the Head Knight.”  Christian nodded in the general direction where he knew the Head Knight was sitting.   
 
    “Samuel the Spade,” he called out next, “will join this outfit and be in charge as one of the primary Cards.”  
 
    Their fathers entered the Hall at that very moment and if Christian reacted nobody noticed.   
 
    “What is going on?” the Heart called out to the room.   
 
    “Gaubert, the son of the evil enchantress Princess Grace killed, escaped from the Oublié dungeons.  I was assigning a small regiment of eleven Cards and Knights to go and help support Prince Richmond’s guard as they reform.” 
 
    “Why eleven?” the Spade asked, curious about the odd number. 
 
    “Four Cards, four Knights, Jonathan and Sawyer as they are Princess Grace and Princess Nadine’s Cards, and Samuel as the Lead Card,” Christian explained his reasoning, wishing that the Older Cards wouldn’t question him in front of the other Cards and Knights.   
 
    Nodding their heads as one, the Diamond concluded their questioning with, “Well done, continue on,” and a nod before the three fathers left the room.   
 
    David said nothing even though his jaw wanted to drop.  Gaining approval from their fathers was near impossible, but he could also be projecting his own insecurities and discontent with the inherited position.  
 
    Added to the mix, he felt useless.   
 
    “Samuel, Jonathan, and Sawyer, I want you three to meet up with the Head Knight and discuss what you’ll need for the Knight volunteers,” Christian called out, catching David’s attention.  “Everybody else, you are dismissed!”  
 
    Five more minutes until David could escape and inform Emerald that they would have to wait a while longer before sharing their good news.  Christian would end up waylaying him a little bit longer, asking the Diamond how he would have handled things differently.   
 
    Reality was, David didn’t think he could have handled this situation better than Christian.  In fact, he mused, right as his cousin sidled up to him, that he would likely have made a mess out of everything if the decisions were left to him.   
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    “Oh, great you again,” Alice let out a deep sigh.   She quickly noticed two people standing before her once the bag over her head and the rag stuffed in her mouth was removed.   
 
    Agatha she recognized.  The guy with Agatha was unknown to her. 
 
    She was also revising her previous opinion of bags being used to shutter her vision.  They were considerably hotter compared to the blindfolds and gags her previous kidnappers had employed.  
 
    Shaking her head, Alice used the opportunity to bait them, discover the male’s name, examine her surroundings.  If there was a chance to escape she was going to take it. 
 
    “What do you want this time? I've already been kidnapped once.  You also attempted to asphyxiate me at that little town store in Roschen.”   
 
    “Agatha, you didn't tell me she was a talker,” the guy sneered.  “She certainly looks like her sister Nadine.” 
 
    “You've seen Nadine?” 
 
    “Of course I've seen Nadine.  She's the reason I have these scars all over my body.  Fucking miniature dragons.” 
 
    Agatha looked at her shoes and sadly shook her head.  “You can barely even notice they are there,” she lied. 
 
    Badly. 
 
    Not that Alice really paid that much attention to the other people in the room.  She did notice that the floor was a hard-packed dirt floor, not a single wooden plank to be seen.  There was a little bit of light shining through a window that was too tall for her kidnappers to reach even with a chair. 
 
    Why couldn’t they have her tied to a chair?  At least she could have worked with that.  Instead, she was sitting on the ground with her hands bound behind her back and her ankles tied just a little too tight for comfort.   
 
    Not that the wooden chairs at the table looked all that comfortable, but they weren’t on the ground either.   
 
    Rolling his eyes, he continued talking, “And your other sister, Grace.  Don't get me started on her.  She killed my mother!”  Gaubert growled, eyeing Alice up and down.  “Of course I'd get saddled with the useless Crown Princess of Wonderland, but you were the first Wonderland Princess I could get my hands on.”   
 
    I'm not useless, Alice thought to herself.  I escaped when that siren kidnapped Aria and me.  I know what kind of wood to use for a campfire and what kind smokes.  I know how to purify water for drinking and cooking and a bunch of other useful things.  I can also tie knots and throw daggers. 
 
    Instead, she said nothing.  It wouldn’t do her any good at this point and might result in that nasty rag being shoved back into her mouth.  It tasted like a musty stocking that had been put away when it was still damp.   
 
    “What do you want with me?” she caved to her curiosity almost five minutes later. 
 
    “Truthfully, I wanted your annoying sister, Nadine.  She’s the one that managed to mess everything up.  If she hadn’t messed with the portal, Mother would have entered the right one instead of that isolated one where all she had was the company of that idiotic scientific dragon.” 
 
    Alice mused that Grace – having gathered enough bits and pieces of the story from her travels – had found the portal that led her to this man’s mother.  His mother who was also the evil enchantress everybody else was relieved was dead.   
 
    She still didn’t know his name.  She didn’t know if she wanted to know his name.  Mentally calling him a bunch of words that would have her parents flinching and her cousins grinning seemed like a much better game plan.  As long as she didn’t slip up and call him by one of those words she wasn’t supposed to know but did because of all the time she watched while David was in training.   
 
    “Guy,” Agatha whined.   
 
    What a weird name, Alice thought. 
 
    “What?” he hissed, rolling his eyes when his co-conspirator couldn’t see.   
 
    “What about her sister?” she sniffed.  “She’s the one who killed…” 
 
    “I know her sister Grace killed my mother, but those stupid sisters of hers are guarded within an inch of their lives with all of the Cards, Knights, bodyguards, and those idiotic Oublié princes.”  Starting to pace the room, “I can’t get my hands on Nadine because Richmond won’t allow her to be left alone.”   
 
    Looking at Alice, “Those pain in the ass Cards have been called to Oublié to protect her.  I imagine your own Card is about to lose his mind since he doesn’t have a clue where you are.”  Narrowing his eyes, he added, “That Huntsman too who has been following you around like a love-sick puppy.” 
 
    He was attempting to goad her.  Alice returned the favor by saying nothing.  What could she say?  Until she knew what his game plan was, or figured out a way to escape, goading him was only going to make him take out his anger on her.   
 
    Sometimes, she learned, plans needed to be adjusted at the drop of a hat and this was one of those instances.   
 
    “Gaubert,” Agatha whined, “your food is getting cold.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” he hissed, revealing that simmering layer of anger that lurked just beneath his surface.  A few sparks flew off of him, not that he or Agatha noticed, as he grumbled and hissed about only his annoying and perfectly good sister Angelique calling him by that pretentious and old-fashioned name. 
 
    Agatha wisely said nothing, spooning a helping of what appeared to be oatmeal or porridge into her mouth.  Alice wasn’t completely certain from her place on the floor, but she hoped it was oatmeal and that it would be a thick, gummy block once Gaubert stopped his posturing and unnecessary ranting.   
 
    Alice, meanwhile, would take the opportunity while Gaubert was distracted with his tirade to work on loosening up the binding knotted around her wrists.  Later she would thank Sebastian for showing her how to tie and untie various knots.  At the time she thought it was silly, but now she could see how this knowledge was valuable. 
 
    “If only those stupid sirens hadn’t screwed everything up by letting you go,” he hissed, catching Alice’s attention.  “What use are two princesses when I only needed the one?” 
 
    “We didn’t know that Serena would let them both go once her problem was solved.  She was supposed to get that gemstone and kill the princesses!” Agatha whimpered.  “We didn’t know that Princess Alice and Princess Aria are nearly identical.”   
 
    “Because when a princess is trampling around in the Enchanted Forest, walking through Majstro, she isn’t going to tan.  She’s going to stay the same pasty white she always was because of magic.” 
 
    “Exactly!”  
 
    “Idiot!” Gaubert yelled at Agatha.  “I’m surrounded by idiots.” 
 
    “At least I wasn’t the person imprisoned by a bunch of miniature dragons,” Alice quipped.   
 
    She didn’t see the blow to her face coming until it was too late.  The throbbing in her cheek told her what happened more than Gaubert taking a fist to her face.  Glaring, she revised her opinion of him.  Not that she thought very highly of him to begin with.   
 
    “Feel better now that you hit a woman you have tied up?  A woman who can’t defend herself?” Alice snarled, not caring if she provoked him further.  He’d already hit her once.  If the area around her cheek didn’t swell up, possibly causing her eye to swell closed just because of the proximity, she would be surprised.   
 
