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        Lyssa

      

      

      I should have known something was wrong the second I tripped over Brian’s jeans coming in the door. He could be a bit of a slob, sure, but he didn’t usually leave his pants… and shirt… in a heap in the apartment foyer.

      I caught my balance, which was a pretty impressive feat considering I was clutching a heavy bag in each hand, and my first naïve thought was that he’d had some kind of accident, gotten sick on himself, and peeled off the mess as soon as he’d gotten in the door—

      Then my gaze snagged on the silky midnight-blue dress that was also crumpled on the floor, a few feet into our living room. Brian definitely hadn’t been wearing that.

      It wasn’t one of my dresses either.

      My mind glazed over with an uncomfortable prickling that seeped down into my chest. I walked through the apartment on autopilot, rounding the corner to where I could see through the open bedroom door just in time to get a stunning view of my boyfriend’s naked ass as he plowed into an equally naked woman on our bed. She gasped, he groaned, and my fingers went slack around the handles of the bags I’d been holding.

      One jar of pickled eggs and four bottles of kombucha hit the floor with a thud and the crackling of shattered glass. Brian flinched and jerked away from—out of—oh, God, I might hurl—the other woman.

      “Shit. Shit,” he said as he scrambled off the bed. The woman gave a little shriek when she saw me and groped for her slip.

      Somewhere in that moment, I split down the middle. One part of me kept my mouth clamped shut so I didn’t actually puke from all the horror churning in my stomach. The other part zipped off far, far away to watch from a detached numb distance.

      Brian had obviously been looking for something very different from me. The other woman’s dark brown hair was almost as far as you could get from my pale blond. Tall, curvy. Maybe that was the problem? He’d wanted a bigger handful of boobs?

      My stomach lurched harder. The other woman darted past me toward the door. Brian stood there raking his hand through his hair, still swearing.

      “I didn’t know you’d be home early,” he said finally.

      A laugh sputtered out of me. Which side of me had that come from? Maybe both. Because my boyfriend—correction: ex-boyfriend—was apparently such an asshole he thought that was some kind of excuse. Because this was the perfect cap on an already awful day.

      “I had a meeting with my supervisor right before lunch,” I said. “The call center laid me off.”

      How many times had he brought women over while I’d been sitting in my little cubicle taking repetitive customer service calls on other days? He’d moved into the apartment three months ago. Had the cheating started right away? Had he been screwing around even before—

      My horror collided with the numbness, and my brain derailed in a burst of sparks. I jabbed my hand toward the door.

      “Get out. Now.”

      “Lyssa, come on. We should at least talk about—”

      “Now!” I snapped in a voice that didn’t sound like mine at all. It must have been convincing, because Brian hopped into his boxers and fumbled with a shirt faster than I’d have thought was humanly possible. Then he was hustling through the apartment, dodging the bags of shattered glass, stopping for just long enough to scoop his PSP off the table. For fuck’s sake.

      He nearly fell on his face as he hauled on his jeans, which would have been satisfying, but sadly he managed to catch his balance. Before I had to turn on that sharp voice again, he’d ducked out the door. It closed behind him with a thump. His lady friend had already fled, taking her dress with her.

      I dragged in a breath, and my chest hitched. A sour vinegar-y smell filled my nose. I looked down at the plastic shopping bags leaking kombucha and pickling juice onto the hardwood floor.

      I didn’t even like that crap. It was Brian’s favorite drink, Brian’s favorite weird little snack. After getting the news about the lay-off, I’d just wanted to do something to make someone else happy, because accomplishing that would make me feel better too.

      Why did I have such shitty luck with boyfriends? Maybe Brian had been a little rough around the edges, but I’d shown him I didn’t mind that. I’d thought he was in it for the long haul. How many signs had there been that I’d missed?

      I rubbed my forehead and left the mess, flopping down on the linen couch instead. Deep breath in; deep breath out. Over and over, until my feet felt steadier where they were braced against the floor.

      The apartment was in my name. Brian had kept forgetting to set up a meeting with the landlord to get on the lease. He’d have to come back and get the stuff that belonged to him, but I could put it in boxes near the door so I hardly had to see him. Or give him a time to come and be somewhere else so I didn’t have to see him at all.

      A year and a half. A year and a half, and he— In my bed—

      He’d have to leave behind his key. Then I’d be done with him. It was weird how it really would be that easy to untangle him from my life in every practical way. Our lives hadn’t gotten all that entangled in the first place, had they?

      I’d thought it would take time. I’d thought—

      It didn’t matter now. I was never wiping that image out of my head, and I wasn’t giving him a chance to repeat it. Melody might tease me about being a pushover, but I wasn’t that much of a doormat, thank you.

      My hand went to my purse to grab my phone. I could call my best friend right now, and she’d put this whole rotten day in perspective. Melody was good at that. Though she might have to stretch her skills beyond their usual limits today, given the catastrophe my life had turned into.

      I was just reaching my thumb to tap her name when my ringtone warbled. For a second, I thought my best friend had psychically picked up on my distress and decided to pre-emptively call me. But it wasn’t her number on the screen. It was my mom’s.

      Oh, no. Had Cameron gotten into even more trouble? It would figure if today’s nasty surprises weren’t over yet.

      I answered, gripping the edge of the sofa cushion with my other hand, preparing for news of my older brother’s latest exploits. “Hi, Mom. What’s up?”

      Mom’s hesitant voice traveled over the line. “Oh, well, not much with me, but— Is this a good time to talk, honey? I know you’re probably at work.”

      I bit my tongue against another rough laugh. “That’s not a problem. What is it?” She wasn’t talking with the obvious quaver I associated with Cameron problems. It could be he was still keeping his nose clean after all.

      “It’s all very unexpected,” Mom said. “You remember your grand-aunt—Aunt Alicia?”

      “Of course.” Aunt Alicia had been my dad’s aunt. When he’d gotten sick and for a while after he’d passed on, she’d come by the house to check in on Mom, Cam, and me. She’d always brought the best picture books and let me sit on her knee while she brought the stories to life with her bright voice. My clearest memory of her was us tucked together in Dad’s old armchair, her hair, always pinned neatly back, shining blond and silver in the light from the living room window.

      I hadn’t seen her since I was eight or nine, around fifteen years ago. She and Mom had gotten into a fight about something or other, and she’d stopped dropping in.

      “Well, it seems she’s no longer with us. And she left a will—she didn’t have any kids of her own, you know, and she never married—and… She’s left everything to you.”

      My grip on the phone loosened. I recovered myself at the last second before I dropped it. “What?”

      “I guess you were the person in the family she felt closest to,” Mom said with one of her faint twitters. “I’m not sure exactly what you’ll want to do with it. There’s a little money, not a lot, and then there’s the Tenniel property. It’s quite an old house… Your father grew up there, and his parents inherited it from his grandfather… I’m not sure what state it’s in after your grand-aunt was living there all that time alone.”

      Aunt Alicia was dead. A pang ran through me, but it was muted, both by the more direct blows I’d just taken today and by all those years since she’d shown any interest in me. She must have lived an awfully lonely life if her best choice to inherit was someone she’d only known when I was a little girl.

      A flutter of excitement rose up under the pang. I didn’t want to be here anymore, and now I didn’t have to be.

      “I’ll have to go take a look at it, right?” I said. “Who do I need to talk to?”
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      “Oh my God, Lyss, this place is freaking amazing!” Melody leaned forward to peer through the windshield as I parked just outside Aunt Alicia’s house. Which was now, according to the deed stuffed in my suitcase, my house.

      My best friend had given the place an accurate assessment. I stepped out to get a better look at the building, and it took me a second to catch my breath.

      The old Victorian stood on a couple acres of overgrown fields tangled with wildflowers. Three stories of dusty pink clapboard and carved wooden lintels loomed over us. A covered porch stretched across the whole front, and a tower jutted from the middle of the house with gable roof that pointed toward the stark blue sky. The narrow windows gleamed, revealing nothing but darkness on the other side.

      So, this was the place where Dad had grown up. His parents had died in a car accident not long before I was born, so I guessed Aunt Alicia had inherited the property then. It was only a couple hours’ drive from the city. Why hadn’t she ever brought Cam and me out here?

      Why had she given it to me now? There hadn’t been any explanation in the will, and her lawyer hadn’t been able to tell me anything useful. I was hoping the answer to that mystery lay somewhere inside. She wouldn’t toss me a house without some kind of personal message, right?

      We headed up the front steps to the double front doors. The key Aunt Alicia’s lawyer had passed on to me looked like something out of a museum. It must have been ages since they’d changed the locks. But it turned smoothly, the door opening with just a faint creak.

      We stepped inside onto the hall’s soft runner. A mahogany table with bowed legs squatted by one wall; a matching grandfather clock ticked by the other. Ahead of us, two arched doorways led into the main floor’s rooms before a grand staircase rose up to the second floor. At the flick of the light switch next to the doors, a brass chandelier blinked on high above our heads.

      Aunt Alicia had looked after the place right up until the end. Only a faint layer of dust had settled on the furniture from the several days she’d been in the hospital before her death last week. A delicate smell like dried lilac perfumed in the air. A few framed charcoal sketches hung on the walls—country landscapes and town scenes that I recognized as Aunt Alicia’s own work. I still had a sketch she’d done of me as a kid, tucked into a memento box somewhere.

      Melody glided from doorway to doorway, her eyes lighting up behind her chic glasses. “Holy crap. Can you imagine the photoshoots you could have in this place?” She clapped her hands with a wide grin.

      “You mean, the photoshoots you could have,” I said teasingly. My best friend was an aspiring fashion photographer-slash-designer. She’d just gotten her most recent collection accepted into one of the independent boutiques downtown for the first time. The dress she had on right now, a bold pattern of purples and golds that set off the black bob of her hair to amazing effect, was her own work. “If you want to set something up, you know I’ll be all for it.”

      She waggled a finger at me. “First I want you to agree to model some of my stuff. You’ll look great in it, Lyssa. I promise.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’ll look better on a professional model,” I said. “At least now I can help by providing the set.”

      We’d had this conversation about a gazillion times. My five-foot-five frame was hardly model height, and while, sure, I was thin, it was in an awkward way rather than gracefully slender. Melody maintained that gawky was “totally a thing” in the high fashion world these days. I didn’t have a complex about my body or anything—I was pretty happy with it, most of the time—but I didn’t see any need for it to be splashed across catalogue spreads for all kinds of strangers to evaluate.

      Like usual, Melody let out a playful huff. “I’ll convince you one of these days. You’ve got to let loose, girl! Especially now that you’re done with that drag of a job.”

      “It’s more like they were done with me,” I pointed out. “And it wasn’t that much of a drag. I don’t know why I was one of the ones who got laid off. Everyone else complained all the time, but I kind of liked it, helping people get the info they needed. There weren’t that many jerk customers. I was pretty good at it too, you know.”

      “Of course you were,” Melody said. “You never saw a problem you didn’t want to fix. Don’t you need a little break from taking care of everyone around you?”

      I wrinkled my nose at her. We’d had this conversation lots of times too. “I don’t have to take care of you.”

      “Not anymore.”

      Maybe there’d been a bit of that element to our friendship when we’d first clicked in ninth grade. Melody’s parents had just gotten into what she now called “The Shouting Era,” a five-year lead-up to their eventual divorce. So I’d encouraged her to hang out at my place as much as she wanted, which ended up meaning nearly every evening. You’re always so together, she’d said to me once back then. Whenever I’m around you, I feel like anything that’s wrong, it’s got to be fixable.

      In return, I could thank her for introducing me to my first alcoholic beverage (wine coolers, which I still liked), my first joint (which had also been my last), and my first party make-out session (with Tommy Milton, who hadn’t stuck around, but he’d been a really good kisser). I grounded Melody, and she pushed me to spread my wings. The balance worked just fine.

      “Anyway,” Melody said now, as we wandered through the dining room and into the kitchen fitted with appliances that looked like antiques, “that’s not even getting into the real deadweight you just cut loose from your life. Adios, Brianito!”

      “I know you didn’t like Brian that much,” I said. “But you could pretend to be sad we broke up.”

      “Why bother? He showed his true colors, didn’t he? Good riddance. I’m glad you know what an asshole he is so you can move on.”

      “I think I’m going to take a break from dating for a while.”

      She laughed. “Who said anything about dating? Have a fling, a one-night-stand or two. It’s about time you lived it up. You’ve got a place to live and money to last you a little while. Just this once, you don’t need to worry about anything except what you want—and then go for it.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her. “And what if what I want is to curl up on that velvet sofa over there with a steady supply of ice cream and binge-watch all of Netflix for a month?” I pointed toward the living room—or maybe that was the family room, or the sitting room. It was hard to keep track.

      Melody brushed past me and tugged on a strand of my hair. “I know you’ve got more wildness than that in you, Lyss. Sometime you’ve got to let it out, or else you’re going to explode from bottling it up so long. Come on, let’s see what’s what upstairs.”

      As we headed up the staircase, a small furry body tumbled onto the landing. A black kitten that couldn’t have been more than a few months old peered at us and meowed piteously. I clucked my tongue at him and scooped him up. Melody gave me a curious glance.

      “The house came with pets included in the deal,” I said. “There should be a tabby named Dinah around here somewhere and a couple other kittens. Aunt Alicia hadn’t named those yet.”

      “Are you going to keep them?” Melody asked.

      I rubbed the kitten’s head between his swiveling ears. There was something comforting about the warmth of his soft little body. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll see what I end up deciding to do with this place. My apartment has a two-pet limit. I could put them up for adoption if I have to—it’s only Dinah I had to agree to keep.”

      The second and third floors held a total of four bedrooms, a music room with a grand piano, a library, and a bathroom where the pipes hummed in a slightly unnerving way when I tried the sink faucet. If I decided to keep the whole house rather than sell it, I might want to invest in a few updates.

      Every room held new mysteries—a closed wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a secretary desk. My heart beat a little faster with each one, even though we were just doing a quick survey of the place. I could explore the house in more depth once I’d gotten my bearings. Even though I’d never seen Aunt Alicia here, I felt her presence in the elegance and the neatness of the place. She deserved to have her belongings handled with proper care, not rummaged through as if I were looting the place.

      So far I hadn’t come across any indication that she’d anticipated my arrival, though.

      In the middle of the third floor, a wrought-iron spiral staircase led up into the high tower I’d seen from outside. We scrambled up and emerged into a small room much messier and shabbier than the ones below.

      A couple of bookcases stood against the walls, the books on them strewn about haphazardly between dusty figurines. A few pieces of clothing had been flung over the rocking chair in the corner. Next to it stood a full-length mirror with a silver frame that was shaped like a leafy vine winding around the glass.

      Melody let out a low whistle. “I guess she didn’t make it up here very often. Maybe those stairs got to be a bit much for her.”

      “Yeah,” I said, only half listening. My gaze was stuck to the mirror. I stepped closer to it without thinking, and a quivering sensation raced over my skin. The hairs on the back of my neck twitched.

      I froze, hugging myself. “Did you feel that?”

      Melody cocked her head. “Feel what?”

      She didn’t look at all disturbed. I shook my head. Taking all this in must be starting to overwhelm me. My heart was still beating even faster than before, but almost… eagerly. At the same time, my body balked at the idea of staying in this room with Melody one moment longer.

      I turned toward the stairs. “That’s the whole house. I’d better get my grocery shopping done before the store closes. A town that small, they might not even stay open past five.”

      “Hmm,” Melody said, following me down. “One potential downside to getting to live in a fantastic old house—can you even get pizza delivery here?”