    Agatha cowered at the table, her shoulders hunching up even further as she frantically shook her head at Alice, silently warning the princess to stop talking.  To stop goading Gaubert.   
 
    She didn’t care.  
 
    “You must feel so proud of yourself.  So big and strong.  Hitting the princess everybody knows is the weakest.  What do I know?  I’m not Grace; I never studied swordplay or any of those other things she learned.  I’m not Nadine; I don’t have a squad of dragons capable of defending me.  I’m the weak princess.  The princess who knows nothing except how to read a book and watch people.  If you think my family will pay you to give me back, you are mistaken.  Grace can always take my place as the Crown Princess…” 
 
    Alice trailed off at the thought, realizing that her statement was something she had always feared.  That one day her parents would take her aside for a Royal Council Meeting between the three of them and strongly suggest she step down from her place in line for the throne.   
 
    But, she also realized, that thought didn’t scare her as it once had.  The Enchanted Forest changed her, changed the way she viewed everything.  Even the lingering doubt in the back of her mind about her suitability as the next Queen of Wonderland changed into something different.   
 
    Something she wasn’t quite ready to seriously consider.  She needed to get out of this situation first.   
 
    Nodding his head at Alice’s silence, Gaubert started filling the time by throwing daggers at the wall.  He only had three, but they each landed in the exact same spots. 
 
    It was equal parts warning and threat.   
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    Hours later, squirming against her binding but unable to determine what type of knot they used, Alice realized she was feeling a rather urgent pain in her bladder.   
 
    “I need to relieve myself,” she stated to the otherwise silent room.  It wouldn’t have mattered how loudly or quietly she spoke; it was going to come out loudly with the absence of human voices or decent sound buffers in the room.   
 
    “Seriously?  Just pee on the floor,” Gaubert growled.   
 
    “Do you really want to be in the same room as somebody who has just peed?  I mean, I’m probably dehydrated which is why I haven’t needed to go sooner.” 
 
    “What does that matter?” 
 
    “Because, according to at least one of the books I have read, urine from somebody who is dehydrated has an ammonia-like smell, which is pungent.  I wouldn’t want to sit around in a room with somebody who just peed their pants…” she trailed off, looking at her attire before correcting, “…well, skirts.”  Shaking her head, Alice added, “It probably wouldn’t smell so bad if you let me have some water frequently, but you also didn’t want me needing to relieve myself either.  And, to be honest, I have probably been borderline dehydrated for weeks now.  Sebastian always was pestering me to drink more water, but you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink.” 
 
    “Will you shut up!” Gaubert shouted from the table, slamming his hand against the table and causing everybody to jump.  “Agatha, take the Princess to the outhouse.  She can deal with the spiders and other things in there if she has to relieve herself so badly.” 
 
    “Oh, I really do,” Alice whimpered.   
 
    Glaring at her, Gaubert added, “And take the dagger.  If she tries any funny stuff, just poke her a few times with it.  It would serve Wonderland right if they lose their next in line for the Throne.” 
 
    Holding back her comments, Alice waited for Agatha to lift her skirt enough to remove the bindings around Alice’s ankles, revealing a knot she was very familiar with, before helping her up to remove the rope that secured her to the leg of the nearby cookstove.   
 
    She wanted to smack herself for just how easy it was to loosen up the knots.  It was similar to the knot Erwin had used on the wolf that first time she brought him a cub.   
 
    She could hear an inner voice that sounded suspiciously like Sebastian pointing out that she couldn’t see the knots to know how to get out of them, and even if she could, it wouldn’t have done her any good with Agatha and Gaubert wide awake.   
 
    Once Gaubert concluded his dagger throwing practice, Agatha took over the knives and showed off her own impressive skill.  It could be argued that her mastery of this form of weaponry surpassed her leader’s ability.  
 
    Neither one of them would have any issues throwing a dagger at her to keep her from leaving wherever it was they were holding her.  If she bled a little, or a lot, it wouldn’t matter to either of them.  Gaubert had already attempted to kill her once.   
 
    What was stopping him this time? 
 
    A few moments later, at dagger point, Alice realized they were in a cottage.  A cottage that looked suspiciously similar to the Granny’s Cottage where her mother had faced her last Quest against a Were-Huntsman.   
 
    Instead, Alice was up against a deranged apprentice enchantress and a deceased evil enchantress’ son.   
 
    He hadn’t revealed any magical talents in her viewing, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t also magically inclined.  She already knew Agatha was.   
 
    “I could just kill you and claim you attempted to run,” Agatha hissed.  
 
    “But you won’t.  You and…” Alice hesitated slightly, “Guy want to use me.  You want to trade me for my sister, Grace, because she’s the one you are angry with.  She’s the one you want to destroy.” 
 
    “Guy has issues with your other sister, Nadine, as well,” Agatha informed Alice.  “She ruined his return to the Enchanted Forest.  Somehow, she tampered with the portal they entered, sending his mother to another realm.”  
 
    Without considering her words, she pointed out, “Is it possible that the Enchanted Forest sent her to another realm on Its own.  The Forest does have a mind of Its own.”  
 
    Hissing, Agatha said nothing, giving Alice a harmless jab with the dagger.  “Stop trying to confuse me.  Go.” 
 
    Holding back her reaction, Alice entered the pungent outhouse.  She wondered when the last time anybody had done anything to tamp down the smells wafting out from the hole she was expected to sit over.   
 
    Or if an animal had fallen in and died.   
 
    Closing her eyes, Alice girded her loins – figuratively – and dealt with the bodily function demanding her to empty her bladder.   
 
    Before her Quests, she would have had an issue with Agatha standing within hearing distance.  However, after months with only Sebastian nearby, she thought nothing of it.  It was an odd way to show her trust in the Huntsman; she never worried that he would watch her performing any hygiene-related functions.   
 
    “Hurry up!” Agatha demanded.   
 
    Slipping out of the outhouse, Alice left the door cracked slightly in hopes that it would air out a little before any of them needed to enter that foul building again.  
 
    Once they were back in the cottage, Alice held her hands out in front of her as soon as Agatha grabbed the rope.   
 
    “Behind your back,” Agatha hissed.   
 
    “Why does it matter?  I’ll be tied up either way,” she started to argue before an idea popped into her mind.  “Okay.  Fine.  Behind my back it is,” she sighed. 
 
    Agatha thought nothing at Alice’s quick capitulation, but Gaubert sharply looked up at her.  “She has the dagger,” Alice explained to him, catching onto his suspicious nature.  “I don’t, and I’d rather not be stabbed because she thinks I’m not cooperating.  She already tried to asphyxiate me once by using an unknown sheep wool allergy against me, and that was before finding out that I wasn’t my sister, Grace.”   
 
    The reality was, she could free herself, and they wouldn’t be the wiser.  She wasn’t even certain they knew what they were going to do now that they had her.   
 
    Nodding his head at Alice’s answer, Gaubert instructed Agatha to make him a cup of tea.  “If there’s enough for in the morning, you can have some as well.  Make certain you don’t mix up the Insomnia Tea with the bags of Traveler’s Tea you snagged from Little Miss Princess’s bag.  We might need it for her later if she doesn’t cooperate.”   
 
    Alice wisely said nothing as Agatha used what appeared to be the only knot she knew how to tie: a slipped buntline hitch.  Neither of them realized that if they could release her with a tug on the free end of the rope, that she could as well.     
 
    However, later that night, when Gaubert was asleep in one room and Agatha was loudly snoring on a bedroll they pilfered from somewhere, Alice made her move.   
 
    She knew Gaubert – she refused to call him Guy – left the main room because of Agatha’s snoring, but Alice mused that if Agatha were allowed to sleep in the bed she probably wouldn’t be snoring.  Regardless, she would use the loud, unnatural sounds escaping Agatha to cover the noises she made as she switched out the teabags.   
 
    Then, retying the knot – just to be on the safe side – slipping her hands back in, and tightening it back up, Alice leaned against the unlit stove and wall and went to sleep.  They’d wake her up soon enough when they started moving around and it would be stupid to not rest when she could.   
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    It was the bumping and thumping as Agatha, grumbling the entire time, got out food for them.  “Why can’t we make her cook it?” 
 
    “Because we’ve seen her burn meal after meal.  There’s a reason her Huntsman was chosen to escort her through the forests and it was because Little Miss Princess over there would have starved to death before she encountered any towns.” 
 
    Alice said nothing as he verbally abused her abilities.  She could do more now than when she started off, sure.  She did have to give Sebastian a ton of credit for teaching her all of the skills she needed to survive in the Forest, but she was able to identify safe berries from poisonous ones and how to locate wild carrots and other edible parts of the Forest.  She knew what flowers could be eaten and which would poison her.  All Sebastian’s tutoring did was teach her things quicker – and safer – than she would have learned on her own.   
 
    Even if she had yet to grasp the ability to cook a meal over a campfire, she could still boil water and make tea or coffee.   
 
    It was just as well.  Let him underestimate her skills.  They definitely weren’t following her when she was being taught knife throwing or rope tying, and she planned on using that to her advantage.   
 
    But there was a part of her that felt sick at the idea of not facing them when she escaped.  It felt mildly cowardly, but, despite her abilities, she felt worse at the possibility of facing them both head-on and killing them.  Non-talking rabbits were one thing; they were needed for survival.  Humans, even under the guise of self-defense and protecting the rest of the Enchanted Forest from their plans, was another matter entirely.   
 
    This wasn’t like Serena who wanted power because her source of power had been temporarily lost to her.  These people wanted more power than they were gifted, and if they gained this power it would end up corrupting the Enchanted Forest and everything tied to it.  Even she could figure that out.  
 
    But she didn’t want to kill them.  She couldn’t kill them.   
 
    Not even when Gaubert smirked as he placed a cup of tea on the ground where he knew Alice would be unable to reach it.   
 
    She wouldn’t mind kicking him a few times.   
 
    They might have threatened her with the dagger, but even then, she couldn’t stomach the idea of using that same dagger against them.  Not when they were going to pass out from the switched tea within an hour of drinking it.   
 
    After downing his tea and the burnt eggs Agatha cooked, Gaubert looked at the empty cup in front of him and asked, “Agatha, did you use the right tea bags?” 
 
    “I used the box labeled Traveler’s Tea,” Agatha whispered.  Her own cup was only half full.   
 
    “It didn’t taste right,” Gaubert mumbled.  
 
    Alice wanted to roll her eyes.  If it tasted funny then he shouldn’t have downed the entire drink in one gulp.  
 
    “I’m certain it’s the right tea.  I did steal the box out of the Princess’ bag, so maybe she has a different blend than we are used to,” Agatha suggested, so confident that she finished her tea off simply to prove a point. 
 
    They turned to look at her.  “My Traveler’s Tea is made in Wonderland.  The Hatters likely use a blend that has plants and flowers that are only native to Wonderland and in their own supply gardens.” 
 
    She assumed the Traveler’s Tea the Baba Yaga had given her was also a Mad Hatter’s Tea Shoppe product.  Although, Alice conveniently left out that she switched the bags with the ones in their personal box of Insomnia Tea.  While the Baba Yaga had packed a tea to help her sleep, Alice learned early on that not even a full cup of tea was enough to induce a sleep where she could rest but could still wake up easily if something nearby was a threat.   
 
    There were only two tea bags in each box, which meant Gaubert gave her what he assumed was the Insomnia tea.  They were planning on moving her to another location and needed her unconscious to manage it.  
 
    “How?” he asked the room, realizing what had happened.   
 
    Agatha said nothing.  She didn’t know what to say.  The waves of sleep were already started to lap over her, even as she weakly attempted to fight it.   
 
    Alice scooted until she could show that her hands were still tied behind her back.  Her skirt hem worked its way up, revealing that her ankles were still tied as well.  She was suddenly relieved that she had retied herself up.   
 
    Then, once her point was made, she worked herself back around to where she could watch them.   
 
    Gaubert was fighting it.   
 
    Agatha was already slumped in her chair, snoring.   
 
    “When I wake up,” Gaubert snarled, his threat going unfinished as the rest of the tea’s effects hit.   
 
    “That’s some pretty strong tea,” Alice mumbled. “I wonder if it was also infused with magic to make it work quicker.  Probably longer as well.”   
 
    Waiting a few minutes to make certain that Gaubert wasn’t about to sit up, Alice worked at the ties behind her back but kept everything she was doing out of his sight.  Only then, once she was certain that he wasn’t faking it, she reached around and undid the rope around her ankles.   
 
    Her first order of business was a good stretch.  After hours of being tied up, her muscles protested.   
 
    The second order of business was to bind her kidnappers to their chairs.  Ankles on the chair legs, with additional rope strung over the support bar that connected the legs to make things a little bit more difficult than figuring out how to lift the chair and sliding the legs through the rope.  Next was tying their arms behind their backs and securing them additionally by weaving the rope through some of the gaps in the back supports.  She connected the ropes used for their ankles and hands together underneath the chairs where they could not easily untie the knots.   
 
    Not that she was stupid enough to use the same knot Agatha used or anything else that might be easy to get out of.   
 
    Grabbing his dagger and leaving everything else except for some rope, Alice slipped out the door.  There she looped one end of the rope around the door handle and attached it to a shielded candle holder serving as a porch light.   
 
    If they did get out of their current bindings, she didn’t want them to simply be able to walk out of the cottage.  Maybe the candle holder would break and maybe it wouldn’t, but she at least tried.   
 
    Releasing a deep sigh before rotating her neck, Alice looked down the path that would surely lead her to the main road.  The Forest wouldn’t be that cruel after everything else she had been through.   
 
    After a few turns, the path let out at an angle that would go unnoticed if somebody was approaching it from the wrong direction thanks to a massive cedar tree with drooping branches blocking the entrance.    Regardless, in front of her the road went off in two different ways.  It was the only time the Forest had really given her any options about where to go and she had no clue if she should go right (west) or left (east).   
 
    Nodding her head, she asked the Forest, “Lead me in the direction of somebody who can help me, please.”   
 
    One of the roads disappeared.   
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Even though she had no clue if she was heading back in the direction she came or heading away from Sebastian, she trusted the Enchanted Forest and started her trek in the direction It suggested: east.  
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    The Forest did not lead her to Sebastian.  It did, however, lead her to another Huntsman Cottage.  This one was home to Erwin of the pet wild wolf.   
 
    Stumbling into his clearing, Alice shook off the thirty-minute walk.  It wasn’t a long walk according to her new standards.  She could remember early on when she started her Quests that she was exhausted after thirty minutes before she had been lead to the Granny’s Cottage and Sebastian.   
 
    Today was different.  She found herself constantly looking behind her expecting Gaubert or Agatha to be hot on her heels, even though it was more likely that they were still passed out from the Insomnia Tea.   
 
    Erwin said nothing as he watched her entering his small yard, petting the top of a wolf’s head as the pair watched her.   
 
    The wolf – he had unoriginally named her Luna – merely lifted her tired head and watched the princess.  Not growling or snarling.  Just watching.  That was his clue that the princess was somebody he didn’t have to worry about.   
 
    But he was concerned about the way she kept looking back over her shoulder as if she was being pursued.   
 
    “Morning!” he called out, standing up from the rocking chair he was sitting in.  He almost blended into the shadows and he liked it that way.  Easier to catch people off guard and observe them when they think nobody was watching.   
 
    Glancing over his door, Alice recognized the symbol that marked him as a Huntsman, but she still asked.  Better to be safe than to assume.   
 
    “That I am,” he grinned at her, holding out a dark hand for her to shake.  “Erwin’s my name.” 
 
    “Erwin?  With the pet wild wolf?” 
 
    “The wolf isn’t so wild now that she’s gotten older,” he stated.  “I reckon you have heard of me?” 
 
    “Sebastian the Huntsman.  Did he make his way here?  He was my guide during my Quests.  To be honest, I don’t have a clue if I have passed any of them.  Possibly my first one.  Maybe my second.  If being kidnapped a second time and being held hostage until I could be exchanged for my younger sister is a Quest, I really don’t know if I passed that one or not,” Alice started to ramble.  “Is Sebastian here?  Has anybody seen or heard from him?”  
 
    “Ah,” Erwin grinned some more.  “You are a Princess.” 
 
    “Right.  Sorry.  Crown Princess Alice of Wonderland.  Pleased to meet you and your pet wolf.”  She gave him a hurried curtsy while scanning the area, looking for something or someone. 
 
    “Luna,” he informed her.  “A little long in the tooth to be a princess on a Quest, aren’t you?” 
 