      We both laughed as we reached the bottom of the spiral stairs, and the tension inside me broke. But when I glanced back toward the tower, a faint tingling crept back up my neck that I couldn’t quite shake.
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      It felt strange having a huge house to myself after a few years in pokey apartments, dorms before that, and my childhood bungalow before even that. Even when I’d lived in that last apartment by myself for the first several months before Brian had moved in, I’d always been able to hear my neighbors around me, thumping across my ceiling or hollering to each other on the other side of the walls.

      Aunt Alicia’s house was out in the middle of nowhere. Other than the rumble of an occasional car passing by on the country road, I might as well have been the last person on Earth.

      The pipes hummed, and the floors creaked—sometimes even when I wasn’t walking on them. The kittens scampered around with the rasp of their little claws. But somehow the space still felt vastly quiet from the moment Melody headed home. Even when I tucked myself into bed in the smallest of the six bedrooms, snuggling under my beloved feather duvet that I’d brought with me, the emptiness of all the other rooms echoed around me.

      Maybe it’d been a little ridiculous, running right out here just a few days after I’d kicked Brian to the curb. I’d wanted a change in scenery, not to be hit over the head with my aloneness.

      When I woke up the next morning, sunlight was already streaming through the thin curtains on the bedroom window, and the black kitten was tumbling across my duvet. Noticing I was up, he gave me his usual plaintive meow. I ruffled his fur and pushed myself out of bed.

      Time to get into the deeper exploration. There had to be something there that would explain why Aunt Alicia had wanted me to have the house at all.

      The black kitten had definite ideas about where I should begin my survey. As soon as I walked out into the hall in my lounge-wear of lacy tank top and yoga pants, he darted toward the spiral staircase that led into the tower’s attic room. I hesitated, watching him hop from step to step.

      “Are you sure you don’t want some breakfast first?” I called.

      He paused, peered at me between the wrought-iron steps, and then kept bounding up.

      I would have liked some breakfast. A cup of coffee would clear some of the just-woke-up mugginess from my head, and my stomach pinched, empty as all these rooms. But something drew me to those stairs anyway. Maybe it was the kitten’s determination to see his mission through. Maybe it was curiosity driving me to sort through the contents of at least one room.

      Or maybe there was more to it, a tug on a level I wasn’t even conscious of.

      I walked up the spiral stairs, gripping the cool metal railing. The small room at the top of the tower looked the same as it had yesterday other than the light coming in the windows slanting at a different angle. The air tasted dry and a little stale, but not musty, at least. The general disorder still struck me as odd. Aunt Alicia had kept the rest of the house so tidy. Was Melody right and the climb up the stairs had just gotten too hard?

      I couldn’t help straightening out the books on the shelves, blowing the dust off them before setting them upright and in even rows. They were mostly children’s books, I realized: Narnia, Oz, Kipling, and more. My gaze fell on a wooden chest that I’d missed yesterday, tucked behind the railing at the top of the stairs. A toy box? Had Aunt Alicia stuck all the artifacts from her and Dad’s childhood up here?

      To reach the chest, I had to pass that tall standing mirror. The sunlight glimmered off both the glass and the silver frame. Not a streak of dust had settled on its surface. That was a little weird.

      The quivering sensation that had come over me yesterday crawled up my back. I couldn’t help glancing at my reflection as I walked past. That was some great bedhead I’d woken up with. I combed my fingers through my shoulder-length waves, walking on—and jerked to a stop.

      I’d disappeared from the mirror. I wasn’t standing right in front of it anymore, but I was close enough that I still should have been able to see myself. With one step, the whole reflection of the room had blurred, and I’d faded away completely.

      I stood stock still, staring harder. None of the shapes in the suddenly hazy glass would come into focus. None of them looked like me. What the hell was wrong with the thing?

      The quivering ran over my whole body. My heart thudded, but I eased closer to the mirror. The blurred shapes shivered and swirled before my eyes. All at once, the thump of my pulse felt exhilarated rather than nervous, as if I could sense I was on the verge of an incredible discovery. So close. If I just—

      My hand reached out of its own accord. My fingers grazed the slick glass. I leaned forward, peering at the blurred image, and my hand slipped right through that smooth surface. I only had time to let out a squeak of surprise before the rest of me toppled after it into the mirror.

      I spun head over heels, plummeting downward so quickly my hair whipped across my face. A twisted version of the room I’d left shifted around me. Bookshelves curved, closing me in. Wrought-iron bars like the railing of the stairs crisscrossed over them. I groped for something to catch my fall, but my fingers never connected with anything solid. I careened on down and down, another cry slipping from my throat, toward darkness that was broken by a glint of light.

      I flipped again and plunged into a thicker darkness that closed around me with the cold wet texture of… water? All of a sudden, I was surging upward instead of falling, even though I hadn’t gotten any impression of turning around. The faint light was expanding over the rippling surface above me.

      I kicked my legs and swept my arms through the water, my lungs starting to burn. The currents coursed around me faster and faster…

      With a gasp, my head broke into the open air. I sucked as much as I could into my lungs and got half a mouthful of salty water at the same time. As I sputtered it back out, I swiped at my eyes to take a clear look at where I’d ended up.

      The salty flavor of the water had made me expect a broad expanse of ocean. What I saw looked more like a pond. I could make out the entire shoreline, from maybe twenty feet ahead of me to fifty feet on either side and a hundred or so behind me. Dark stones glittering with mica jutted along the water’s edge. The fronds of enormous ferns and huge waxy leaves from hunched trees shaded them. Over the top of one of the ferns ahead of me, I thought I made out a daisy bigger than my head.

      Where the hell was I? How the hell had I fallen into a mirror? I couldn’t wrap my mind around anything that had happened in the last few minutes, but I definitely didn’t feel secure treading water here over unknown depths.

      I swam for the nearest shore, up ahead, my feet never touching the ground. I had to haul myself out of the water onto one of the twinkling boulders. Drenched and dripping, I scrambled over the rocks onto a grassy path that led between the towering foliage. A rich floral scent wafted over me.

      My clothes were soaked, but the beaming sun warmed me enough to keep me from getting chilled. I wrung as much moisture as I could out of my top and my pantlegs while I watched and listened. Nothing much changed.

      I took one cautious step down the path and then another. After a few more, the foliage thinned enough for me to spot more gigantic flowers like the daisy protruding between the ferns. There was a lily I could have worn as a dress—and a decently modest one too. A tulip I might not have been able to wrap my arms all the way around. A begonia I could have used as an umbrella.

      The head of the daisy turned toward me. Its petals bent to form a sort of mouth.

      “Did no one ever tell you it’s rude to stare?”

      My jaw dropped. If I’d been staring before, my eyes must have been just about popping out of my head now.

      The tulip curled its… lower lip? “My goodness, they don’t teach the walking ones much in the way of manners these days, now do they?”

      I managed to stammer out a few words. “I—um—I didn’t—”

      The lily ruffled its petals and said in a matronly voice, “Now, dear, we’ll never understand each other like that. If you have something to say, do get on with it.”

      My legs wobbled under me. I stiffened them to hold myself steady. “I’ve never met flowers that could talk before,” I said. Had I hit my head somewhere in that fall? Or before? Everything since I’d touched the mirror might be a bizarre hallucination. None of this could be real… could it?

      “Well, it isn’t as if it’s all that strange,” the daisy said, sounding offended. “Why shouldn’t we talk? You can.”

      “Never thinking about anyone but themselves,” the tulip murmured, with a disapproving shake.

      I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead, but the pressure felt completely real. Pinching my arm only made me wince. No, wait, that was for dreaming, not hallucinating. How did you wake yourself up from a hallucination? Could you?

      I couldn’t think of anything I’d ever read about that. But the longer I spent talking with giant flowers, the more my head was spinning. I could at least move the hallucination along.

      “Are there other people like me around here?” I asked. “The ‘walking ones’?”

      “Oh, I suppose we aren’t good enough company, then?” the daisy said with a sniff.

      “What did I tell you?” the tulip put in.

      “You look rather out of sorts,” the lily said. “Perhaps it would be better if you put down roots for a little while.”

      Not here. I sidestepped farther along the path. “I think I’ll go have a look for myself. It was very nice to meet you. Uh, goodbye!”

      Then I swiveled on my heel and hurried away. The flowers’ voices carried after me, one or another remarking about how polite I’d managed to be when I was leaving. I tapped my ears as if they might be the problem, but I could still hear them.

      The path opened up to a wider road cobbled with red and blue stones. Trees lined the road, their leaves so vibrant green—this one lime, that one more of a mint—that I had to blink as if a bright light had flashed into my eyes. I looked down the road to my right, saw nothing but more road and more trees, and then turned in the other direction.

      A figure was standing there, several paces down the road: a man in a deep violet suit with a matching top hat. The shirt underneath the jacket was white, but his tie gleamed a rich olive green. The outfit should have looked ridiculous, but somehow it fit him perfectly, from his broad shoulders down his otherwise lean frame.

      He was poised as if he’d stopped in mid-step to stare at me like I was staring at just about everything. As I took him in, he recovered himself. He strode forward with a swift grace that I wouldn’t have expected from his top-heavy physique. His eyes stayed fixed on me.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, abruptly self-conscious. I hadn’t bothered with a bra for puttering around the house when I didn’t have much to hold up anyway, and my wet tank top was clinging to the unimpressive curves I did have. If I’d known I was going to be conversing with flowers and dudes who shared their fashion sense with Willy Wonka, I’d have picked my clothes a little more carefully.

      I didn’t have anywhere else to go, though, and this guy didn’t look threatening, just intense. So I stood and waited until he came to a stop a couple steps away. Spiky tufts of dark blond hair poked from beneath his hat, and he had at least a couple days’ scruff on his narrow jaw. His eyes, still studying me, were nearly the same rich shade of green as his tie. I’d never seen any depiction of Willy Wonka I thought was hot. This guy was definitely several steps up, weird clothes or not.

      “It looks as though you got yourself rather drenched,” he said in a light tenor that had a little bite to it. His lips formed a thin smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. I got the feeling he wasn’t all that happy to see me.

      “I, um—there was a pond—” I waved vaguely in the direction of the water. Okay, Lyssa, time to get a grip and find your tongue. “I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’m not really sure where here is. So, any help in that department would be hugely appreciated.”

      “How exactly did you come to be here, then?” the guy asked.

      Good question. “Ah, there was this mirror, and I touched it, and I… fell into it somehow.” I peered at him, gauging his reaction, but really, how insane could that explanation sound to someone who lived in a world with giant talking flowers? He was either used to craziness, or he was part of my crazy hallucination.

      “Hmm.” The man adjusted his hat, his own gaze searching. I couldn’t tell what for. Then he held out his hand with the same tight smile. “I’m Hatter. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Interesting name, but I couldn’t say it didn’t fit. I gave his hand a quick shake, hoping mine was dry enough. “Lyssa.”

      “Lyssa,” he repeated. Something about the way he rolled the two syllables over his tongue, as if tasting them, sent a giddy shiver through me. He spun away from me in one smooth movement, motioning for me to follow him at the same time. “Why don’t you come to the city, and I’ll see what I can do with you. You never know who else you might run into wandering around out here.”

      I wasn’t sure running into him was the best luck ever, but at least he sounded like he was trying to help. I hurried after him, swiping my damp hair away from my face. “Thank you. I didn’t mean—if you were on your way somewhere else—”

      “Just taking a stroll,” he said. “I’d have ended up heading back this way anyway.”

      We passed more trees with their radiant leaves. Buildings came into view up ahead, some short and stumpy and others stretching several stories high, all of them a little odd. One had only windows on its first floor and what looked like a front door up on the third, doorstep and all. A bungalow there appeared to have been flipped right upside down. Another, taller structure shot up narrowly toward the sky with a bulge around its middle where one floor jutted out twice as wide. Farther in the distance, a silver spire of a tower glittered with the sunlight.

      The closer buildings were all painted in hues just as vibrant as the trees and the road and Hatter’s clothes: this one mauve and robin’s egg blue, that one crimson and daffodil yellow. Just looking at them made me feel dizzy.

      “People really like their bright colors here, huh?” I said when I couldn’t keep my mouth shut any longer. In my pale peach top and gray pants, I stood out like a sore thumb. A very drab sore thumb.

      “It keeps us entertained,” Hatter said in an inscrutable tone.

      Some of the other people that “us” must have referred to ambled past us as the road veered into the city. A lot of them looked normal other than their flashy clothes, though no one else I saw wore the full suit-and-hat ensemble my companion had opted for. And some…

      My legs locked at the sight of a figure with a man’s body and a frog’s head, topped by a little wool cap. And there, a couple storefronts beyond him, was a sheep in a lavender sundress walking on its hind legs, a purse slung over its shoulder. My mouth opened and closed and opened—and Hatter tugged me off to the side by my elbow.

      “This way,” he said, the bite in his voice more obvious. I yanked my gaze away from the strange figures and followed him through the doorway of a shop that gleamed orange and turquoise, but at least had the doors and windows approximately where I’d have expected them to be.

      Hallucination, I reminded myself. Or else this place was simply crazy. Frog-dudes and walking sheep weren’t any weirder than me having a conversation with a daisy.

      The building we’d come into was a shop. Hats of all colors and shapes perched on display ledges and counters around the room. Hatter’s place of business, I guessed? He led me past all that to a door at the back, where a flight of stairs led us up to an apartment.

      Maybe I should have been a little more worried about going into some stranger’s home, but I felt a whole lot safer in here than I did out there with the animal-people. Especially when we stepped into the open-concept living-dining room, and I could breathe again.

      The wooden furniture was painted in a variety of colors but faded with time so the cacophony wasn’t anywhere near as stark as outside. The walls were a tame beige. Hatter motioned for me to sit at the little dining table, which had four seats around it: a bar stool, a beach chair, a beanbag cushion, and a velvet wingchair.

      “Let me get you something to dry yourself off with,” he said, “and then we can determine what to do with you.”
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      I wasn’t in the habit of giving a tremendous amount of thought to my supply of towels. The stack of them in the cupboard next to the bathroom came in a rather large number of sizes, colors, and patterns. For a few seconds I stared at them in something of a daze, as if one of them might be particularly more suited than the others for the task of drying off a recent arrival from the Otherland. Shaking myself, I grabbed the polka-dotted one on the top.

      After a moment’s hesitation, the young woman—Lyssa; of course, almost the same but not quite—had picked the beach chair to sit down on. When I came back to the main room, she was running her fingers through the damp strands of her hair, such a pale blonde it was almost ivory. Her head jerked up at the sound of my footsteps. I could see hints of resemblance in the soft curve of her cheeks, the straight slant of her nose, but only when I looked closely.

      Hearts take me, I had to keep my hat on straight. I’d been picturing this scenario—or one like it, in any case—for so many years I’d lost track. I didn’t take strolls past the Pond of Tears Lane for no reason. So why did nothing I’d ever imagined saying feel remotely appropriate?

      She was too fucking real. Too real, and too unaware of what she’d stumbled into. How could I be angry with her?

      Even if I also was, unreasonably, a little.

      “Here,” I said briskly, handing her the towel.

      She rubbed it over the flexible pants that hugged her slim legs and then wrapped it around her shoulders like a shawl. I schooled my gaze carefully above her neckline. I really shouldn’t be affected by the sight of other parts her wet clothes had been hugging. No, letting my mind stray even one inch in that direction would be the most unwise thing of all.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, as perhaps I should have back when she’d first mentioned her encounter with the pond.

      “I guess,” she said, staring around her with those wide blue eyes. “I mean, I still have no idea what’s going on. This place is so crazy, but… it feels so real too. Are hallucinations supposed to last this long?”

      Her stomach gurgled loud enough that I could hear. She clapped her hand over it, a delicate flush creeping over her cheeks. “I didn’t eat breakfast. Maybe I fainted or something.”