    “To be honest,” she sighed, “Yes.  I’m twenty-five.  I should have gone four years ago, but I was too scared to go.  My younger sister, Princess Grace got tired of waiting for me to go and went ahead and left to go on her Quests.” 
 
    “Erwin!” a voice called from the open doorway leading into the Huntsman Lodge.  “Breakfast is ready!”  
 
    “Marabella, come outside.  We have company.” 
 
    “Good thing I fixed extra,” an older woman with salt and pepper hair stepped out of the building.  She reminded Alice of one of the women from the Piccaninny Tribe in Neverland.  “By that expression on your face I’m not what you were expecting, am I?” Marabella grinned.  “I left Neverland a long time ago and found this poor fool wandering the Enchanted Forest looking for who knew what.  Would have starved without me.” 
 
    “Woman,” Erwin playfully growled.  “I’m not a fool.” 
 
    “You were when you were younger,” Marabella playfully slapped him with the dishrag in her hands.  “We met when I was eighteen and he was twenty-one.  That was so long ago.  Almost fifty years, I reckon.”   
 
    “I’m not from here,” Erwin added.  “I accidentally found a portal and landed here.  It was a good thing Marabella found me when I did.  I wouldn’t have made it long.  Taught me everything I know and then some.  Wouldn’t have become a Huntsman without her.”   
 
    “I didn’t know Huntsmen could get married,” Alice whispered.  “I thought they were dedicated to the Forest.” 
 
    “We aren’t nuns, girl,” Erwin teased her with a grin.  “We can marry if our significant others can handle living semi-isolated in the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “And every few years we have to pack up and move somewhere else.  Although we have been here for the last twenty years.  Not a lot of humans feel comfortable living in the Dragon Kingdom.”  Giving Erwin another nudge, she scolded him for not finding out more about how Alice landed in their clearing.  
 
    “I was kidnapped by apprentice enchanters.  Well, one was the son of the Evil Enchantress, although I don’t know her name.” 
 
    “Gaubert?” Erwin’s dark face paled slightly.  “You say he kidnapped you?”  
 
    “Yes?  And an apprentice enchantress named Agatha.” 
 
    “People have been wondering where that idiotic fool of a spell caster vanished too.  Pretended to be contrite and understanding when it was explained that draining the source of the Enchanted Forest’s magic would destroy everything and everybody, including himself, but apparently, he thought revenge for the rightful death of his mother was necessary.” 
 
    “I heard that it was my sister, Princess Grace, who killed the Evil Enchantress.”  Hesitating for a moment, she asked, “Did she ever have a name?” 
 
    “If she did, it was lost to time.  She was the only fully Evil Enchantress the Enchanted Forest had.  I imagine Agatha would have come into her full powers if she hadn’t been corrupted by Gaubert,” Marabella added, shaking her head.   
 
    “We need to focus!” Erwin stated, drawing them back to the matter at hand.  “You know where Gaubert and Agatha are?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alice sighed with relief.  “I managed to get loose; they used a knot that I could easily escape.  When they were asleep, I switched their morning tea with a possibly magically infused Insomnia Tea they used to drug Sebastian and me.  Do you think he’s okay?”   
 
    Shaking her head at the random thought, she resumed her story, “Then I retied myself up and went to sleep until they woke me up.  I knew they wouldn’t actually hurt me; Gaubert wanted to trade me for my sister, Grace.  When they drank the tea and passed out, I tied them up and then tied the door to the light fixture on the wall of the cottage.”  Pointing in the direction she came, she added, “It’s a cottage about thirty minutes – for me at least – that way.”  
 
    “What happened to Sebastian the Huntsman?” Erwin asked.  “Bright young man.  I hope he can overcome his past and live up to his full potential,” he added as a side note to his wife.   
 
    “I don’t know.  They might have left him behind.”  Alice started wringing her hands, her worry building up as it started to sink in that Sebastian really wasn’t at the Lodge.  Where was he? 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to find him too.”   
 
    Marabella pondered for a second, her lips slightly pursed as she thought aloud, “Insomnia Tea, you said?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “They’ll be asleep for a good six or seven more hours if they bought those bags in Schnee.  Robin Hood’s Outlaws have a person who makes it and then they sell it at Market, but they emphasize it’s for insomnia use only and that it’ll knock a person out for a decent eight hours.  Let’s go eat some breakfast.” 
 
    “Marabella,” Erwin sighed tiredly.   
 
    Alice wondered if the couple battled over breakfast every morning.  
 
    “We have time but my eggs don’t.  And Luna will eat all that bacon by herself if we leave her alone with it.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a good meal in at least,” Alice stopped to think.  “Twenty-four hours minimum.  The supper Sebastian and I made before we were doused with the tea two nights ago.”   
 
    “She hasn’t been fed in about thirty-six hours, Erwin.  It’s our duty to feed her.”  
 
    “It’s your duty to feed her.  It’s my duty to lock up Gaubert and Agatha,” he grumbled.  “The Old Cottage, you said.  The path to it hidden behind a giant cedar tree?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Alice nodded her head.   
 
    “I’ll take care of it and find Sebastian.” 
 
    “You will eat first,” Marabella countered.  “Sebastian knows to make his way here and if he doesn’t the Forest does.”  
 
    “But,” Alice protested this time.   
 
    “Eat.  You won’t do your Huntsman any good if you pass out from hunger.”  
 
    Ushering them into the Lodge, Marabella kept up a chatter that drowned out any protest the Princess and the Huntsman had.  Once they passed her, Luna scrambled up on her two feet, gray muzzle revealing her age, and lumbered in after them.  She could smell the bacon. 
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    They were getting ready to set out when Sebastian stumbled into the clearing.  He knew he would have been there sooner if he hadn’t decided to check out every deer trail that might possibly be a hidden path to a cottage.  After too many dead ends that he didn’t want to think about, and unknowingly walking past the big cedar tree that hid the path to the cottage where Alice had already escaped, he decided to go to Erwin’s Huntsmen Lodge. 
 
    Freezing in place, he watched Alice emerging from the Lodge, Erwin and Marabella at her back.  Once she spotted him, she tore off in a dash to get to him.   
 
    Meeting her in the middle of the clearing and wrapping her into a hug, Sebastian released a sigh of relief that the Princess was safe, that Alice was safe.  That Gaubert and Agatha hadn’t done anything to permanently harm her.  Somewhere along the many roads that they walked, he had fallen in love with her, even if he didn’t realize it until he woke up tied to the tree and her missing.   
 
    Without thinking, Alice pulled back just enough she could pop up on her toes and kiss him.  “Thank the Forest you are okay.  I was so worried that they had done something to you when they kidnapped me.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he grumbled, wrapping her back into a hug and dropping her bag on the ground next to their feet.  “What happened to your eye?” he pulled back to examine the bruising that could have swollen the princess’s eye shut but didn’t. 
 
    “I’m fine.  I goaded Gaubert into hitting me.” 
 
    “He did what?” 
 
    “It was only once!”  
 
    “That doesn’t matter!”  
 
    Clearing his throat, Erwin interrupted their reunion.  “We still need to apprehend Gaubert and Agatha and take them to the nearest town.” 
 
    Marabella – she insisted on tagging along – nudged him with her elbow.  “Hush.  Can’t you see they are reuniting?  Isn’t it sweet?” 
 
    “We still have a job to do,” Erwin argued with his wife, wondering how talking about women getting hit was ‘sweet’. 
 
    Not paying a bit of attention to the Huntsman and his wife, she whispered to Sebastian, “Come back with me.” Alice pulled away and grabbed his hand.  “Come back to Wonderland and…” 
 
    “And what, Princess?  Be by your side?  Wonderland would never allow that,” Sebastian mumbled sadly as he took a step back and forced their hands to disconnect.   
 
    “Why not?  Why wouldn’t Wonderland accept you as my choice of King?” 
 
    “Because I’m the Former Black Duchess’ grandson,” Sebastian revealed. 
 
    “No, you aren’t.   Seymour Black is still in Wonderland.  His younger brother is named Alexander.” 
 
    “I am his younger brother, Alexander.  Sebastian is my middle name,” he painfully answered her, shoulders hunching over as he stared at the ground.  “Wonderland will never allow a usurper’s grandchild to sit on the Throne.  It doesn’t matter how much I lo…” he hesitated before correcting his words, “…care about you, it’ll never happen.”   
 