      She was hungry. I could at least offer her a little hospitality. I grabbed a couple of teacups off the shelves and filled them from my pot which was always fresh and hot no matter how often anyone poured from it. Nifty bit of magic, that.

      “Cream or sugar?” I asked, setting the cup in front of her.

      She eyed the clear brown liquid as if it might be more salty pond water. “Um, a little of both, please.”

      I set the creamer and the sugar bowl on the table along with a plate with the scones I’d picked up from the bakery down the street this morning. Lyssa considered those with some wariness too, but when her stomach grumbled again, she lifted one and took a bite. Her eyes widened even more as she chewed.

      “What flavor is that?” she said.

      “Honey pineapple coriander,” I said. “One of my favorites.”

      “Oh. Er. It’s an interesting combination.”

      She did keep eating it, though. I dropped into the wing chair and tipped back my hat so I could study her with my eyes unshaded.

      “First things first,” I said. “This is not a hallucination. Wonderland is perfectly real, even if it seems strange to you.”

      Lyssa paused in mid-chew. “Wonderland?” she repeated.

      I swept my arm to indicate everything in this building and the world beyond. “Wonderland. A wonderful place where all are welcome.” Had I let a little too much sarcasm creep into that pitch? Lyssa mostly looked bewildered.

      I took a sip of my tea—dark and sharp, exactly right—and leaned my elbows onto the table. “Most of your sort who visit arrive through dreams, but occasionally looking-glasses do the trick. Where was this mirror that you say you fell through?”

      Lyssa swallowed the rest of her scone and licked the crumbs off her thumb. Very few weren’t won over by honey pineapple coriander once they gave it a try. I might have been more satisfied by her reaction if the motion hadn’t drawn my attention to her full lips.

      Had it really been necessary for her to be quite this pretty? I couldn’t see how.

      “It was in my Aunt Alicia’s house—well, really she’s my grand-aunt,” she said. “I was just looking around, and the reflection on the mirror turned all weird, and when I reached for it…” She made a whirling motion with her hands.

      Grand-aunt. The years really had blurred together, hadn’t they? “You were visiting this grand-aunt?” I said, keeping my voice even.

      “No.” Lyssa knit her brow. “She died, about a week ago. I hadn’t seen her in a long time, though. For some reason I haven’t figured out yet, she left her house to me.”

      She died. Lyssa said the words casually enough, but they hit me like a finger-jab to the gut. I opened my mouth and closed it again, momentarily lost for words.

      “I’m sorry,” I managed.

      “Like I said, we weren’t close. Just some good childhood memories. She’s not around to explain why her mirror turned into some kind of portal.” Lyssa paused. “If I can even get back. How do people who end up in this ‘Wonderland’ through a mirror head home? Do I go jump in the pond again?”

      “No,” I said. “There are other ways, I’m sure. There always are. I’m afraid I’m not the best person to advise you on that matter, though.”

      She hadn’t meant to end up here. She knew nothing about any of us or our struggles. Nothing I could have been angry about was her fault.

      Yet at the same time, her presence in this world would appear to certain parties as a threat. The longer she stayed in my home, the more likely I incriminated myself if those parties discovered her.

      Two very good reasons to send her off from my life to those better equipped to handle her.

      “Who would be a good person to ‘advise’ me?” Lyssa asked, snatching up another scone.

      “I believe I know just the one.” I pushed my chair back from the table, and right then Doria poked her head into the room. My back stiffened.

      “Hey, we’ve got company!” Doria said, bounding into the room with a swish of her skirts and her long brown hair. She was wearing one of those tiered black gowns she’d become enamored with lately, with just enough dramatic ruffling and lacing to offset the lack of color to any outside observer’s critical eye. She draped her arms across the back of my chair. “Who’s your new friend, Pops?”

      I forced a smile. She knew I hated that nickname. Which I supposed to a fourteen-year-old meant all the more reason to use it.

      “My new friend is just about to leave,” I said, standing up. I slipped my hand under Doria’s elbow and guided her back toward the hallway. “And I don’t think you’re quite finished upstairs.” She normally slept later than this, or I wouldn’t have brought Lyssa here at all.

      Doria had enough sense to lower her voice, but not enough to stop her from asking, “What’s the big deal? You can’t blame me for being curious. She’s an Otherlander, isn’t she?”

      “She is,” I said, stopping by the doorway. “And more trouble than you need on your plate.”

      Doria rolled her eyes. “I think I can handle a Dreamer. I’ve talked to one before, you know. They’re kind of hilarious. Why should you get to have all the fun?”

      “Because I’m not having fun, and she’s about to leave. Can you trust me on this one thing?”

      I held her gaze for a long moment. Doria pouted, but she also sighed in resignation. “If it means that much to you, Pops.”

      She raised her hand to give Lyssa a little wave goodbye, and the frilly sleeve of her dress slipped down from her wrist to reveal a shape inked on her pale skin. A small black spade.

      My heart lurched. I snatched her arm and turned it so her hand was palm up, the shape still exposed. “What in the lands is that? What were you thinking?”

      “Geez, Dad, calm down. It’s pen. It’ll wash right off. Watch.” She popped her finger into her mouth and rubbed it against the skin. The ink blurred, turning into a faded smear. A breath rushed out of me.

      “Happy now?” Doria said archly.

      “A little more than before,” I muttered. “Don’t you dare leave the apartment with anything like that on you, all right? Why don’t you go upstairs and wash it all the way off, and by the time you’re done, this lady and I will be finished here.”

      Doria grimaced at me, but she ducked her head in acquiescence. I gave her hair a ruffle that I knew she’d hate about as much as I hated her calling me “Pops.” It was a fair trade.

      “Thank you, Mouse,” I said.

      She replied with a light punch to my shoulder that was as close as she got to hugging me these days and scampered back upstairs.

      When I turned back around, Lyssa shook herself out of a stare. “So, ah, that was your…?”

      “Daughter,” I said, and immediately saw the gears spinning in her head. I spent enough time in front of mirrors in the shop below to know I didn’t look all that old by Otherworld standards. Even if that wasn’t an accurate representation of my age, I might as well save her wondering. “Adoptive daughter, technically speaking. She was orphaned when she was two.”

      Doria had held on to her early memories for a few years after that, but these days, I was the only parent she’d ever known other than the stories I’d told her.

      “Oh.” Lyssa rubbed her face. Her hair was starting to dry, the strands of it falling around her face fine as thistledown. “I’m sorry. I’m still finding all of this very confusing. This is a place called Wonderland. Sometimes regular people come here when they’re dreaming? And for some reason this mirror in Aunt Alicia’s house—”

      She looked so lost that my throat constricted. The floor creaked over my head as Doria paced in her bedroom. I had to handle this quickly, in a way that was best for everyone.

      “Look,” I said, cutting Lyssa off. “All that really matters is that you’d like to get home, isn’t that right? I think I know someone who can arrange that. We can get it sorted out right now. Then you can return to your life and forget all about this wondrous place.”

      If past examples were anything to go by, forgetting us wasn’t hard at all.

      “Okay,” Lyssa said. She took another gulp of her tea and stood up. “Home. That sounds good.”

      “Come on then, looking-glass girl.”

      I led her back downstairs and through the shop. The thought of her reactions when we’d entered the city made me hesitate.

      “Try not to stare too much at anything—or anyone,” I said. “Act like you think you’re dreaming, and this is all par for the course.”

      “Like I’m dreaming,” she repeated. “I’m still not totally sure I’m not.”

      Hopefully no one else would realize she wasn’t either.

      We headed down the street and around the corner to the park. It was only mid-morning, but a couple of guys in neon panda suits were dancing around and chugging glitzbeer by the gate. A few actual pandas in neon overalls were sprawled on their backs on the grass, soaking in the sun and puffing cigars. A couple wearing very little at all ran their hands over each other’s bodies beneath the meager shade of a sapling.

      A group of sprightly old women dashed by, shrieking with laughter as they tried to catch the gray-haired gal in the lead to mash her face with a coconut cream pie. I tipped my hat to them and managed not to wince when they tackled their target.

      It was hard to blame Lyssa for wanting to go home as quickly as she could. These days, this place was a little much even for me.

      “I don’t have a direct connection to the guy who’s most likely to know your fastest route home,” I said. “But I’m acquainted with someone who does. Chess is… a little odd.”

      Lyssa raised her eyebrows at me.

      “Even by our standards,” I added. “But he’s a decent fellow. You’ll be in good hands. Just don’t take anything he says too seriously. Around this time of day, I’d expect to find him… here.”

      We came to a stop at the edge of a vast game board of red and white squares painted on the neatly trimmed grass. A man with an owl’s head was shoving his red bishop, which was about the height of his waist, into place with his feathered arms. We were standing by the white king and queen. The other white pieces were scattered across the playing field, but there was no sign of Chess. Which didn’t mean he wasn’t around, of course.

      Lyssa eyed the game. “Is this why he’s called Chess?” she said. “Because he loves playing it?”

      I shook my head. “Just a coincidence. It’s short for Cheshire.” I craned my neck to scan the distant hedges, and a lilting voice spoke just behind me.

      “And where are you trying to get to today, Hatter?”
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      I spun around, expecting to see the guy who’d spoken to Hatter standing right there. The stretch of lawn behind us was empty. What the hell?

      Then the sun caught with a flash on teeth in the curve of a wide grin. A wide grin that was floating in the air a few feet away from me, not attached to anyone at all.

      I blinked in a double-take, and the rest of the guy shimmered into being around his grin. The broad smirk didn’t falter for a second. I clapped my hand over my mouth to hold in a yelp of surprise.

      “Chess,” Hatter chided. “I know you think that trick is funny, but it gives everyone else a heart attack.”

      “Nothing they won’t recover from,” the guy who was apparently Chess said with a careless shrug. He turned his grin on me. “My deepest apologies, lovely.”

      He didn’t sound the tiniest bit apologetic. His rumpled auburn hair slanted across his head as careless as his shrug had been, and his light blue eyes glinted with mischief. The shape of them and his prominent high cheekbones gave him a feline look, which was only compounded when his grin stretched a little wider and I noticed the sharp points on a few of his teeth. The dude had fangs.

      Well, Hatter had said Chess was odd, and coming from someone like Hatter, that meant really fucking strange. He’d also said I could trust this guy to help me get home. So, I guessed what I did next depended on how much I trusted Hatter.

      Hatter lifted his hat just long enough to rake his fingers back through the dark blond tufts of his hair. “This is Lyssa,” he said in a low voice as he set the hat back down. His gaze fixed on Chess as unwaveringly as it had on me when we’d first met. “She’s an Otherlander but not a Dreamer. She came through a looking-glass. I thought your man in the Tower might have some idea how to get her back home. Which is where she’d like to be, ASAP.”

      “From a looking-glass,” Chess said, giving me another once-over. “You must have all kinds of stories.”

      “I’m not sure how many of them are all that interesting,” I said. “Especially compared to what you must see all the time around here.”

      He chuckled. “To the mad, wouldn’t sanity look like madness?”

      “Chess,” Hatter said. His jaw twitched.

      Chess gave him a baleful look. “I’m on the job. Next time bring me something I get to keep, all right?” He flashed another grin and then tilted his head to me. “Let us make haste to the Tower, lovely.”

      “It’s Lyssa,” I said. I meant to walk in the direction he’d indicated, but my body balked.

      Hatter tipped his hat to me. “Just think of getting away from all this actual madness to the comforts of home.”

      Good point. “Thank you,” I said to him, and forced myself to set off next to Chess.

      Chess crossed the park with a languidly muscular prowl. He pointed to the gleaming silver spire I’d noticed earlier. “That’s our destination. I hope you’re not afraid of heights.”

      “As long as I’m inside that thing and not clinging to the outside, I think I’ll be fine,” I muttered.

      Another short laugh spilled from Chess’s lips. He gave me a smile that looked a little less wild and a little more genuine because of that. “I believe we’re going to get along. What do you think of your jaunt through Wonderland?”

      Oh, God, how to answer that? My gaze swept over the park. All the vegetation here was as vividly colored as the flowers and trees I’d seen when I first stumbled out of the pond. Over by the hedge, a woman with a golden retriever’s head in a sun hat was tossing a stick for a little dachshund that giggled like a baby. A giant turtle and two girls in dresses that looked like they were made out of pieces of disco ball stitched together were splashing around in the marble fountain, the water painting their skin in a rainbow of colors. Beyond them, a few figures sprawled in a ring, two of them kissing, another bobbing her head up and down over the one guy’s— Okay, looking the other way now.

      Up ahead loomed even more of those off-kilter buildings. Maybe I shouldn’t have made that joke about the outside of the Tower. For all I knew, the front door was thirty stories up.

      “It’s, um…” I bit my lip. “A little overwhelming. But also, I guess, kind of amazing. I mean, I’ve definitely never seen anything like this before.”

      “And you haven’t seen everything yet,” Chess said. “It’s nighttime when Wonderland really comes to life.”

      I wasn’t sure this place could be more lively without suffering from a coronary. It could be these people would all die of boredom back in the real world—the Otherworld, as Hatter had called it.

      That thought reminded me of Melody’s comment about how I needed to go wild. I sucked the rich scents of the grass and the flowering bushes into my lungs and tried to “loosen up.”

      Was this place actually real? Was I hallucinating? You couldn’t really trust your hallucination to be upfront with you on that subject, right? But either way, what I’d said was true. This place was so bizarre it took my breath away, and that didn’t have to be a bad thing.

      There was no Brian here, no Mom, no Cameron, no anybody who knew who I was. When in Rome, do as the Romans do—and what the Wonderlanders seemed to do best was whatever the hell they wanted without a care about who was watching.

      “So, everyone acts like this all the time?” I said, jerking to a stop to stay out of the path of a couple of kangaroos in evening gowns who bounded out of an alley and across the road in front of them. “They just run wild?”

      “Fantastic, isn’t it?” Chess said. “What’s the point in wonder if you can’t revel in it? People have everything they need. All they have to worry about is what gets them off most right now, or the moment after that, or—”

      “I get the point,” I said, but a little thrill shot through me at the same time. I wasn’t sure I’d ever only worried about what would make me feel good. My responsibilities and commitments had always been there looking over my shoulder.

      They hadn’t followed me here, though.

      “Just be careful,” Chess said with a waggle of his eyebrows. “Indulgence is a gateway drug. Once you get started, you may find you’re as mad as the rest of us.”

      He dipped into a sudden bow, sweeping his arm toward a gleaming silver doorway. “Ladies first.” Somehow I hadn’t realized we were getting that close to the Tower.

      I pushed open the first door, only to find a second door beyond it, and then a third … and suddenly I was stepping out into a narrow space about the size of the bathroom in my apartment, with more silver glinting all around and the ceiling so far above my head I couldn’t make it out. Was I looking up the height of the entire Tower?

      “Elevator,” Chess said in a singsong voice. “Twenty-seventh floor. Cheshire coming calling with a guest.”

      There was a brief pause, and then an invisible force beneath my feet heaved me upward. I gasped. Chess, who was gliding along beside me, caught my arm to hold me steady.

      “What the heck is this building even for?” I said. It didn’t really look like somewhere you’d come to get yourself off—unless my companion had included getting off elevators in that statement.

      “Oh, even a land of wonder requires a certain amount of management,” Chess said, in that tone that made it hard to tell how serious he was being about any of this. He flicked his fingers toward an arched doorway we were soaring past. “Department of Balloon Animals.” Another. “The Committee for Midnight Snacks.” Another. “The Flower-Painting Division. You get the picture.”

      “Yeah. Who are we going to see?”

      “The twenty-seventh floor belongs to the Inventor. You could say he’s our White Knight.” Chess gave me one of those sly smiles. “Don’t tell anyone I told you that. I’ll deny everything.”

      “Right,” I said. “I’ll try not to spread the word to the many friends I’ve made here—all one of them.” And I suspected Hatter would have backed away from calling me a ‘friend.’

      Chess could obviously figure out who I meant. “Hatter’s good,” he said. “Hatter knows, even if he likes to pretend he doesn’t. Whether he cares, well, I’m not sure if even he could tell you for sure.”

      “You know, you have a confusing way of explaining things sometimes,” I said.

      Chess grinned wide enough to show off those pointy canines. “What a lovely thing to say, lovely.”

      The invisible elevator quivered to a stop. All four walls around me held a door, this one gold, that one silver, another bronze, and the last one iron. I glanced at Chess, but he just slung his hands in the pockets of his teal slacks. “They’ll all get you to your destination. Is it really a choice when every option gives the same result?”

      I didn’t know how to answer that, but thankfully I didn’t think he expected an answer. My hand reached instinctively for the bronze door. I grasped the handle and shoved it open.

      My steps rang out on a polished white floor. Everything around me was white, from the walls to the desk at one end of the room and the sleek high tables near the other wall—the surfaces so glossy a vague impression of my reflection wavered on them. After the chaos of color I’d been wandering through since I arrived here, the starkness was a completely different shock to the senses. I felt dizzy all over again.

      As I regained my bearings, I realized not quite everything in the room was white. The white shelves mounted on the wall near the high tables held bits of metal and wire and glass, as well as some contraptions that looked as if they’d been built out of similar bits. I stepped closer to investigate, and a door I hadn’t even noticed, it blended so seamlessly into the wall, opened behind the desk.

      The man who strode into the room was the kind of guy your gaze would snap to the second he entered any room, even if there were a hundred other people already in attendance. He stood taller than Chess, and if not as brawny, his frame had plenty of muscle under his collared white shirt and pale gray slacks. His penetrating eyes and his curly hair were the same shade of dark chestnut, the latter slicked back from his high forehead. The slight crook in his Roman nose only made his face even more compelling for its minor imperfection.

      Most of all, though, what drew my eyes to him was the aura he carried with him in his stance, in the way he considered the room, as if he could have commanded anything around him to do his bidding and known it’d comply. This was a guy who got things done.

      If this was Wonderland’s version of a White Knight, they could sign me up for saving right now.

      “It’s good to see you, Chess,” the guy said in a smooth baritone, his authoritative eyes settling on me. The sensation of receiving all the attention at his command momentarily stole my breath. “Who’s your guest?”

      “Allow me to present Lyssa of the Looking-Glass, my good knight,” Chess said with a grand gesticulation of his arm in my direction. “Hatter found her and brought her to me to bring to you. She’s looking for a way home.”

      Something shifted in the guy’s expression at Chess’s first words, so quick and subtle I couldn’t read it before it vanished.

      “Lyssa,” he repeated, with a similar care to the way Hatter had tested out the name, as if both of them had thought they might find something deeper inside it. He stepped out from behind the desk and took my hand in one of his. His grasp was firm and warm and made my pulse flutter. “Let’s set aside titles—call me Theo. I can understand why you’d be eager to return to the Otherland. I hope your experiences here haven’t been too unnerving?”

      “No,” I said, drawing myself a little straighter with the urge to prove something about myself to him, even if I wasn’t totally sure what. “I’m all right. It’s been kind of an exciting adventure, really. I’d just like to know that I can get home.”

      “I’m sure we can arrange that.” Theo glanced at Chess. “There hasn’t been any trouble?”

      Chess shook his head. “Hatter would have mentioned. Clear to us and opaque to them.”

      “Good.” Theo rubbed his square jaw, which had a five o’clock shadow even though I was pretty sure it was still morning. Who knew what kind of time Wonderland operated on, anyway?

      “There aren’t many doorways to the Otherland left, and most are difficult to reach,” Theo said. “But there is still one in the basement of the club for Caterpillar’s use. Few will even know about it, so I doubt he keeps it all that tightly guarded these days.” He squeezed my hand and dropped it. “We can see you home tonight.”
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      By night, Wonderland’s city flaunted its bright colors in streaks of streetlamp light, shifting as some of those lamps bobbed or swayed. I wasn’t sure I preferred the moving muting of the vivid hues over their vibrancy at full sunny blast.

      As I walked down the street next to Chess, who was escorting me to the club and would be helping me get to my doorway home, I pictured the building layout Theo had shown me. My chest constricted with nerves. The hallways that made up the club’s inner depths had veered up and down and around without any clear logic. Theo’s instructions had included comments like, “Take the stairs up until you reach the bottom.”

      I was going to be on my own once I started down those halls. What if my Otherlander brain couldn’t follow Wonderland architecture all the way to my goal?

      How did the White Knight even know about this apparently secret doorway? I glanced over at Chess.

      “Who is Theo, anyway?” I asked. “What does he do in that huge office when he’s not helping out stranded Otherlanders?” He’d given the impression of being someone important, but it wasn’t clear to me that authority had much of a place in this world.

      “He does whatever he can, and some things he can’t too,” Chess said with his playfully enigmatic grin. “Dispensing advice. Constructing inventions. Planning plans. A figure highly respected by all who know him and many who don’t.”

      Inventions—I had seen those contraptions on the shelves. Chess had called him “the Inventor” when he’d first told me about Theo. I might have pushed for more information, not that Chess was likely to give me a straight answer, but then he motioned to a building up ahead with one of his dramatic gestures.

      “The Caterpillar’s Club.”

      For a second I could only stare. A building shaped like a huge spinning top squatted over on a wide lot at the edge of town, as tall as the nearby three-story buildings and equally wide at its thickest. Beams of light in a rainbow of colors flashed from its outer walls.

      It was also literally spinning.

      Chess set his hands on his hips as he took in the whirling structure too. “It’s the most popular establishment in the land. If you dance where no one can see you, do you even exist?”

      A jangling song that sounded like a blend of funk and country filtered out into the night. Several locals walked past us right up to the building. With a flicker, they vanished from view. I caught my jaw before it went slack.

      “Um. How do we get in?” If there was a door, the building was spinning too quickly for me to identify it, let alone have a chance in hell of stepping through it.

      “You will get to where you want to go by going there,” Chess said. “Assume there is a door. Decide to walk through it. And in you go! Shall we?”

      He offered me his elbow. I slipped my hand around it, taking a little comfort in the solid bulk of his arm beneath my fingers. Chess might take some getting used to, but if I had to pick someone to have by my side, I was happy to go with the brawny dude with fangs. Not that I’d seen any reason to worry about my safety so far. Everyone seemed to be too busy enjoying themselves to bother hassling anyone else.

      “Once you’re inside, just act as if you belong there,” Chess said in a softer voice that soothed some of my nerves. “You’ve got at least an hour. Relax. Enjoy yourself. Pretend it’s all a dream, no worries, no consequences. Why not make the most of what Wonderland can offer while you’re here?” He winked at me. “Just avoid the mushrooms is all I’ll say. You’ll need your sense of dimension on straight to find your way home.”

      “Got it,” I said. “Thank you.”

      We ambled together toward the spinning building. My stomach started to tighten as we got closer to its blurring walls. The lights glanced off my eyes. I focused my gaze straight ahead, imagining an open doorway there. I’d fallen up into a pond and ridden on an invisible elevator. I could believe I could walk right through a wall.

      My pulse stuttered, my feet almost stumbled, and Chess gave me a little nudge. With a popping in my ears, the building sucked us in. An instant later I was wobbling on a slanted dance floor, surrounded by revelers and lights and that twanging song. A crisp smell filled my nose, like dried herbs and pomegranate juice. Just breathing it in, a shiver of excitement raced over my skin.

      Chess leaned close to murmur by my ear. “Have fun, lovely. You deserve it. I’ll be back for you when the time is ripe.”

      I watched him disappear into the air with a tug of my heart. He had to scout out the club and make sure my way would be clear, but I missed his warm presence at my side instantly.

      Have fun. Relax. Act like I belonged here. A rainbow of strobe lights that matched the flashing ones outside wavered through the dark room. The dancers undulated beneath them, the crowd seeming to rise and fall in time with the beat of the music. The first song I’d heard had faded into a thumping house beat with a screech of heavy metal guitars.

      I was getting the feeling that nothing in this world was ever totally normal.

      Even if screechy guitars weren’t really my thing, the bass reverberated through my body. When was the last time I’d really danced? Melody dragged me out to clubs back home every now and then, but I always felt a little stiff going through the motions there, all those observers either finding me wanting or deciding they wanted something from me.

      None of that mattered here. Nothing at all from my real life mattered here. I’d never see any of these people or their wacko Wonderland again.

      A smile curled my lips. I followed the slant of the floor down into the crowd, letting gravity and the mass of bodies sweep me along.

      I spun and swayed with my hands in the air. The music wove around me, urging me on. After a few minutes, I realized the crowd wasn’t undulating—the floor did, rising and falling like waves all across the room. The frenetic drumming of the next song sent me whirling up over one shallow hill; the staccato rhythm of a violin brought me down into the dip on the other side.

      All around me, the other dancers churned with total abandon, some of them flailing more than dancing, not looking as if they cared what anyone thought of that at all.

      A rush of exhilaration shot up through me. I moved faster, weaving my limbs with the beat, letting out all the panic I’d felt arriving in this world, all the anger and hurt of Brian’s betrayal, all the weight I’d been carrying.

      I couldn’t leave the weight of my responsibilities completely behind. I had plenty to still worry about in the real world. But right here, right now, I was no one but Lyssa Tenniel, a dancer in the crowd. The realization was so freeing that tears sprang to my eyes. I swiped them away and threw myself into the next song.

      A few figures circulated through the throng wearing white shirts with a black graphic like the club symbol in a deck of playing cards emblazoned on the front. Clubs in a club? I laughed, watching one server hand out tall glasses of a pearly liquid, another extending a platter covered with slices of pink and purple mushroom.

      Chess had told me to avoid those. I wasn’t sure having one of the drinks was a good idea either. A guy near me knocked one back and let out a whoop so loud it split the music. A little of that pearly gleam washed over his eyes as he bounced on his feet. There was wild, and then there was right over the edge.

      Speaking of wild… One of the dancing couples near me was going at it with tongues and hands all up in places I wasn’t used to seeing exposed in public. Along the walls, other couples—and a few trios and quartets—were undulating against each other in movements that set off a flare of heat between my legs even as the voyeurism made my cheeks flush with embarrassment. Discretion obviously wasn’t a common concept around here.

      Toward the other end of the vast room, a bunch of the dancers were clambering into a human pyramid, somehow continuing to bob to the rhythm while they balanced on each other’s shoulders. I swayed toward them with a laugh and found myself face to face with someone I knew.

      Hatter wore the same violet suit and top hat as before, and he wasn’t dancing, just drifting through the crowd with a stiff expression. When our eyes met, he stopped in his tracks. I grinned at him automatically, high on the feeling of freedom, and his mouth curved into a full-out frown for a second before he forced it flat again.

      I sidled close enough for him to hear me. “What are you doing here?” I shouted over the music. He didn’t look like he was enjoying himself.

      “I should ask you the same thing,” he said. “Decided to go local, did you?”

      “This place is apparently my ticket home,” I said. “At least I’m trying to blend in. Why’d you come to a club if you don’t want to dance?”

      “Because everyone comes,” he muttered, low enough that I barely made out the words. Then he added, “I’m trying to keep an eye on Doria.”

      Oh. Yeah, it was easy to picture that girl with her flyaway hair and her goth-y dress cutting a rug in this place. And easy to imagine Hatter going all Mr. Protective on his daughter like he had when she’d interrupted us in his apartment. Though what he’d been protecting her from then I wasn’t really sure. Maybe Otherland-ness was contagious?

      Even if he was being a wet blanket, I didn’t want to just wander off. Now that I’d met a whole lot more Wonderlanders, I could tell there was something different about Hatter. His presence didn’t overwhelm me the way everything and everyone else here, including Chess and Theo, did. For a second, I didn’t feel off-balance. Even though he was still hot in his scruffy be-suited way.

      That must have been what gave me the courage to grab his arm. “Let’s dance, then, and maybe we’ll run into her,” I said. “You can’t know fewer moves than I do.”

      Something about that comment made his lips twitch in the other direction this time. Not quite a smile, but close—and a real one. “Oh, I do know a few,” he said. He shifted his arm to clasp my hand. Raising it in the air, he spun me with a graceful flick of his wrist. My hair fanned out around me.

      I didn’t know how to top that, at least not by dancing. A glint of mischief lit inside me. I snatched the hat off his head by the brim, set it over my own hair, and shimmied away into the crowd.

      “Hey!” Hatter protested, but he sounded at least as amused as he did annoyed. I’d count that as a win.

      I moved with the beat, the basic shuffle and sway I’d been doing before, scooting just a little to the side when Hatter caught up with me, slipping this way and that as he followed. I didn’t have to move too quickly, because he obviously didn’t want to make a big scene out of his chase. His gaze tracked me, his eyebrows raised as if to say, Really?

      I risked whirling around, and he caught me by the waist from behind. “I’ll be taking that back,” he said by my ear, lifting the hat from my head. His breath grazed my cheek, and the heat of his hand bled through my top. I resisted the urge to lean back into his body. I wasn’t sure he wouldn’t jerk away.

      “If you’ve got no hat, do you stop being Hatter?” I asked instead.

      “Only if I lose my shop as well, I suppose,” he said. His fingers adjusted against my side, sparking a tingling that spread to my core, and suddenly I wanted more than anything for him to move that hand—upward or down, either would do. We’d fit right in, wouldn’t we? A fresh blush flooded my cheeks just as he continued, “Your grand-aunt once asked me the same question, you know.”

      A cold smack of shock shattered every other emotion I’d been feeling. I whipped around to face him. “What?”

      Hatter’s expression shuttered. He gazed back at me blankly, like he was going to pretend he hadn’t just said that. I grabbed the lapel of his jacket before he could consider retreating. “You talked to Aunt Alicia?” Something clicked in my head. He’d said I wasn’t the first person who’d fallen into Wonderland through a mirror. If the one in her attic had worked as a doorway before… “She came here?”

      “It was a long time ago,” Hatter said, in a way that made me wonder just how old he was. He didn’t look past thirty.

      I’d thought he’d reacted a little oddly when I’d mentioned Aunt Alicia’s death, but I’d assumed it was just the awkwardness of dealing with my potential grief. It hadn’t been that at all. He’d known her.

      I opened my mouth to demand more details, and the booming of a gong echoed through the room. The dancers jostled toward the bar that had just lit up by a distant wall. My pulse hiccupped.

      This was the cue Chess had told me to wait for. The club delivered the night’s special drink at a specific time, and while security was busy managing the line for a sample, they’d be more lax around the doorway I needed to get through.

      Chess himself materialized beside me. I let my hand drop from Hatter’s jacket. He shot me a look that might have been a little apologetic and said, “Safe travels.” Then he let the crowd streaming past us carry him away.

      “And he thinks he’s already gotten where he’ll never get,” Chess said with a smirk. He held out his hand to me. “Now’s our chance. Are you ready?”
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      Lyssa looked so out-of-sorts that I had to wonder what in the lands Hatter had said to her. He could be provoking with people he didn’t feel the need to hold his tongue around, but I wouldn’t have thought our Otherlander had reached that point of familiarity yet. She accepted my hand, but her brow stayed knit.

      "Did you ever talk to an Otherlander who came here the way I did, through a mirror—someone named Alicia?" she asked.