    Alice wanted to throw out that she could give her title to her sister, Grace.  That she didn’t want to be Queen of Wonderland if he couldn’t be by her side.  But she knew he wouldn’t allow her to give up her Crown because of him, even if there were numerous reasons why Alice was considering handing over her birthright to her sister already.   
 
    Instead, she stood there silent, shaking her head and wondering if maybe she imagined it all in her head.   
 
    That maybe what she was feeling was because he’d been her constant companion for weeks, months.  Friendship and nothing more.   
 
    She didn’t know how long she was gone from Wonderland.  How long they were walking.  Likely it was six months considering it had been cold but not yet snowing in Schnee and she left Wonderland right before the worst parts of summer hit. 
 
    Of course, nothing had happened between the two of them.  She was a princess and he was the Huntsman assigned to make certain she made it through her Quests without rolling around in poison ivy or falling into a river or some other minor thing that could also have major consequences.   
 
    If she really thought about it, she didn’t even realize she loved him until she discovered he was missing.   
 
    “Erwin?  You know where the cottage is?” Sebastian turned and looked at the older Huntsman.  He couldn’t watch the heartbreak Alice was wearing on her sleeve at that very moment.  Not when his own heart was breaking because of his actions.   
 
    “Yeah.  The Princess told me.”   
 
    Nodding his head, the two men walked off leaving Alice and Marabella behind.   
 
    “It’s for the best, dear,” Marabella softly told the girl.  “Just because the Enchanted Forest put the two of you together doesn’t mean that Wonderland will allow it.”   
 
    Whispering, Alice confessed something, “I was already thinking about giving my title to my sister, Grace.  I’m not meant to be Wonderland’s next Queen, not like she is.”   
 
    “Oh,” the older woman breathed.   
 
    “Thank you for breakfast,” Alice said, relying on the manners lessons that were instilled in her from an early age.  “I think it’s time I returned home to Wonderland.”  
 
    Nodding her head, Marabella said nothing as she watched the princess pick up her dropped travel pack, walk to the edge of the clearing, mouth something she couldn’t hear to the Forest, and set off down the path that appeared before her.   
 
    She did nothing but think as she washed the dishes and prepared for their next meal.  Erwin and Sebastian would be hungry after their trip to the nearest town to make certain Agatha and Gaubert were secured in the magic blocking jail.   
 
    Even the thought of that cell made her shudder, knowing the feeling as it slowly drained the magic from its occupants to keep its magical protections working.  If they were in there too long, they would leave without any of the magic they were born with and without any way to gain access to more.   
 
    It was humane and horrible at the same time.   
 
    She said nothing when Erwin and Sebastian returned hours later, tired and hungry.  Merely directed them to the table and placed plates of food in front of them.   
 
    Later that night, when Sebastian was tucked away in a guest bedroom, Marabella asked Erwin, “Will he be okay?” 
 
    “He broke his own heart today,” was all Erwin said.  “He didn’t even realize he loved her until she had gone missing.”   
 
    “Do you think…” she trailed off, unable to finish her question.  
 
    “Only the Forest and Wonderland know,” he answered his wife.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    It took her a week to get back to where she had started even though it would normally take four to six weeks to walk from Balaur, through Frosch Erbsen, and back to Charmante and near the Wonderland Bridge.   
 
    She had help from the Forest.   
 
    Narrowing her eyes, Alice looked down at the giant chicken footprint she just stepped in.  A feeling of déjà vu settled as she looked up and around for sight of the bone fence.  Without a doubt, it was in the exact place she had last seen it.    
 
    The fence was chattering away with each other; not a single skull spotted her yet.  
 
    “Baba Yaga!  The cat got out.” 
 
    “She knows the cat got, you idiot.  She let the cat out!” 
 
    “Who are you calling an idiot?” 
 
    “Not you, the idiot next to you.”  
 
    “Baba Yaga!  The cat caught a rabbit.” 
 
    How she was ignoring her skulls was beyond Alice’s comprehension.  Especially since she was in a patch of sunlight, stretched out like a cat.  But, ignore them she did, as she stretched out of her legs, looked up, and closed her eyes.   
 
    That was probably why the skulls saw Alice first.  “Baba Yaga, that princess who didn’t ask a question is here again.” 
 
    “Baba Yaga, you have a guest.” 
 
    “Baba Yaga, the cat caught a rabbit.” 
 
    “Baba Yaga, somebody is approaching the gate.” 
 
    Standing up, the older woman – definitely older than when Alice first met her – grinned.  “Don’t mind me.  I’m just warming my old bones.  It’s still a few days until I can drink my restorative tea…” she trailed off.  “Right.  That was discussed with your sister.” 
 
    “Afternoon,” Alice gave a quick curtsy.  “I hope you are doing well.” 
 
    “As well as can be expected with these chatterboxes disturbing my peace and quiet,” she sighed.  “Do you have a question for me?” 
 
    Thinking for a moment, Alice once again shook her head.  “No, Baba Yaga.  I’m just stopping to say hello.”   
 
    “Really?  No question?” 
 
    “I managed to answer the question that I would have asked you last time while on my Quests.  The question currently on my mind will be answered shortly after I cross over that bridge,” Alice explained, pointing towards the Wonderland Bridge that was barely fifty feet away.   
 
    “And you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I don’t know what my reception is going to look like.  I left Wonderland without telling anybody, although my Card, David probably knew.  But he let me leave.  To make matters worse, I left Wonderland without a leader.  I know my parents could have used a portal to get from the Oublié castle and back to Charmante without having to go through all that travel, but I still left Wonderland alone and that is unforgivable.” 
 
    “You have been gone months, Princess,” the Baba Yaga pointed out, not getting up from the sunny spot on her front step.   
 
    “I know,” Alice sighed.   
 
    “It’s more likely that they missed you more than they are disappointed in you.”   
 
    Tilting her head to the side, Alice considered the other woman’s comment.  “You miss your family.” 
 
    “Dearly,” the Baba Yaga sighed, “but the Enchanted Forest didn’t deem it necessary to slow their aging as it did mine.  I’m thankful that I have my restorative tea.  My loved ones have been gone for so long.  I have had this position for the past seventy-five years.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she lied.  
 
    “It’s not fine,” Alice snapped.  “You shouldn’t have been separated from the people you loved.  Not unwillingly.” 
 
    “Oh, my dear,” the Baba Yaga smiled.  “It was not unwillingly.  I saw the former Baba Yaga attempting to trick my younger sister into taking her place and I volunteered.  My sister is gone now, but her children and their children and soon their children come to visit me and tell me about what has happened in their lives whenever I’m over in Frosh Erbsen.  I changed my future so that my sister could have the one she deserved.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “She was in love and our parents refused to let her marry before me.  However, I had yet to find anybody that suited me and all our parents’ declaration did was ruin my relationship with my sister, and my sister’s relationship with our parents.  When I saw the Baba Yaga trying to trick her into service, I took her place.  This meant my dowry went towards my sister, which helped her intended to buy a better farm than what they had been considering.  Their children inherited that farm when my sister and brother-in-law passed away, but they made them promise to leave an empty spot near one of the roads so that I could settle my house and fence there whenever I was passing through.”   
 
    “My sister is definitely not going to like what I’m about to tell my family,” Alice sighed.   
 
    “There’s only one way to get it over with.” 
 
    “And that’s to do it,” Alice finished.  “I hope I get to see you again.” 
 
    Smiling, “Very few people get to see me twice without asking a question, let alone a third time.”   
 
    “Have a nice day!” Alice waved before facing the bridge.  
 
    Hitching her pack higher on her shoulder, she thought she should return the things the Baba Yaga had given her.  Turning back around, she noticed that the house and the fence had vanished.   
 
    “I don’t know if that was Baba Yaga magic or Enchanted Forest magic, but I really do hope I see her again.  She’s nice.”   
 
    Sighing, Alice once again faced the Wonderland Bridge.  There was no more stalling.  This would be the moment she learned if she passed or failed her Quests.  Wonderland wouldn’t let her back over the Bridge if she failed any of them.   
 
    Placing one foot over the other, she walked to the bridge, over the bridge, and then back onto Wonderland dirt.  Looking over her shoulder, she could see nothing of the Enchanted Forest.   
 
    She sat down on the edge of the Bridge and started crying over what she’d lost. 
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    David looked up from where he was reading a book at The Rabbit Hole.  The townspeople were used to him sitting on the stool at the edge of the bar whenever Emerald was working.   
 
    “Alice is back,” was all he said to Emerald before giving her a quick kiss on the cheek and leaving the bar.   
 
    Anybody watching knew that something was happening for David to get up so quickly and leave.  They looked at Emerald for a hint of what was going on, hoping she would confirm their suspicions; she kept wiping down glasses as if nothing happened.   
 
    On the inside, she wondered just how much things were going to change with Alice back.  How much of David’s time was going to be spent being a Card versus her significant other?   
 
    The only thing she knew was that he informed her the moment he sensed Crown Princess Alice walking over the Bridge; his first order of business would be to inform His and Her Majesties.   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    In front of her were three paths. 
 
    The center path would lead Alice back home, back to the castle, back to the way things were before.  She didn’t have a clue if her family would treat her any differently even though she changed.  She had a sinking feeling that David’s life was definitely different than before she left Wonderland. 
 
    To the right, heading south, the path would lead her towards where many of the Dukes and Duchesses would be cozying up in their Winter Homes.  Including Sebastian’s family.   
 
    Had it really been six months since she left Wonderland?   
 
    To the left - the North - were the average everyday denizens of Wonderland.  The people she needed to visit with, even clandestinely.   
 
    If she did go to the left or the right it would give her more time to make up her mind on an idea she began to consider when Gaubert and Agatha held her hostage.  At least figure out how to tell her family. 
 
    Turning left, she made her decision and headed north.  It would give her a little more time to consider the decision she wanted to make, to check that it was the right decision not just for her but for Wonderland as well.   
 
    Adding to her decision, she never stepped foot in the Mushroom Forest in Wonderland.  It was such a minor thing to base a decision on, but she had her reasons.   
 
    There were a lot of places of interest throughout Wonderland that Alice should have visited growing up, but she never did.  Not even when Grace and Charlie begged to go and their parents took them.    
 
    Alice could still remember the disappointed expression her mother had worn whenever Alice rejected one of these adventures.   
 
    And she could remember the disappointment she had felt whenever her siblings returned from those adventures chattering away about how the Shrinking and Growing Mushrooms affected them.  Or how the Chess Board Forest really did look like a Chessboard with hedges in pots that looked like real chess pieces.  Or how Charlie and Cooper had gotten lost in the Painted Red Rose Hedge Maze after wandering off during the Flamingo Croquet Match their mother was playing in.   
 
    She didn’t even know how to play croquet and, eventually, she would have to play in the Alice position – historically played by a member of the Alice line, even if not named Alice or female – in the yearly match.   
 
    The Flamingo Croquet Field and the Painted Red Rose Hedge Maze were closer to the southern side of Wonderland – the better for the roses to grow – however, she could still go to the Mushroom Forest and the Chess Board Forest before people started looking for her. 
 
    Alice was well aware that David would know exactly where she was the moment she crossed back over the Wonderland Bridge.  That didn’t mean she was ready to return home.  Too much had changed since she left and she needed time to process it all. 
 
    It was insane that she had fallen for the Former Black Duchess’ grandson!  The missing son to the current Black Duke wasn’t missing at all!  He was a Huntsman in the Enchanted Forest!  He changed his identity because of his family history! 
 
    And he didn’t want to be with her because she was the Crown Princess and people would assume that he’d sought out to finish what his grandmother died attempting.  Sebastian didn’t want to bring that type of chaos back into Wonderland.   
 
    But Alice didn’t want to be Queen.  She knew that her sister would be better at the job.  That even though she learned so much over the past several months, that what she really learned was that she wasn’t suited for the position. 
 
    Thinking back on how she handled Gaubert and Agatha, she couldn’t see any other way to handle that situation, but if she was being honest with herself, she didn’t think she could have faced killing either one of them if circumstances were different.  
 
    As a Queen of Wonderland, she needed to be able to handle the calm and the destruction.  It wasn’t always pleasant; chaos brewed underneath the surface and sometimes violence needed to be handled with more violence.   
 
    Could she have thrown a dagger at an Evil Enchantress?  Fought a Duchess who wrecked death and torture in Wonderland?   
 
    She really didn’t think that she could.  She would have imprisoned them and hoped that they could change.  But not everyone would change, and could change, and realize the error of their ways.   
 
    If Alice was really honest with herself, she wouldn’t have been okay with even putting Agatha and Gaubert in that magical jail cell.  The way the cell painfully drained the magic from its occupants seemed inhumane.   
 
    Maybe that was why she never wanted to get out and explore Wonderland like her siblings.  She knew she would have difficultly protecting the people and that was something she wouldn’t be able to hide.   
 
    She couldn’t be Queen because she wouldn’t make a good Queen.  She didn’t have it in her heart to make the tough calls.   
 
    And before she made what would be the biggest tough call of her life, Alice was going to visit some of those places she should have seen years ago because once she told her family that she was handing her crown to Grace, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to live in Wonderland anymore.  Visit, certainly, but it would ease Wonderlandians' minds if she did not live there.  That way they wouldn’t worry about her deciding to take back the crown by force.   
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    The first place she visited was the Mushroom Forest.  It took her three days to walk the main road leading to the tourist destination and one of the major draws for people visiting Wonderland.  She used the skills she learned from Sebastian to camp on the sides on the road where nobody would spot her and start whispering about her return.  
 
    It was her biggest disappointment that she didn’t get to see the smaller one in Balaur while she was passing through.  However, the Enchanted Forest probably knew that she needed to see the one in Wonderland first.   
 
    The surprising thing was when she saw about fifteen miniature dragons flitting around the mushrooms as if they were playing hide and seek.  The blue glowing Shrinking Mushrooms casting their light underneath the slightly taller purple glowing Growing Mushrooms caused the dragons to become little dark blurs as they darted around the mushroom stems.  A few of them formed little oddly shaped dots on the mushroom caps as they settled in for a nap. 
 
    “I don’t have the heart to kick them out,” one of the Mushroom Forest caretakers came up behind her.  “I don’t know where they came from, but I don’t think they want to return.  They’ve been here for weeks.  Ever since Princess Nadine returned home.  I think they came with her.”  
 
    “They don’t seem as if they are harming anything.” 
 
    “They aren’t,” he shook his head.  “In fact, we’ve had more visitors and more donations since they appeared.  Sometimes a child can pay a coin and the dragons will roast marshmallows or mini sausages on a stick for them.  And it keeps trespassers out when the Forest is closed for the night.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Alice shook her head, the smile on her face dropping.  “I’m here late.  You’re about to close.” 
 
    It was the first time she smiled since Balaur.   
 
    “It’s fine, Miss.  Just taking my evening walkabout before closing.  You can walk with me if you like and tell me what’s bothering you.  My wife says I’m a good listener.” 
 
    Smiling weakly, she gave the caretaker a condensed version of her tale.   
 
    “I see,” he smiled back after she told him everything.  He’d even managed to deduce that it was the Crown Princess walking along beside him.  “I believe that your man does love you, but doesn’t want to put you in an impossible situation.  But only you can decide what you are going to do about it.”   
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    “Can I be frank with you, Your Highness?” 
 
    Sighing, Alice’s shoulders slumped, “You figured out who I am.” 
 
    “Not many people with that shade of hair in these parts,” he reminded her.   
 
    Conceding his point, Alice told him that he could be as honest with her as he wished.  “Not many people are.  Sebastian was.”   
 
    “Then consider this, are you happy?  Have you ever been happy?  When’s the last time you were happy?  If being the Crown Princess fills your heart with dread and unhappiness, then you need to figure out why and what you are going to do about it.”   
 
    By this time they were at the Mushroom Forest Gates.   
 
    “Thank you,” Alice nodded to the caretaker.   
 
    “All I did was tell you what I would have told my own daughter.  Did tell her a few times.” 
 
    “Thank you regardless.  It’s the best advice anybody has ever given me,” she honestly told him.   
 
    He blushed.  “Nobody is going to believe that I gave the Crown Princess advice,” he mumbled.   
 
    “Please, give it a day or two before you mention it to anybody, except your wife,” Alice requested.   
 
    “Where are you going to sleep?  The town will certainly know of your presence if you sleep in at the Glowing Mushroom Inn.” 
 
    “Honestly,” she started to confess.  “I’m so used to sleeping outdoors, that I’ll probably find somewhere on the road, in the forest where nobody can spot me.  I’ve been sleeping outside for so long that it felt odd the other night when I slept in an actual bed.”   
 