      Was that one of the earlier girls? Had Hatter said something about that phenomenon? The name sounded familiar, but then, so had Lyssa's for the exact same reason, and I'd never spoken to her before.

      I could certainly say with all honesty, "I have not, but I'm not always present wherever I am, so that says little about whether she's been here."

      That answer appeared to satisfy Lyssa enough that she let the subject go. She shook herself as if casting something off. “I guess this isn’t a great time for twenty questions.”

      “We’ll keep dancing,” I said, stepping closer. “Pretend we’ve already drunk our fill, hmm?”

      A poppy song with an underlying wail of wordless vocals swelled around us. I bobbed with the beat, pulling Lyssa a little closer and letting her ease away, then whirling us both around. The sparkle I’d seen when I’d caught glimpses of her dancing in the crowd came back into her bright blue eyes. A flush of exhilaration colored her pale cheeks.

      Her clothes were far from spectacular compared to the other dancers, but lit up from the inside like that, she was striking in her own way. Maybe more so because she wasn’t quite like any of the others, and their flashy fashion statements all blended together after a while.

      It’d been a long time since I’d seen anyone in the club who appeared to be finding something they needed rather than trying to lose everything they could.

      Of course, right now what Lyssa most needed was to find her way home. I kept a sliver of my attention on the door at the opposite end of the room from the bar, where a couple of Caterpillar’s goons were still standing. There’d been four earlier, but two of them had gone over to keep order as everyone grabbed their nightly special. Bit by bit, never in a straight line and never quite facing them, we made our way toward that exit.

      I switched hands, drawing Lyssa to me for a quick dip as we scooted over one of the rises on the rippled floor. Her hair swished past my face, a delicate scent like a spring breeze there and then gone. She wasn’t the steadiest on her feet, but she followed my lead well enough. A little smile came over her face. She slipped under my elbow and spun out to the farthest length our arms would allow, as if daring me to bring her spiraling back to me. I did it with a grin.

      “You dance better than you explain things,” she told me, and I laughed. The spin back had brought her right in front of me, just an inch of space between us. I deliberately didn’t close that gap, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t thinking about it. Hatter wouldn’t have shown her that good a time. I could manage to leave an impression before she left Wonderland.

      “You only say that because the explanations of how things are and how we’d like them to be are so seldom lined up,” I said glibly, and sidestepped, turning us in a slow circle. Lyssa rolled her eyes, but her smile had widened.

      It really was refreshing having a new face around here—a new face and a new personality that hadn’t already been bent by the circumstances we all lived within. I had to say I rather regretted that she had to leave us, at least so soon. But keeping her here would have been purely selfish, especially when she’d have no idea what she was truly getting into.

      No, selfishness wasn’t my aim at all. I released any regret I felt about her departure with the fall of her hand from mine. Then, on an impulse to extend the moment just a few seconds longer, I snatched her fingers up again and pressed a quick kiss to her knuckles.

      “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Lyssa. May the path you take lead you to where you’re meant to be going.”

      The flush in her cheeks darkened. I took one last good look at her for my own collection of impressions before I swayed around and stumbled into the nearer of the guards by the door.

      “Hey there,” the boxy man said in a stiff voice, clapping his hand on my shoulder. “Keep your feet, friend.”

      “Are you my friend?” I asked, gazing back at him as if in a daze, amusement tickling in my belly. “Well, if you say you are, then you must be until you say you aren’t again. Friend, I have something wonderful to show you!”

      I clutched his forearm and made to drag him with me. "That's enough of that," the guard said gruffly. He didn't know I already had him.

      He moved to detach my hand, and I tripped over my own feet in a spectacular explosion of limbs, so powerful I hauled him right over with me. We collapsed onto the ground, him face down and me sprawled across him.

      Completely by accident, of course.

      I thrashed in dramatic fashion as if trying desperately to recover myself and failing epically, sputtering a vapid line of apologies at the same time. The guard beneath me cursed and struggled. The second guard dashed over to haul me off of him. As he yanked on my wrists, Lyssa grasped the doorknob and ducked through the exit I’d distracted them from.

      In an instant, with a flash of her flaxen hair, she was through. I coughed and sputtered to cover the click of the door closing behind her. This whole escapade really was one of my finest performances. The goons hadn’t had any idea how much that oddball Chess was capable of.

      I staggered on my feet for good measure, since it wouldn’t do for them to see me suddenly steady.

      “Sorry, so sorry, every apology I could possibly mean and then make,” I said, although I couldn’t mean any. As long as they didn’t know that, I could say it truthfully. Then I bounded off with a sway here and a wobble there to join the crowd that was flooding back across the dance floor. A more frenetic energy than before coursed between my fellow dancers, spurred by tonight’s beverage of choice.

      My gaze slid back to the door Lyssa had disappeared through. It remained closed, the guards stationed as they’d been before, no sign that they’d realized anything was amiss. A grin curled my lips.

      My work here was done. Now I could party with everyone else like nothing in the world mattered.

      I wove between the bodies across the dance floor, flickering in and out of visibility, sometimes flashing just my smile when someone stared. Eventually I made my way to the bar and grabbed one of the frothy red drinks that remained. I tipped it down my throat, and a jittery tingling rushed through my chest.

      I spun around, not minding if I got dizzy. This was what the Caterpillar Club was for. Shed it all like so much loose fur, feel it wisp away. I didn’t know how anyone survived otherwise. We all lost ourselves here.

      Except Lyssa.

      As I merged with the sea of dancers, I found myself wondering what exactly it was she’d found here. Whether it was anything worth finding, or only what we’d already discarded. Then I grabbed another drink and a slice of mushroom, chewing it until the room seemed to shrink around me, and the rest was a blur until that final inevitable fall of darkness.
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      I woke up on my back on the flattened grass, the thicket looming around me. It wasn’t the most comfortable surface I’d ever slept on, nor the most appealing shelter, but I supposed I could have had a lot worse the day when everything got stuck. If you could look on the bright side or the dark, why in the lands would you choose to fall down into the depths?

      A twinge shot through my side as I sat up. My heart skipped a beat. It couldn’t be anything left over from times past—that was impossible. Sometimes I got odd aches and pains if I ended up turning over oddly in my sleep. But that spot, right between two of my lower ribs—it brought back too clearly the way the pain had seared through my flesh and my lungs had heaved and blood had dabbled the ivory tiles—

      I jerked myself away from that memory and onto my feet. With some careful prodding, my hands opened a gap in the thicket so I could make my way out into the park.

      Everything looked as it always did at this time in the morning. The red and white chess pieces were toppled and scattered across the painted board as if someone had given in to a temper tantrum last night over a loss. A torn strip of sapphire-blue silk drifted in the breeze where it had snagged on the low branch of one of the looping trees. The warble of chipper voices drifted from the patio tables by the gazebo, a lusty moan from near the fountain. Morning people.

      Hmm. Not everything was quite the same. Hatter was striding across the lawn looking aghast. I couldn’t remember him ever coming to call quite this early. He must not sleep as well as I did.

      He came to a halt, breathing hard as if he’d run most of the way. The precarious angle of his hat—a bowler today, and the same persimmon hue as his suit—added proof to that impression.

      “Why, Hatter,” I said, “are you in an awful hurry to see me, or am I just seeing you in an awful hurry?”

      He grimaced at me and made a brisk beckoning gesture. “Come on.” Then he spun on his heel and started hustling back the way he’d come.

      I kept pace, eyeing his angular profile, curiosity tickling up my spine. This was all rather bizarre. What excitement had Hatter somehow gotten himself into so early in the day? He certainly appeared very worked up about something. And that bright suit—from my observations, he always went more garish the more out-of-sorts he was feeling.

      “I believe it’s customary when requesting someone to attend to you that you give them the gist of where you are taking them and what for,” I remarked.

      “I’ll show you everything when we get there,” Hatter muttered. “We can’t talk about it here unless you want us both losing our heads. Besides, it’ll be clearer if you see.”

      After he turned onto the street, it soon became apparent that we were heading toward his shop and home. My gaze skimmed over the displays of hats as he hustled me through the main floor and up to his apartment. He lifted his hand toward the table without a word.

      A teacup and a scattering of crumbs sat at the end where the beach chair squatted. I looked from them to Hatter, wondering if he’d already lost his head in the metaphorical sense.

      “You brought me along to show me you’ve made a bit of a mess with your breakfast?”

      “I haven’t eaten yet,” Hatter said. “That’s— Yesterday, before I brought Lyssa to you, we came back here. She was hungry, so I gave her some tea and a couple of scones. I didn’t bother to clean up because, well, I never do. You know how it is.”

      I did. No matter what we did, no matter what changes we tried to make to the world around us, no matter where we ended up, when the clocks reached midnight everything snapped back to exactly where it had been the minute past the midnight before. I could have gone to sleep amid the queen’s rose bushes and still woken in the city park. Hatter could have smashed every dish he owned, and the next morning they’d all be back in the cupboards.

      Except…

      “That’s her cup,” he said, a little hoarsely. “Those are the crumbs she left. The things she touched—the things she changed—they stayed, Chess.”

      I studied the table for a long moment, wetting my lips. “Did that—the last time we had one through the looking-glass, did the same thing happen?”

      Hatter’s mouth tightened. “The last one was before the freeze.”

      “Ah.” I rubbed my chin. My skin twitched with the urge to swish a tail I didn’t have. A grin slowly stretched across my face. “This could change everything, you know.”

      “I know,” Hatter said quietly. “If she comes back. If she doesn’t, what does it matter?”

      The image of Lyssa giving herself over to the music last night swam up in my memory. “I have the feeling she will,” I said, “In the meantime, we’d better talk to the White Knight about this. Will you come along? It’ll be better if he gets a firsthand account.”

      “I don’t want to be roped into any schemes.”

      “The Spades aren’t in the business of forcing compliance, Hatter,” I said. “That’s the other side’s modus operandi.”

      He tipped his head. “I know. All right, I’ll come. But let’s make it quick.”
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      The second the door clicked shut between me and Chess in his tumble with the guards, the club’s music cut out. I found myself in sudden dim silence with a hall stretching out seemingly endlessly on either side. The abrupt transition shocked me even more alert. The directions Theo had given me ran through my mind.

      First right, until the hall splits. Back up into the side passage and then go forward.

      Okay. I could do this. And I’d better do it fast, in case Chess hadn’t managed to distract the guards enough.

      I set off to the right. The dim light streamed down from some invisible source high above. My finger ran over my knuckles where Chess had pressed that brief kiss to the back of my hand. A gesture so sweet that I couldn’t blame the speedy thump of my heart just on the perilous task ahead of me.

      A few minutes before he’d turned up, I’d been getting all hot and bothered over Hatter. Well, they were both something to look at. And maybe I needed a fling with one hot guy or another to remind me that the break-up was Brian’s loss, not mine.

      My recent ex had definitely never set off sparks that electric in me. I’d been missing out, trying to make things work with him. Melody would enjoy getting to say, I told you so.

      A thinner hall branched off to my left. I stopped. Back up into it and then go forward. There was nowhere to go on the other side.

      But Theo had sounded sure, looking at the plans, and it wouldn’t be the weirdest situation I’d encountered here.

      I eased one foot backward and then the other until I’d stepped completely into the side hallway. The light fell differently across the opposite wall at this angle, revealing a sliver of a passageway just in front of me.

      Go forward. All righty then.

      I hurried across the main hall and into the narrow passage I’d just discovered. My shoulders brushed the chilly walls. A wordless whispering rose up with each graze of my skin. My pulse raced faster.

      The floor slanted up and angled into a series of stairs, like Theo had said it would. They were so tiny I had to take two or three at a time. I leapt from one to the next, my breath getting short.

      And then, all at once, they swung around, flinging me onto my hands and knees onto ground that felt like hard-packed dirt. When I looked behind me, the stairs I’d been climbing veered upward away from me as if I’d been hurrying down them all along.

      I pushed myself onto my feet. The ceiling was so low that even at my not particularly impressive height, I had to hunch or my head would have bumped the ceiling. An earthy smell saturated the cool air. Theo had said someone he called “Rabbit” used the mirror I was searching for to pick up ingredients for the club’s refreshments. I wasn’t sure how literal that name was, but this tunnel sure could have passed for a rabbit hole.

      Go left of the stairs until you’re back where you began, then right, and you’re there. If I’d managed the rest of this journey, I could handle that.

      The light that had seeped down the stairs faded away as I ventured down the tunnel to the left. My fingers ran over the wall, jumping over bumps that I couldn’t help thinking must be tree roots. Where the hell was I now? I wanted to say I couldn’t possibly still be beneath the club building, but on the other hand, it wasn’t even possible that the club building could have been spinning like a top, or that I could have walked into it by just deciding there was a door, so what did I know?

      I slid my feet carefully over the floor, afraid I’d trip over something in the darkness. The tunnel split, the walls falling away on both sides. I turned left and followed that branch as it curved.

      A faint glow came into sight up ahead, growing as I approached. The stairs. They looked like the same stairs, anyway, although I couldn’t figure out how I could have gone in a complete circle when I hadn’t encountered any other branches in the path. Maybe it was better not to question things here.

      I was back where I’d begun, anyway. I was just about to pass the stairs and head down the other tunnel when a rustling sound reached my ears. A thin voice was muttering somewhere in the distance.

      “Just a little more. Just a little more, he always says. It always is a little more, but never enough. And now I’m late again.”

      My stomach flipped over. I scrambled backward deeper into the passage where the darkness was thicker and flattened myself against the wall.

      The rustling came louder. A stout figure with a rounded belly and a rabbit’s head, his fur gleaming pure white, hustled out of the tunnel I’d meant to go down. I braced myself, but to my relief he dashed up the stairs instead of continuing toward me. I waited until the patter of his footsteps dwindled, and then I let out my breath.

      If I’d gotten to this junction even half a minute earlier, I might have already been too far down the tunnel to avoid him. I’d have been caught.

      What would the Caterpillar’s people do to me if they found me wandering around in their sort-of basement? Theo hadn’t mentioned that. Neither had Chess. The guards upstairs hadn’t seemed all that threatening, but I didn’t think I wanted to count on anyone’s mercy.

      I listened for a moment longer and then darted to the tunnel Rabbit had emerged from. It veered sharply and ended in an earthen hollow of a room, only slightly wider than the tunnel had been. A tall mirror like the one in Aunt Alicia’s house, this one oval and framed with tarnished gold carved into the shape of roses, reflected the shadows.

      I hesitated, just for a second. Theo had said a looking-glass doorway in Wonderland should take anyone traveling from here to wherever they intended to go, as long as they’d been to that place before. Rabbit wouldn’t have been passing through to Aunt Alicia’s house, but I should be able to.

      Stepping toward the mirror, I pictured the little attic room—the messy shelves, the rocking chair, the toy chest. The railing of the wrought-iron staircase disappearing into the floor. The staleness in the air. With a deep inhale, I brought my hand to the glass surface.

      My fingers slipped right through like it was a pool of water. The rest of my body was yanked after them as if compelled by some new form of gravity. I shot through a rush of cold as if I’d fallen back into that pond, and for a second I was afraid I had, that this mirror had tossed me right back to the start of my journey in Wonderland. Then I tumbled onto the floor in Aunt Alicia’s attic.

      I rolled over and pushed myself into a sitting position. Everything looked the same. Everything smelled the same. It wasn’t even night here—morning sunlight was still beaming through the room’s little window. The black kitten pranced across the floor and swatted at my pant leg.

      A giggle spilled out of me. All I could do was hug my knees and laugh and laugh, as if I was releasing all the insanity I’d just been through.

      Wow, that had been intense. In both good and bad ways.