    The caretaker turned to lock the gates behind him before he said anything.  Once he’d turned around, Alice was already gone. 
 
    She knew he was going to advise her against the idea, but she didn’t want to reject his hospitality either.  Disappearing when he was distracted was the best course of action.   
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    After walking for a day and a half, the second place she visited was the Chess Board Forest.  Named for the Chess Board in the middle of the forest, pathways crisscrossed throughout with statues and bushes shaped like chess pieces.   
 
    One sculpture even looked like a pile of checkers stacked haphazardly and about to tumble down with the slightest touch.   
 
    For a brief moment, she saw two dark-headed children with bright blue eyes climbing all over the piece, but in the blink of an eye they were gone.   
 
    “You look as if you have seen a vision,” another visitor, an older woman, whispered.   
 
    Shaking her head, Alice stated, “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Sometimes the Chess Board Forest shows its visitors things.  Visions of the future, past, present.  Messages of the heart, mind, or body.  Usually, things visitors need to know to help them make an important decision.”   
 
    Then, right when Alice assumed her new friend lapsed into silence, the woman asked, “What did you see?” 
 
    “My future children,” Alice whispered.   
 
    “Then I hope I am here when your future princess and prince come to visit for the first time,” the woman grinned.   
 
    “How did you know who I am?”  How did everybody manage to recognize her on sight?  She should be covered in dirt with leaves and twigs in her hair.  She could feel them, even if she couldn’t quite them out.  The Wonderland Forest wasn’t as helpful as the Enchanted Forest about these kinds of things.   
 
    Although, Wonderland might have been testing her.   
 
    “Your hair,” the woman replied, catching Alice’s attention before she could completely wander off.  “Only the Royal Family has that shade of golden hair.”   
 
    Placing a hand on her braid, Alice could see the dirty strands that dulled its hue.  It had been days since she was near a stream deep enough where she could bathe and wash her hair.   
 
    “Thank you.  I better go before I’m surrounded by people.” 
 
    “They’ll leave you alone.  I merely recognized somebody having a vision and thought you should be aware of what the Chess Board Forest is capable of,” the other woman assured her.  “They are just glad you finally came.”   Nodding her head – Alice didn’t expect this older woman to curtsy – she backed away and rejoined the crowd as they walked past.   
 
    “Thank you,” Alice called out to her, not knowing if the older woman heard her or not. 
 
    Alice turned back to look at the statue for a long moment, wondering if the vision would return.  It didn’t. 
 
    The rest of the Chess Board Forest was a blur as her attention kept returning to the two dark-headed little boys in her vision.   
 
    She would have to return again, later, when she could focus on the statues and shaped-bushes better.  When she could watch the game using potted bush chess pieces being moved around thanks to Wonderland Magic.   
 
    Then she wondered if her vision would come true or if it was wishful thinking.   
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    Turning South, Alice found herself near the Jabberwocky Caves two days later.    It was here she faced her next directional decision.  She could continue walking south and visit the Painted Red Rose Hedge Maze and Flamingo Croquet Field, or she could turn west and start back toward the Castle, or she could explore the tiny deer track-sized path that led to the unmarked Caves.   
 
    Although visiting Jabberwocky Caves and spying on a sleeping Jabberwock would be a silly exercise in wasted time and foolishness.   
 
    She decided to head back to her family.  She couldn’t put this off any longer.  It took some time to mentally adjust to the reality of her realizations, but now that she had, she was going to act on them. 
 
    Hefting her travel pack higher on her back, Alice straightened her shoulders and started the estimated four-day long trek it would take to get back to Wonderland Castle.  Sooner if Wonderland used some of Its magic to hurry her along.   
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    Nobody expected Princess Alice to return home through the servants’ entrance in the back.  Or that, in passing through the kitchens, she requested a hot bath in her rooms.   
 
    To the servants, she looked perfectly clean, but that would be a Wonderland Glamour designed to give that impression.  It had taken most of her walk through the Chess Board Forest to realize exactly why people weren’t shying away from her when she should smell, why people recognized her hair even when it was dirty and full of leaves and twigs.   
 
    They would realize it as soon as her dress was removed and they saw the dirt that covered it from shoulder to hem, or just how dirty the bathwater would become once they returned to remove it.   
 
    Alice did take into account that David would certainly notify everybody in the castle – starting with her parents and whichever siblings were currently in residence – that she was safe and sound in her bedroom.   
 
    “We’ll bring you up a tray with some finger foods soon,” one of the servants curtsied as she backed out of the room.   
 
    Or maybe the servants’ chatter would notify her parents before David did.   
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    Nobody bothered her.   
 
    Yes, a servant from the kitchen dropped off a quick lunch to satisfy her hunger until the evening meal.  Another servant – this one from laundry – picked up Alice’s discarded clothes, wrinkling her nose as the smell and dirt were no longer Glamoured away.  A third – her maid – offered to help Alice wash her hair.   
 
    She wasn’t used to the assistance.  She had been washing her own clothes, washing her own hair, fixing her own food – or attempting to – for months.  The thought of going back to being a pretty princess incapable of doing the smallest thing rankled.   
 
    How did her mother get used to it when she first came to Wonderland?  How did Grace handle the transition once her Quests were over?  How did Nadine deal with it?   
 
    The very people she expected to burst into her rooms and bombard her with questions stayed away.   
 
    Staring at the dress in her maid’s hands, Alice shook her head.   
 
    Was she really expected to return to overly complicated dresses after clothes she could put on without any help? 
 
    Did she never really know her personal maid’s name? 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Merriwick, Your Highness,” the maid curtsied.  “You former maid, my sister Merriweather, married one of the stable hands while you were gone on your Quests and resigned her position.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Alice nodded her head.   
 
    She didn’t even noticed that she was given a new maid!  Granted they were sisters, but she still should have known!  She should have known her maid’s name!  She should have known that Merriweather had a sister! 
 
    “Is your sister happy?” 
 
    “Oh, very much.  She was the one who requested that I fill her position when you returned to the Head Housekeeper.  She told me that even though you appeared to be cold and uninviting that you were really just shy and introverted.”   
 
    “Thank you, Merriwick.”  Sighing, Alice resumed staring at the dress in front of her.  “Do we really need that dress?” 
 
    “Your parents are waiting for you in the Formal Throne Room.  I believe your sisters, their intendeds, your brother, and all of your cousins and uncles are waiting for you as well.” 
 
    “We would have to meet in the Formal Throne Room if they are all waiting for me.”   
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Alice held out her arms as the maids started helping her get into the dress.  An Alice Blue dress that the princess had grown to hate.   
 
    Afterward, she made her way to the Formal Throne Room, aware that various servants were peeking around corners to get a glance at the returned Princess.   
 
    Had they done the same to Grace when she returned home?  Or Nadine the first time she entered Wonderland Castle.   
 
    A sinking feeling in her gut reminded Alice that she should have been there when Nadine returned.  That it wasn’t her youngest sister’s fault that Grace used Nadine being missing as an excuse to escape Wonderland and start her own Quests.   
 
    It was Alice’s fault.  If Alice had gone on her Quests four years ago when she turned twenty-one, then Grace never would have been forced to wait.   
 
    Way too quickly, the double doors leading to the Formal Throne Room were in front of her.  Two guards stood at attention, trying their best to not look at the returned runaway princess.  Out of the corners of their eyes, they watched her straighten her shoulders and stand just a little taller as Alice changed into Crown Princess Alice.   
 
    It was a transformation they never anticipated.  Princess Alice, they realized, was no longer the princess who left six months ago.   
 
    “Princess,” the guard on the left asked.  “Do you want us to announce you or open the door or anything?” 
 
    “No, thank you.  I’m aware that they are all waiting for me, but I need a moment.”  She was mildly amused that most of the castle’s servants and guards saw her before her own family.   
 
    Releasing a deep breath, Alice pushed open both doors and walked down towards where her parents and siblings were waiting.   
 
    She suspected that the almost-but-not-quite-identical siblings were the Princes Richmond and Trystan from Oublié.  It was the person standing next to David, holding his hand with a piece of sparkly jewelry on her left ring finger, that puzzled her, but Alice refused to let the addition of a new person throw her off of what she needed to do.   
 
    David would introduce them later.   
 
    “Mother, Father,” Alice curtsied to her parents.   
 