      The kitten chirped a mew. I scooped it up and cuddled it against my chest. “This was all your fault,” I informed it. “If you hadn’t gone scampering up here…”

      But did I really wish that it hadn’t?

      No. I glanced back at the mirror. Scary, yes. Intense, yes. But that experience had also been the most exciting thing that had ever happened to me—even if it was already hard to believe it had really happened.

      I wouldn’t have traded it for anything. Well, almost anything.

      And now I had questions that needed answers.
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        * * *

      

      My cell phone reception wasn’t the best out here in the country. Mom’s voice crackled over the line, occasionally fading out completely.

      “Are you sure you’re comfortable staying there on your own? You could always hire someone to pack things up.”

      “I don’t want to pack things up,” I said. “Not yet, anyway. I’m still looking through everything.” I skimmed my fingers over the spines on one of the library’s shelves. The bookcases here were a lot tidier than the ones in the attic had been. Aunt Alicia’s taste in literature—or, at least, that whoever in the family had built this collection—had been pretty diverse. The shelves held everything from Victorian poetry to modern philosophy, and novels spanning two hundred years.

      “I just want to be sure you’re okay. Losing your job like that, and Brian—I know it’s got to be hard—”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” I said, gently but firmly. “You know, I’m not even upset about Brian anymore. It was shitty the way I found out he was a total asshole, but I realized I never felt like I could totally be myself around him. So it’s a good thing that I get to move on. And I’ve already got a couple of job prospects to look into.”

      That wasn’t strictly true, but sometimes I had to lie a little so Mom didn’t spiral off into her worries. I’d had a job of some kind since I was fifteen, and I’d always been careful with my money. I’d find something before I was in any financial trouble. There wasn’t any reason for her to worry about me, but sometimes I thought she’d gotten so in the habit of having to worry about Cameron that she couldn’t remember how to turn that part of her brain off when it came to her other kid, despite my best efforts.

      The part about Brian was true. My mind wandered to the memories of those clubs Melody had dragged me off to before. Maybe I should give them another chance. See if I could find some hot dude who got my motor going here in reality. It’d be nice just to see what it’d be like enjoying myself, having fun with someone, not jumping straight to focusing on what kind of future we might have.

      More of Aunt Alicia’s charcoal sketches hung on the walls between the bookcases. I stopped in front of a larger frame that held a vast Tenniel family tree. She must have gotten this done herself, or at least updated it. It showed eight generations of my father’s family, all the way down to me and Cam in the bottom right corner.

      “Why do you think Aunt Alicia never had us visit her out here?” I said, easing into the subject I’d really wanted to talk about. “When we were still seeing her, I mean. There’s tons of room, and it isn’t that far from the city.”

      “Oh, Alicia was always a little strange about certain things,” Mom said. Her voice got a little terse, like it often did the rare times Aunt Alicia had been mentioned since their falling out. “I suggested it once, and she looked outright horrified by the idea. Said something about how it wasn’t really suitable for children, old furniture and antiques and so on.”

      I frowned. “I haven’t seen anything that looks that fragile.” Not so much that she couldn’t have trusted a nine-year-old and an eleven-year-old around it, I didn’t think. Well, maybe my brother was a different story. He might have broken something just to get a reaction. But nine-year-old me had been almost as cautious and neat as I was now.

      If her concerns had anything to do with the mirror upstairs, obviously she hadn’t mentioned that to Mom.

      “Like I said, she could be a little strange.” Mom sighed. “Sometimes I got the impression that there were parts of your father’s side of the family she wanted to keep private, just for herself. He wanted to name you after her, you know, and she was adamant that she didn’t approve. He and I settled on ‘Lyssa’ to try to compromise, but I don’t think she was completely happy even with that.”

      I paused as I approached the nook with the secretary desk at the back of the library. “You never told me that before.”

      “Well, it didn’t seem important. I didn’t want to give you a bad impression of her when she was doing so much to help out.”

      “Was that what your big argument was about?” I ventured. “Her keeping stuff to herself?”

      “No, it was… It started over such a silly thing. There’s no point in digging up that history now.”

      Mom always brushed off any questions about how they’d fallen out. I sat down at the desk. Unlike most of the furniture in the house, it was cedar. A sweet woody smell drifted off it as I sat down on the matching wheeled chair and tugged open one of the drawers down the side. It held scattered pens in a variety of color and a stack of linen notepaper.

      Before I could push harder about the argument with Aunt Alicia, Mom veered into a subject she had a lot more practice talking about.

      “Have you heard from your brother at all recently?”

      My stomach twisted. “No. He usually only gets in touch if he’s trying to get money out of me, and since he’s catching on that I’m done with that, he doesn’t try very often.”

      “I just worry… He said some very unkind things to me the last time I saw him. I think he might have started with the drugs again. And after that fight in the bar last month… If you do hear from him, will you let me know right away?”

      I checked the second drawer and found it empty. What awful things had Cam shouted at Mom this time? Memories of some of his vicious rants from the past ran through my mind, and I restrained a wince. “You know that if you bail him out, it just gives him more chances to screw up, right? At a certain point, helping becomes enabling.” A lesson it had taken me a while to learn myself.

      “Don’t be too hard on him, Lyssa. It’s been difficult for him, growing up without a father…”

      Cam had gotten a father for two years more of his life than I had. He’d been expressing how difficult that was in the most spiteful ways possible for almost two decades. Somehow I’d managed to work through my pain without hurting everyone around me as often as I could.

      As I tried to figure out something else to say that wouldn’t make Mom upset, I eased open the lid on the desk, and my gaze fell on a wooden box about as big as a hardcover book. One of those linen notepapers was taped to it, with a scrawl of handwriting that started with my name.

      

      Lyssa,

      

      You won’t understand until you’ve been there. Then you’ll be ready to take the key.

      

      A.

      

      I stared at the note and tried the box. The lid stuck fast. “I know, Mom,” I said. “I promise I’ll call you if I hear from him. I’d better let you go and get back to the sorting.”

      After I set down the phone, I tugged at the box’s lid again. It was definitely locked. A brass fixture with a little keyhole gleamed on the front. The cherry-wood was smooth and plain other than a simple border around the top and a carving in the middle there, like the outline of a multifaceted gem with a teardrop at its center. Interesting design.

      Aunt Alicia had left this for me—how long ago? The paper didn’t look particularly aged. Maybe right before she’d gone into the hospital, knowing she didn’t have much time left. But where was the key she’d mentioned?

      I looked at the note again. You won’t understand until you’ve been there. After my adventure this morning, my first thought was Wonderland. Had she known I’d end up there?

      And if that was what she’d meant… was the key to open this box back there on the other side of the mirror?
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        Lyssa

      

      

      “So do you have the entire house catalogued and sorted into boxes already?” Melody asked. When I made a face at her, my best friend laughed. “Oh, come on. I know what you’re like. You’re happiest with a place for everything and everything in its place.”

      I speared a chunk of cantaloupe from my fruit salad. We’d met up for brunch at this quaint place in a small town about halfway between Aunt Alicia’s house and the city. Red-and-white checkered curtains hung on either side of the front window, and the soft strains of a Patsy Cline song was piping from the speaker mounted in the corner. The smell of fresh-baked bread permeated the whole place.

      It was mellow and cozy, the kind of atmosphere I usually would have sunk right into. So, why was I so on edge?

      “I think it’s pretty normal to feel more comfortable when things are in order,” I said. “You can only be carefree until the moment you have to tear apart the house to find your electric bill or your power’s going to go out.”

      “Hey, I’m not going to argue with you. You’ve definitely rubbed a few good habits off on me.” Melody grinned. “I’m just saying there are levels of orderliness, and we know which end of the spectrum you’re at.”

      “Fair. I have looked through everything now.” Looking for that key, in case it was in the house after all, and for any other messages Aunt Alicia might have left behind. On both counts, I’d come up empty. “But I haven’t moved much around. It just feels… right, the way she left it. Everything already has a place.” I shifted in my chair, leaning back and then forward again. “How about you? Did you get started on the designs for next season?”

      “Not yet.” Melody sighed. “I want to do something really exciting and fresh, but it’s hard continually pushing myself past what I’ve already done. And now that I’ve got the deal with that store… I think it’s put this little voice in my head that’s nagging me about whether they’ll like the new line too.”

      “Of course they will,” I said, waving my fork at her. “They love the stuff you’ve already done, and that’s all totally you, and whatever you come up with next will be too. And if they don’t love it, I’ll go in there and tell them they’re out of their minds.”

      My best friend shook her head, but she was smiling again. “I’d almost like them to turn it down just so I can see that happen.” She paused, studying me as I fiddled with my napkin. Her forehead furrowed. “Is everything okay, Lyss? You seem a little agitated or something.”

      I groped for something to say and jabbed my fork into a sliver of pineapple. “I guess it’s just weird, being in a new place, everything in my life so different all at once. I’m still settling in.”

      It wasn’t just that, though. The flood of pineapple juice in my mouth brought back the mix of sweet and spice in Hatter’s ridiculous honey coriander pineapple scones, which had also been somehow delicious. And more vibrant than the piece of fruit I was chewing right now.

      Ever since I’d left the house, I couldn’t stop noticing how much duller this world was compared to Wonderland. Every sensation was subdued. Every color was muted.

      The slow pace of the everyday rhythms around me, the predictable patterns everyone around me was following—I should have been grateful to have them again. This was what reality was supposed to feel like.

      All full of things I could label and stick into neat little boxes.

      Maybe the reason I’d been able to let go in Wonderland was that it’d been so obvious I couldn’t stick to my usual habits there. How could I let loose and go wild in reality when everywhere I looked, I was reminded of the rules I was meant to follow, the boundaries that defined what would be considered normal?

      I couldn’t tell Melody any of that. Oh, I fell through a mirror and ended up in this wacky place where everyone acts crazy and only cares about having fun. I hadn’t even believed it myself until I’d been there for at least an hour. She’d laugh as if it were a joke and then take me to the mental hospital when she realized it wasn’t.

      That bizarre trip was the first major event in my life I hadn’t told her about, and the lie by omission sat heavy in my gut.

      “Are you sure that’s all it is?” Melody said. “If you found something freaky—like, your grand-aunt’s secret S&M playroom or something—you know you can tell me. I promise not to judge the dead.”

      I had to laugh at that. “No, I haven’t been traumatized by any shocking sexual revelations.” Just revelations of another sort. And not exactly traumatized. I stirred the last few berries on my plate. Even if Melody would never believe what I’d experienced yesterday, I could trust her to give me good advice. I just had to find the right way to ask for that advice without setting off warning bells that I was going ‘round the bend.

      “Mel, you’ve taken lots of chances other people might have thought were kind of crazy, but you’ve always made it work. How do you decide when to go for it and when it’s really too risky?”

      Melody’s eyebrows shot up to her bangs. “Hmm. Sounds like there is a story here. What happened, Lyss? What have you gotten up to? Did you let loose a little after all?”

      I rubbed my mouth, feeling awkward under her scrutiny when I couldn’t really answer those questions. What was an easy story to give her?

      “It’s just a guy,” I said. “One of the neighbors, a few properties over.” A quick step through a mirror, and you’re there. “I spent a little time with him, and it was… exciting. But I don’t really know him. He was pretty off-the-wall—I never knew what he’d say or do. I’d kind of like to go see him again, but maybe it’d be stupid going over to hang out with this stranger—what if he turns out to be crazy in a dangerous way?”

      “Already into the rebound!” Melody crowed with a gleam in her eyes. “Go, Lyssa. I knew you had it in you. You’re really thinking about going over there for a booty call?”

      “Something like that,” I said. Ever since I’d fallen back out of the mirror, the urge had been gradually creeping over me to climb the wrought-iron stairs again, to dive back through into that startling world where for at least a little while I’d felt so free.

      “Well, I do think it might be good for you.” She tapped her lips with her spoon. “Did he do or say anything that made you nervous when you were talking to him before? Or are you just nervous now because of what you don’t know?”

      I thought back over my ramble through Wonderland. I’d been scared because I hadn’t known where I was, and then disoriented because I’d been faced with so many strange things, but nothing there had hurt me. Even during my escape home, the guards in the club had been tame, and the more I remembered my close call with Rabbit, the more absurd my fears had seemed. He’d been, like, half a head shorter than me. I probably could have knocked him over and run for it if I’d needed to—if he’d even tried to stop me.

      No, my worries had all been in my own head, not any outside menace. Like Mom’s about me.

      “I think it’s just what I don’t know,” I said. “He was off-beat, but in a fun way, once I got on the same wavelength. If that makes sense.”

      Melody’s grin could have rivaled Chess’s. “I think you need to boink this guy. Maybe multiple times. You’re always cautious about men, Lyss. If nothing he did gave even you bad vibes, I think you’re good. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?”

      “Right.” A wave of relief swept over me. Suddenly I was grinning too. Some part of me had needed her permission to completely commit.

      She motioned at me with her spoon. “I must also fulfill the gal code of mutual security. You text me when you’re heading over there, and then text me when you get back. If I don’t hear from you by twenty-four hours after that first text, I’ll summon the National Guard. Deal?”

      “Deal,” I said, giving her a thumbs up. My full day in Wonderland had taken barely any time in the real world. I could make it back before she got worried no problem.

      “Now tell me more about this guy,” Melody said, leaning forward avidly. “I need a full body description.”

      Three different images popped into my head automatically: Hatter, Chess, and Theo. Well, they’d been a major part of my Wonderland experience, hadn’t they? And all definitely appealing in their different ways. I could mix and match a little to satisfy my best friend’s curiosity.

      “He’s got curly dark brown hair,” I started, still smiling, “and intense green eyes, and this grin that’s totally contagious…”
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the house, my nerves came back. I refilled the cats’ food dish with kibble and topped up their water, even raised the toilet seat just in case I was gone for longer than expected. I pawed through the clothes I’d brought with me three times before settling on a casual teal halter dress that still wasn’t anywhere near as flashy as usual Wonderland wear, but at least I’d blend in better, and the cotton should dry quickly after my swim in the pond.

      My hand wavered over my make-up bag for a few seconds, but I didn’t have anything waterproof. The three guys who’d been cycling through my thoughts for the last day and a half had all seen me bare-faced already. They didn’t need to witness the raccoon-eyed version.

      I walked out of the bedroom and walked back in a minute later. I wasn’t sure if I could bring anything with me, but I could at least try. I tucked a cardigan and a change of clothes, plus deodorant and, after a brief debate, my toothbrush into a plastic bag that I knotted and then stuffed into a canvas tote I could carry over my shoulder.

      Just in case. Just in case.

      My nerves were still jumping. I bit my lip, wondering if I’d forgotten anything. I should probably have a snack before I left, to make sure I wasn’t starving the second I made it to any of the guys. I’d probably looked like a pig grabbing two of Hatter’s favorite scones yesterday. Should I bring some food with me? I couldn’t think of anything I had in the house that would pack well.

      Restless, I wandered through the house until I ended up in the library. I’d left the desk open, the box sitting where it’d been when I’d found it. The note said the exact same thing it had yesterday about having been “there” and the key.

      It was simple. I’d hop into Wonderland and have a little more fun, prepared this time. I was almost certain now the key had to be there. Maybe one of the guys would know about it—it appeared at least Hatter had met Aunt Alicia whenever she’d gone through the mirror. I’d have to badger some more information about that encounter out of him too. Getting back home hadn’t turned out to be hard at all, and I knew exactly how to do it now. If for one or two nights the situation at the club wasn’t great for sneaking past the doors, no big deal. I was prepared for that too.

      There really was nothing else to take care of. No reason not to go now. Other than my own mundane hang-ups.

      I had to do this. I needed to know what Aunt Alicia had left for me in that box—I needed to understand why she’d left this place to me with that mirror for me to find.

      Melody had been right. It was time Lyssa Tenniel went a little wild.

      I raised my chin and headed down the hall to the spiral staircase. In the attic, the mirror drew my gaze immediately, as if tugging me to it. I paused just long enough to text Melody like I’d promised.

      Off on my thrilling adventure. Wish me luck!

      You’ve got this, girl! she wrote back a moment later.

      I set the phone on top of the toy chest, slung the tote bag over my shoulder, and walked right up to the mirror. The reflection hazed, my image wisping away. My hand rose to touch the glass. The chill gripped me—and yanked me through so fast I lost my breath.

      Wonderland, here I came.
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        Theo

      

      

      Over the years I’d determined the exact line around the palace grounds where the smell of roses would become too overwhelming and my lungs would clench, my mind start to fog. One benefit of an unchanging world: I never had to fear that this day the wind might shift in a new direction or that more flowers would have bloomed on the bushes to spill their fragrance into the air.

      The Queen’s tyranny did come with small blessings.

      I adjusted my position on the tree branch I’d propped myself on, right at the edge of safety, tracking the movements of a few of the courtiers as they meandered through the gardens. The heart-shaped diamond brooches they all wore on their dapper suits and elaborate gowns glinted brighter in the sunlight than any other jewelry they wore. To fail to polish one’s brooch enough was to risk being accused of treason.

      The Queen’s tyranny also came with plenty of downsides.

      The device I held, like an elongated trumpet with its mouthpiece at my ear and its bell pointed at the gardens, swiveled as I tweaked its levers. The bell twitched toward the courtiers. I’d also long since perfected this particular invention. I could hear the strolling party’s conversation through the hedges, over the high brick wall, and across the field and the sparse strip of forest between that wall and me, as clearly as if I were perched in the tree right above them.

      “Wasn’t that luncheon delightful?” one of the men was saying. “I swear, the Queen truly does have the most excellent taste.”

      “Oh, indeed,” the woman next to him gushed. “I could have eaten that ham for hours.”

      Whether the meal had truly been all that exceptional was up for question. The speakers would be perfectly aware of the guards posted here and there around the grounds. Come on now, I thought at them. Talk about something a little more important.

      “I expect the festivities tonight should be exquisite,” a second woman said, fanning herself. “Tonight’s musicians are among my favorites.”

      “Perhaps we could have a dance then,” the man said, and the woman dipped her fan over her face with a coy giggle.

      They didn’t seem conscious of anything amiss. I scanned the grounds from my vantage point. The low hill this tree stood on the crest of gave me a decent view over this half of the palace grounds, but only half. On the other side of the sprawling scarlet fortress of minarets and domes lay the Glittering Lake and the woods for hunts. But most of the conversation happened on this side.

      There. A couple of guards in their pleated red-and-pink uniforms had drifted together near one of the grounds’ inner gates. I swiveled my listening horn until the bell faced them.

      “No trouble so far today.”

      “None here either. We’ve no reason to expect any, do we? No sign of the Spades in some time.”

      “Oh, I’m sure they’ll stir up more treachery. And just as sure we’ll crush it. I expect they’re still licking their wounds from the last time.”

      “May another day pass in peace, then.”

      “Thank the Hearts for it.”

      “Yes, thank the Hearts.”

      They ambled apart again. My mouth tensed as I pushed myself upright.

      I supposed this status quo would look like peace to them. That was how they slept, wasn’t it? Telling themselves no one would ever be hurt if we’d all just play our parts and stay in our places. Blaming violence on those who hadn’t learned all the rules or chose to ignore them. Everything would be perfectly peaceful if all Wonderland’s people could turn off all but their simplest desires.

      Of course, an awful lot of its people had learned to do just that. I might find the royal approach horrifying, but I couldn’t deny its efficacy. Not when I needed to see it fully and clearly if I were going to overthrow it.

      There was still no conversation about any odd changes. No speculation about a girl who might have tumbled through a looking-glass into this world—or out of it. Hatter and Chess had done well enough by Lyssa. No one had noticed her passing through.

      This time.

      The Otherland’s looking-glass, the one she’d have fallen through, seemed to have an irresistible draw. The earlier girls who’d come were before my time, but I’d heard about them, and they’d returned enough times to make an impression. Never enough of a difference to turn the tide, but the situation wasn’t exactly the same this time. This time I was here, and I had my plans.

      I folded up my hearing trumpet and tucked it into my satchel. My descent from the tree was perhaps not the most graceful ever. The thump of my feet sounded loud in the sparse forest. I’d only taken a few steps back toward the city when a distant rustling told me the sound hadn’t gone unnoticed. Just my luck that some guard would have decided to be overly ambitious in his patrols today. The people still could chance their motions from day to day.

      I strode on between the trees as if I hadn’t noticed the pursuit. As if I had no reason to think anyone would take any issue with my stroll through the woods. Which, indeed, I didn’t. These weren’t royal grounds. They were open to anyone in Wonderland.

      “Halt, please!” a voice called out. I stopped and turned with eyebrows raised in puzzlement.

      The guard who hustled over to me stood at least a few inches shorter than me in his uniform. The stripes of red and pink followed the tunic’s pleats, with a crimson heart shape embroidered on one of the pink strips, as if it weren’t already clear enough which part of the land this figure belonged to. He was a young one—not much older than Hatter’s daughter, I judged, relaxing a little more. Too young to cause much worry.

      “Oh,” he said when he reached me, his eyes going a bit round as he took in my own uniform-of-sorts. In a land so addicted to vivid color, white and gray made a bold statement of its own. “Inventor. I didn’t realize it was you.” He paused. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Just taking a survey of the forest,” I said in the authoritative tone that came as naturally as breathing. “For a new plan of mine. I thought perhaps a change in scenery would bring extra pleasure to the Clubber crowd. A dance festival out in the open air for a night or two, just to liven things up.”

      “That does sound nice,” the boy said, with the awkwardness of one who’d never been to Caterpillar’s Club or possibly even talked much with any of Wonderland’s ordinary folk. He’d know that keeping them entertained and distracted was of high priority, though.

      “I’ve seen all I need to,” I added, letting just the slightest note of dismissal enter my voice. “I was on my way back to the Tower to work out the rest of the plan there.”

      “Yes, of course.” The guard made a nervous gesture for me to continue on my way.

      He was young but ambitious. I supposed that was why he’d ventured so far from the walls around the palace in the first place. After a minute, I heard the rattle of a pebble dislodged by one of his feet and knew he was following me.

      The royal court respected me as Inventor. I’d proven my skills in keeping the city’s people content and occupied. But those with power were always suspicious of others with power. The Knave had come sniffing around the Tower more often in the last few years. He couldn’t tie me to the Spades, but he’d clearly have liked to.

      It would take more than a fledgling sentry to topple what I’d built, though. Ambitious or not, the training of the guards remained the same, and their usual habits always seeped through. I had little trouble losing my follower with an abrupt detour through the city park and a pass through the cake shop.

      The twins were standing outside the fondue bistro, which meant they had news. I shifted my satchel from one shoulder to the other as I passed. Just a few minutes after the elevator whisked me up to my floor of the silver tower, they arrived in my office. Both were smiling.

      In this stark setting, the twins managed to look even more garish than most of their fellow Wonderlanders did. Though identical from the bright red hair that scattered their heads to their boyishly round cheeks, they took a strange enjoyment out of dressing as reverse reflections of each other. Today their stout frames were clothed in overalls—scarlet for Dee and moss-green for Dum—and ruffled shirts—moss-green for Dee and scarlet for Dum—with sneakers matching their respective shirts and jaunty scarfs matching their overalls.

      “She came,” Dee said. “Just like you figured she would.”

      “About an hour ago,” Dum added. “She went to Hatter’s. We were waiting for you.”

      “Good,” I said with a smile of my own. Lyssa hadn’t taken long to make the return trip at all. Which meant I’d better get to work. “Thank you for keeping an eye on the Pond of Tears and for informing me immediately. Dee, would you ask Chess to bring her around? She knows him now.” The less additional strangeness we exposed her to while she was making her decisions about us, the better.

      “On it,” Dee said with an eager salute. He set off in the elevator, and I motioned Dum over to my worktables.

      “There are some materials I’d like to try,” I said, retrieving a list from one of the shallow drawers. “It’s too late in the day for me to make much use of them, but you can determine where they’re most easily and discretely procured and bring them around first thing in the morning.”

      Dum scanned the list with a quick glance I knew would commit the contents to his memory. “For the big effort?” he said.

      “Yes. I’m hoping we may have our chance to go forward with it soon.”

      A pleased gleam lit in his hazel eyes, but it dulled a moment later. I knew a shadow of doubt when I saw one.

      “What is it?” I asked. “You know you can bring any concerns you have to me.”

      “Of course, White Knight. You always guide us well.” He rubbed his mouth, still hesitating. “It’s only—the Otherlander. When they come, they always cause more turmoil than anything else, from the stories I’ve heard. Are you sure we want to bring that element into the mix, especially if we’re that close to our goal?”

      “We may be that close to our goal because she’s here,” I said. If Hatter’s observations were correct… she might be exactly the missing ingredient our rebellion had needed. The leap to help us over that last lingering stumbling block. Now that she was here, I wanted everything else working as smoothly as it possibly could so we could seize our moment as soon as it presented itself.

      “If the queen gets wind…”

      “The queen doesn’t have the faintest idea,” I said reassuringly. “I was just out by the palace scouting before you came by. The faster we bring the Otherlander into our circle, the more easily we can make sure the queen never finds out, not before we’re ready.”

      Dum nodded slowly. The tension that had come into his stance fell away.

      “They say around the court,” he said, in a tone that suggested the idea amused him, “that these girls from the looking-glass want to take Wonderland for themselves. What could they want with us?”

      “That’s the queen’s paranoia for you,” I said. Occasionally I was glad for the tight grip she kept on certain information. The full story would only complicate our rebellion. “She expects everyone to have an eye on her throne. I’ve met this girl already, Dum. The last thing she was looking for was some kind of war. Besides, how could one girl threaten the entire palace?” I shook my head with a wry smile.

      “I would have said as much to the fellow I overheard, but I might have lost my head in the process. We’ll see how the tables turn, won’t we?” He took one last look at my list and gave me a sharp nod. “First thing in the morning.”

      When he was gone, I sank into the smooth leather of the chair behind my desk and gave myself a moment to breathe.

      Chess would have Lyssa here soon. She’d seemed impressed by her first venture into this office. She’d seemed impressed by me. I’d keep building from there.

      The White Knight before me, the man who’d mentored me for the role, had been the Inventor too, though perhaps not as successful. I’d watched him fumble with schemes and gadgets that couldn’t quite live up to his ambition as many times as I’d seen him come through. But the one thing he’d faltered on was his belief in gathering all the available information before one went forward with a plan.

      I knew what he’d have done if he’d been here for Lyssa’s appearance. Perhaps it was time I took her to visit our own Queen of sorts, to discover what I could about what her presence might accomplish for us. Presented as a favor for her benefit, of course.

      Lyssa might not be looking for war, but that was exactly what we needed her for. If I was going to lead my people to victory, I’d better win over her mind, heart, and soul before she left here again.
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      After the long fall, I was so braced for the shock of the water that the sudden gush of it over my skin and surge upward gave me a twinge of relief. Clutching my tote bag close by my side, I kicked and paddled with my free arm up to the glinting surface.

      Now, prepared, the trip to the surface didn't take half as long. I wasn't even winded when my head broke from the water. I drank in the salty scent rising off the pond and the thicker floral aroma wafting from the vibrant foliage along the shoreline, and my face split with a grin. The beaming sun warmed on my hair as I set off for the closest bank with a lopsided breaststroke.

      Was even the weather here always this bright, or had I just gotten lucky twice in a row?

      On the bank by the shimmering rocks, I wrung a few cups of water out of my dress, tugged it straight, and headed down the path. The scents were even headier, the colors even richer than I’d remembered. How could the real world not look dreary compared to this? I spun in a slow circle, letting the scene flood my senses, giddy in a way I’d never felt before.

      And as long as I had the mirror, Wonderland was all mine. A secret I never had to share with anyone.

      I bounded farther down the path, as close to skipping as I’d come since I was a kid. The overgrown flowers with their petal-framed faces leaned together in conversation where I’d seen them before.

      “Hello!” I called with a wave.

      The daisy gaped at me, and the tulip started to sputter something about rude interruptions, but I’d already moved on.

      No one was walking on the red-and-blue cobblestone road today, at least not right now. From the position of the sun in the sky, if it worked the same as it did in my world, it was about the same time of day as it’d been when I’d left Aunt Alicia’s house: early afternoon. If Hatter’s walks were a regular occurrence, he’d probably already taken today’s. But it wasn’t as if I needed him to show me the way into town.

      My heart kept thumping eagerly as the bizarre buildings of the city came into view up ahead, but I slowed my pace a little. There was no need to rush this experience. I ambled along the streets, checking out the nonsensical structures with more thought than I’d been able to give them yesterday, surreptitiously noting the wide array of figures ranging from fully human to fully animal heading this way and that around me.

      A woman in a layered silk dress with a head like a doe’s was pushing into Hatter’s shop as I reached it. I wavered for a second, watching from the edge of the window.

      Hatter came out from behind the counter to point out a few possibilities to the deer woman. He was dressed in what I guessed was one of his usual suits, the jacket and pants the same maroon as the pork pie hat perched on his spiky dark blond hair, the tie bright orange. Not a combination I’d have expected to work on anyone, but like last time, he pulled it off somehow. He plucked one veiled confection off a shelf, and then nimbly swapped it for another when the woman shook her head, his hands moving with a swift grace that reminded me of how he’d spun me on the club’s dance floor.

      Which reminded me of the sudden spike of desire that had shot through me at his touch—and the shock that had broken through that heat when he’d mentioned Aunt Alicia.

      I might have wanted to come back to experience this place again, but I also had a mission.

      Since I was starting to feel like a stalker peering through the window like this, I gripped my tote bag tighter and reached for the door.

      Hatter’s head turned as I came in, his mouth forming a shopkeeper’s welcoming smile in the instant before his gaze stopped on me. He stiffened, his smile faltering with a twitch of his lips.

      Great to see you too, I thought with an edge of sarcasm. What actually came out of my mouth was a hesitant, “Hi.”

      “Let me finish with Ms. Forrest, and then I’ll be right with you,” he said in a business-like tone, recovering his cool. The deer woman was beaming at her reflection in one of the shop’s mirrors. They exchanged a few more remarks—but as far as I could tell, no money—and then she sashayed out. Hatter whirled on me.

      “Didn’t you go to an awful lot of trouble to get yourself home a couple days ago, looking-glass girl?” he said. “What are you doing here again?”

      Despite the exasperation in his voice, there was just enough warmth there and in his eyes to make me hope he wasn’t completely unhappy that I’d shown up. “Getting home turned out to be pretty easy,” I said. “And after I got back, I realized I ended up kind of liking it here. Also, I’ve got some questions you’re not getting out of answering this time.” I raised my eyebrows at him.

      Hatter’s mouth twisted, but he held my gaze. “Fair enough. In that case, let me invite you upstairs again.”

      He didn’t bother locking the shop door or putting up a closed sign. Theft must not be much of a concern around here. “Has it just been two days since I left?” I asked as I followed him up the stairs to his apartment. I hadn’t been sure how much time might have passed, considering how little had in the real world while I’d been here.

      “Almost exactly,” Hatter said. “Was it longer for you?”