    “Alice!” her mother cried, racing down the stairs leading to the platform and pulling her eldest daughter into a hug.  “You are okay.  David said you were fine, but you never came home once you crossed over the Wonderland Bridge.” 
 
    “I went to the Mushroom Forest and the Chess Board Forest and came home from the east.  I was tempted to head south and see everything, but I knew it was time to come home.”  
 
    She held onto her mother just a little bit longer.  Just long enough to memorize the feel of her mother’s arms around her before pulling away.  “I made a decision,” she blurted out.   
 
    “Oh?” Queen Gabrielle pulled back. 
 
    David stiffened up.  Any decision she made would impact his and Emerald’s relationship.  
 
    Her other cousins started whispering to themselves before they were hushed by their parents.   
 
    Grace looked wary.  Nadine merely looked back and forth between Alice and everybody else.  She hadn’t been around long enough to know that Alice rarely made decisions.   
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, she once again straightened her shoulders and gathered whatever remaining bits of courage she had.  “I…I…” the eyes of the rest of her family began to make her nervous.  “I cannot be the Crown Princess.  I cannot be the next Queen of Wonderland.  It is not in Wonderland’s best interest.”  
 
    Everybody froze, waiting for Wonderland to react.  When nothing happened, no earthquakes or flooding or anything else, they all breathed a sigh of relief.   
 
    “Grace will make a much better Queen of Wonderland, even merely Crown Princess of Wonderland, than I ever will.  She is capable of making the hard decisions, doing the difficult actions, that I am not.”   
 
    Grace blanched.  She’d never fully considered the implications if Alice ever gave up her crown.   
 
    “The Enchanted Forest knows it,” Alice continued, “and so does Wonderland.  It told me so.” 
 
    “The Chess Board Forest,” King Ethan mumbled.  “You saw something.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alice confirmed.  “I am not the next Queen of Wonderland.”   
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    It wasn’t until later that night when Grace snuck into her sister’s room, did Alice share almost everything with her sister.  It was a relationship they never had before, but that was something they both realized they could now have.   
 
    “It turns out that I am my Mother’s daughter.  I fell in love with a Huntsman,” Alice confessed.  “And I think he loves me but thinks he can’t be with me.” 
 
    “Father didn’t think he could be with Mother because he was a Huntsman.” 
 
    “Sebastian isn’t just a Huntsman,” Alice whispered.  “He’s the second son of the Black Duke.  He’s Alexander Black.” 
 
    “The Former Duchess’s second grandson?” 
 
    “Yes.  He believes Wonderland won’t accept a member of his bloodline as the King of Wonderland after what his Grandmother did.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you have to give up the Crown,” Grace whispered.  “There’s other…” she trailed off, thinking about how she would feel if somebody suggested that there could be somebody in the world for her if she ever lost Trystan.  “I see.”   
 
    “It turns out I’m my Father’s Daughter as well,” Alice added.  “I think I’d make a pretty good Huntsman’s wife.”   
 
    “You?  But you hate the outdoors.” 
 
    “I learned how to swim.  I helped a siren regain her lost crown and her magic.  I learned about diplomacy and when to keep my mouth shut while watching gnomes and dwarves settle their differences so that their prince and princess could get married.  I escaped a second kidnapping by tricking Gaubert and Agatha into thinking I was compliant and switching their teas when they were asleep.” 
 
    “That sounds like you would make an amazing Queen.” 
 
    “But, I also learned that I wouldn’t do whatever it takes to protect Wonderland.  If I was willing to do that, I would have gone on my Quests sooner.  I don’t like being the person making the decisions.  If Sebastian hadn’t pushed me, I never would have learned how to swim.  Which I needed to know to complete my first Quest.  Or how to tie and untie knots.  Or build a campfire.  Or how to cook.  All things you decided to learn how to do on your own.  You will make a better Queen than I ever will.”   
 
    “What are you going to do?  Are you going to find Sebastian?” 
 
    “Possibly.  I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s not like you made this decision for him,” Grace whispered.   
 
    “No.  I made this decision long before my third Quest.  I just needed some extra time to come to terms with what it would mean.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Grace asked, shaking her head.  “No.” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m going to have to leave Wonderland.  It’ll reassure the people that I’m not going to try to take the crown away from you later.  They like me, but they love you.”   
 
    Pulling her sister into a hug, she tried her best to not cry.  “You can still come and visit,” Grace whimpered. 
 
    “Of course,” Alice softly answered her.  “Do you really think Mother won’t make me bring her future grandchildren to visit?” 
 
    “That’s what you saw.” 
 
    “That’s what I saw.  Two little boys with their father’s dark hair.” 
 
    “Not a single blonde.” 
 
    “And no girls.”   
 
    “Wonderland knows best,” Grace sighed, it was beginning to hit her that she was going to be the next Queen of Wonderland.  “It approved of Trystan as well.  And Richmond for Nadine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took another week before anybody would let Alice return to the Enchanted Forest.   
 
    David had to introduce her to his fiancé, Emerald. 
 
    She had to get to know Nadine and Richmond before they returned to Oublié. 
 
    There were a few Crown Princess Lessons she needed to teach Grace.  Although, Grace always was a quick study and nearly mastered things it had taken Alice years to learn.  That really should have been their first clue that Alice was not meant to be the next Queen of Wonderland.   
 
    Her mother pondered if it was punishment for her not sending Alice away to be fostered like she should have done when Alice was two years old.   
 
    Alice was quick to dissuade her mother from that notion.   
 
    “If you had, we wouldn’t have been in the positions we were in when we needed to be.  If I hadn’t hesitated going on my Quests, things wouldn’t have been in place.  Nadine needed the lessons she learned from being fostered out, even if her life wasn’t ideal.  Those events put her in place to meet Richmond.  The Evil Enchantress never would have been sent to a different realm when she tried to follow Gaubert and Nadine through the portal.  Grace never would have gotten annoyed at me and went on her own Quests.  Trystan would still be in that tower only he would be slowly going crazy because of his isolation.  Grace never would have realized she could leave the tower and never would have ended the Evil Enchantress’s reign of terror.” 
 
    “But you got kidnapped because Gaubert escaped.” 
 
    “If he never escaped, he never would have kidnapped me in Balaur.  Did you know the dragons have magical jail cells that slowly drain magic users of their powers?  The Enchanted Forest used us all for what It needed from us.  It needed Gaubert and Agatha neutralized magically, even if they are rotten to the core.  The Forest still needs a balance of Good and Evil for Fairy Tales to still work.” 
 
    Queen Gabrielle looked at her daughter.  “And yet you are going back,” she whispered after a long moment.   
 
    “I feel as if that’s where I’m meant to be.” 
 
    “You really love him.” 
 
    “It snuck up on me,” Alice admitted.  “I didn’t realize it until it was too late.”   
 
    “You are your mother’s daughter,” the Queen shook her head.  “Falling for a Huntsman.” 
 
    “And I am my father’s daughter.  I think I’d make a pretty good Huntsman if they allowed women to be Huntsmen.  I’ll settle for a Huntsman’s wife if he’ll have me.” 
 
    “He’d be stupid not to.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Knocking on his door, Alice drew in a deep breath as she nervously tapped her thigh with her fingers.   
 
    “Princess?” Sebastian asked as he opened the door.  “Did you forget something?” 
 
    He looked miserable.  Dark circles lined his eyes.  But she could still see the slight flash of hope that briefly lit up his eyes, his expression, before he remembered their places in the world.   
 
    “I’m not a princess anymore,” Alice blurted out.  “I mean, I guess I’ll always be a princess by birth, but I’m not the Crown Princess anymore.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that for me.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she informed him.  “I did it for me.  I knew I was going to do it around my second Quest when we watched the wedding between the gnomes and dwarves.  I was never going to be the Queen of Wonderland.  Even Wonderland told me that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I had a vision in the Chess Board Forest,” she explained.  “I went there before I returned to the Castle.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sebastian grinned.  “You saw something.” 
 
    “Yes!” she grinned, reaching up on her tiptoes so that she could throw her arms around Sebastian’s neck and kiss him.  
 
    He didn’t resist.   
 
    Clearing his throat, Erwin appeared from behind Sebastian with Mirabella grinning nearby.  “I told you she would be back.” 
 
    “You did,” Sebastian smiled down at Alice, this time refusing to let her go.   
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