      “No, the same.” I didn’t know how to wrap my head around that. Did time slow down while I was here and then speed forward to catch up? I guessed it didn’t really matter, as long as I could keep coming here without losing days at a time in the real world.

      The upstairs apartment looked pretty much the same as yesterday, other than a few used plates and mugs scattered on the table. A sudden prickle of embarrassment ran down my back, thinking of how I’d accepted Hatter’s hospitality last time without even thinking of politeness. I’d been overwhelmed, but I’d still imposed on him.

      Well, I could make up for it today by cleaning up the mess he’d left for himself. I scooped up a couple of saucers and teacups and carried them to the sink.

      When I’d started the water running and turned to clear the rest of the table, Hatter was watching me with bemusement, his mouth slanted at an odd angle that could have been moving toward a smile or a grimace. “What are you doing?”

      “Atoning for the mess I left you with last time,” I said. “And for dropping in on you two times without warning. Unless you prefer having dirty dishes all over the table?” I’d feel more comfortable sitting in a tidy room, but it was his home, not mine. Who knew what was normal for Wonderland?

      “No,” he said, with something closer to a smile. “By all means.”

      He was just sinking into the wingchair at the table when the stairs at the other end of the room creaked. Hatter sprang back up again as his daughter burst into the room. She was wearing another black dress, this one with a fluffy tulle skirt, and she’d woven black ribbons into the thin braids that mingled with her coffee-brown hair.

      “She’s back!” she said. “She’s…” Her head cocked. “…washing the dishes?”

      “Doria,” Hatter started.

      She breezed right by him to peer into the sink as if she’d never witnessed it full of bubbly water before. “Decided you like it here, huh?” she said, flashing a grin at me.

      “I did, actually,” I said.

      Hatter snagged her elbow and eased her to the side. “Lyssa and I have a few things to discuss. Could you keep an eye on the shop until I can come back down, please?”

      Doria folded her arms over her chest with a huff. “Fine. But you owe me. No complaining about the club tonight.”

      He tugged on one of her braids with a wry smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “It’s a deal. Thank you, Mouse.”

      With obvious fondness, he watched her flounce down the stairs. The guy was hot even when he was being gruff, but seeing his face light up like that made my heart thump off-kilter.

      “Mouse?” I asked as I set the last of the dishes in the rack. I hadn’t noticed anything mousey about the teenager, literally or otherwise.

      Hatter’s expression shifted back to wariness as his attention returned to me. He settled into his chair. “An old nickname. We used to call Doria ‘Dormouse’ when she was tiny. After a while, the ‘Dor’ got dropped.”

      His ‘we’ brought out an itch of curiosity. Him and her birth parents? Had he taken her in because they’d been friends? What had happened to them?

      But those weren’t the kinds of questions you asked a relative stranger, not if I wanted him to answer the ones I’d actually come to ask him. I dried off my hands and decided to sit in the beach chair again.

      “So,” I said. “Since you’re here to discuss things with me, are you going to tell me how you knew my grand-aunt Alicia?”

      “There’s not a lot to tell,” Hatter said, steepling his lithe fingers in front of him. “She came through the looking-glass too. Presumably the same one you did. She visited Wonderland a few times, and that was that.”

      His voice was carefully flat, but I thought it got a bit sharp toward the end of that explanation. Had Aunt Alicia done something that had upset him while she was here? From his comment in the club, it’d sounded as if they’d been friendly. I had trouble picturing the regal silver-blond-haired woman who’d read me stories chatting with Hatter or any of Wonderland’s other inhabitants.

      “How long ago was that?” I asked. She could have been here as recently as a month or two ago, maybe. I wasn’t sure how much her illness had debilitated her before she’d gone to the hospital for her final days.

      Hatter’s gaze turned vague. “I’m not sure,” he said. “In Wonderland, we tend not to keep track of the years all that closely. Judging from you, it’s been a long time. The last time I saw her, she couldn’t have been much older than you are.”

      “Oh.” I blinked at him. Aunt Alicia had been fifty years older than me. “Then, how could you even—”

      “You can’t judge anyone’s age by their appearance here,” Hatter said, focusing back on me. “Once we’re grown, wherever we start from, we only age in fits and starts, mostly at the end. And that end tends to be further off than Otherlanders can count on, as I understand it.”

      I tried to reconfigure everything he’d just told me around the man in front of me. “So, you’re, like, at least seventy-something?”

      He shrugged. “I told you, we don’t keep track. Not a whole lot changes around here from day to day, year to year. Maybe that’s why it takes so much longer for us to get older. If some conversion were possible between Wonderland and the Otherland, I’d imagine we’re all about as old as we look to you in any way that counts.”

      Okay, I was getting diverted from the most important subject. Aunt Alicia couldn’t have told Hatter anything about me or what she’d hoped for me when I hadn’t even been born the last time they’d talked. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t help unravel the mystery.

      “Did she ever say anything to you about a key?” I said. “I think she might have left it somewhere here in Wonderland.”

      Hatter’s eyes flickered, and I knew before he spoke that I’d struck gold. “What makes you ask about that?” he said.

      “She left me a note with the box that it’s supposed to open. It sounded like… she wanted me to find the mirror and come through to Wonderland. And that once I’d done that, she thought I should have the key. I’d like to know what she left for me in that box.”

      “How strange.”

      I gave him a pointed look. “I can tell you know where it is. Why wouldn’t you want me to have it if that’s what she wanted? I wouldn’t even know it exists if she hadn’t nudged me in the right direction.”

      Hatter sighed. “It’s a bit of a journey,” he said. “If we left now, it’d be dark by the time we got there, hard to find the right spot.”

      Was he serious or just being difficult? Before I could push for a better answer, Hatter’s hat shot right off his head as if blown by a brisk wind. It flipped over and landed in the air on top of a figure that was just shimmering into sight standing beside him. I bit back a startled squeak.

      “I think I rather like this one,” Chess said, tipping the hat at a jaunty angle on his rumpled auburn hair. “It suits me, don’t you think?”

      Hatter held out his hand with a scowl. “What have I told you about showing up unannounced—and invisible? Sometimes I think you want to give people a conniption.”

      Chess made a tsking sound. “Watch how you swing that temper around, or it might smack you in the face.” He set the hat back on Hatter’s head. “I did announce myself, to the young lady downstairs. A little surprise simply livens up the visit.” He turned to me with a grin that only showed a hint of his cat-like fangs and dipped into a brief bow. “I heard our Otherlander friend was back in town and wanted to pay my respects. What brings you to this fine realm today, lovely?”

      The grin, the compliment, and the memory of his lips brushing against my hand two days ago sent a strange flush over my skin. I willed it not to touch my cheeks where they’d see. “I was hoping to find something here. Hatter was just telling me that’s impossible today.”

      “Ah, well, then you’ll just have to stay until tomorrow. Hatter has a spare room—he can put you up, no problem at all. Isn’t that so?”

      Chess beamed at his friend. From the mischievous glimmer in his light blue eyes, I suspected he’d known exactly how Hatter would feel about that offer. The other man made a non-committal sound, scowling at Chess.

      Guilt pinched my stomach at the thought of being an unwanted guest, but my need to find that key overrode it. If I was here first thing in the morning, I could make sure we got going, no more excuses.

      “That sounds perfect,” I said, and bobbed my head to Hatter as if he’d been the one offering. “Thank you so much.”

      He aimed his glower at me, but his expression softened a little. “As long as you’re not expecting five-star treatment, you might as well use the room.”

      Chess clapped his hands. “What’s settled is settled, then. What will you do for the rest of the day?”

      I hadn’t had time to think that far yet. “I guess I’d like to explore the city a little more. And…” My gaze slid back to Hatter. “Is there anyone else here you know my grand-aunt might have talked to?”

      A shadow crossed his face. “No one you can still talk to now,” he said.

      “Are you looking for someone?” Chess asked. “Ah, that Otherlander you asked me about the other night, perhaps?”

      “Yeah,” I said, rubbing the side of my neck. “Well, sort of. I’d just like to know more about what she did here, what she was like then.”

      “I didn’t know her all that well,” Hatter said preemptively.

      Chess tapped his chin. “You know, our White Knight makes it his business to hear a lot about all sorts of things. I’d say he knows at least a little about everyone and everything that’s ever been part of this world.”

      My spirits leapt. I hadn’t been sure if I’d have any excuse to see Theo again, but I definitely wasn’t turning down the opportunity. “Do you think he’d have time to talk to me?” I asked. “I mean, it seems like he’s pretty important—he must be busy, and he just helped me a couple days ago…”

      Chess waved off my concern. “No one is ever too busy in Wonderland. And the Inventor got his second name because he makes it his business to champion all causes. We could stop by right now if you’d like.”
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      With Chess’s habit of appearing out of thin air, it was easy to forget that he was a pretty substantial man until I was walking right beside him. He had to be around six feet tall, a couple inches taller than Hatter and several more than me. As he sauntered down the city street, his sculpted muscles flexed against his burgundy-and-yellow striped shirt and indigo slacks.

      Studying his handsome leonine face surreptitiously, I couldn’t help wondering how old he really was. I’d have pegged him as twenty-five or so, but from what Hatter had said, that didn’t mean much. Did it even make him definitely younger than Hatter, or could people age at different speeds from each other here?

      “You said you heard I was back in town,” I said. “Who did you hear it from?” Not from Hatter or Doria, as far as I could tell. Who else would have noticed me?

      “Oh,” Chess said with an enigmatic air, “gossip always travels, and the flowers do like to gossip.”

      I could believe that. Were there more of those immense talking flowers here in the city? I glanced around as if I might see one strolling by us. No flowers, but I did spot a man in a particularly lurid costume that included a red-and-pink striped tunic and a bulging red… hat? Helmet? It was hard to tell. He strode out of a shop up ahead with his chin high.

      Chess slipped a firm hand around my forearm. “We’re going to take a little detour,” he said with the same blasé tone, and tugged me into a winding alley between two of the nearby buildings.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder. Had he been worried about that weirdly dressed dude for some reason?

      “A journey over new ground can unearth new thoughts. If we get where we’re going, we’re still getting there.”

      “Are you even capable of giving a straight answer to anything?” I muttered.

      Chess grinned at me, amusement glinting in his eyes. “Certainly. With concentrated effort.”

      I groped for something else to ask in this moment when he appeared willing to make that effort. “How do you know Hatter?”

      “By now, we all know just about everyone here,” Chess said. “Few paths fail to cross.”

      “Well, sure, but you seem like…” Maybe friends was too strong a word. “…like you’ve spent quite a bit of time around each other.”

      Chess cocked his head, apparently giving that point even more concentrated effort. “I know I can trust him to be who he is, and he knows he can trust me to be who I am. It may sound strange, but that’s more than either of us could say of most in this place.”

      “Is that why you work with Theo, too?”

      “For the most part. The White Knight wears so many roles it’s difficult to be sure quite who he is, but whoever he is, I’m certain he has our best interests at heart and the wherewithal to defend them.”

      “Defend them from who?” I asked as we emerged into a different major street.

      “Whoever he might need to, I suppose,” Chess said.

      The silver tower shone to our left. In a second-floor doorway on a building between us and it, two men were, um, enjoying each other’s company quite a bit, one pushing the other up against the doorframe. I tugged my gaze away, but the sight brought back the various PDAs and near-orgies I’d observed on my last visit.

      “So… people here seem to ‘get off’ in the traditional way, with each other, quite a bit,” I said awkwardly. “I’m surprised there aren’t more kids running around.” I hadn’t seen anyone pull out a condom packet yet.

      “One of the ways of our mad world,” Chess said with a wink. “I gather in the Otherland you take a pill to avoid buns in ovens. Here you have to take one to make it happen. There are no diseases of any kind in Wonderland. Those who want to indulge have no reason to hold back.”

      “Oh.” That sounded… very convenient if I wanted to follow Melody’s encouragement into a quick fling while I was here. I didn’t know if the pill thing applied to me, but my birth control implant would take care of that side of things.

      Maybe that wasn’t the best topic to be considering when I was standing next to one of the most attractive men I’d ever met, on my way to chat with another, though. At least, if I wanted to carry on a coherent conversation.

      Chess ushered me through the Tower’s doorways into its elevator chamber and announced himself the same way he had before, although this time he identified me as “Lyssa” instead of “a guest.” The elevator launched us upward with a jolt that made me grab Chess’s arm for balance. His biceps twitched with what felt like a flinch.

      “Sorry,” I said quickly, spreading my feet to steady myself that way, but Chess set a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

      “Feel free to make use of me as often as is convenient,” he said with a smirk that sent a fresh flush through me. Maybe he’d only been reacting to the sudden motion just like I had.

      When we stepped into Theo’s vast white office, the so-called White Knight was waiting for us, leaning against the front of his desk. He straightened up and stepped toward us, exuding the same potent confidence as before in every movement he made.

      He had the sleeves of his white dress shirt rolled up over his forearms, and the open collar revealed a small V of his muscular chest. For a second, possibly thanks to my recent conversation with Chess, my brain short-circuited from hotness overload. What was I doing here again?

      Thankfully, Chess was not affected the same way. He gave Theo a cheeky salute. “Your Knightliness.”

      “Chess,” Theo said with a nod, and his dark brown eyes came to rest on me, all warmth, a hint of concern, and no sign at all that he was irritated by the interruption. “And Lyssa. I hope you’ve returned of your own accord and that this visit is a wanted one.”

      “It is,” I said. “I, um—I’m sorry to bother you.”

      “Lyssa came looking for information about another woman who made the trip through the looking-glass,” Chess said, patting me with the hand he’d left on my shoulder. “I figured if anyone in the city might have answers for her, it’d be you.”

      The corner of Theo’s mouth quirked upward. “A reasonable assumption. I’ll do what I can.”

      “I’ll take my leave, then.” Chess gave me another little bow. “A pleasure as always, lovely.”

      I felt a weird twinge of disappointment that he didn’t kiss my hand again before he left. But it was hard to linger in that sensation when Theo was ambling closer to me. He motioned me to the wall beyond the worktables. “This isn’t the most comfortable space for a conversation. Would you join me?”

      “Of course,” I said automatically. My gaze drifted over the shelves of mechanical bits and assembled contraptions as I passed them. Curiosity nibbled at me. “What kinds of things do you invent?”

      “That depends on what problems people bring to me,” Theo said. “Yesterday I put together a device for locating lost puppies and a machine that could replicate identical cakes.”

      I caught myself just before I gaped at him. “Of course you could do that. This is Wonderland.”

      He smiled. “It still takes as much skill and practice as any devices built in the Otherland, I’d imagine. But there’s something very satisfying about breaking a problem down into its base components and rebuilding it from the inside out.”

      I’d never heard anyone put the act of invention that way before, but now that he’d said it, I couldn’t think of a better way to express it. “I bet there is. I don’t think my problem should require a whole lot of inventing.”

      “Even if it does, I’m your man.”

      He led me into a smaller room with a shaggy rug and a cluster of boxy armchairs. The color scheme was less stark, all pale grays, beiges, and peaches rather than blank white. I sank into one of the chairs, finding it comfortingly cozy despite its shape. A crisp warm scent laced the air as if there’d recently been wood burning in a fireplace, but I couldn’t see anyplace it could have come from.

      Theo sat down across from me and leaned forward with his elbows resting on the chair’s arms. His chestnut curls drifted across his forehead with the motion. “Why don’t you tell me about this person you’re looking for?”

      “I’m not exactly looking for her,” I said. “It’s— The mirror I came through, it’s in my grand-aunt’s house. My late grand-aunt. But I’ve found things, and Hatter said something… She came through to Wonderland too, a while ago. Hatter said it was a few times, but that he didn’t know her very well. Chess hasn’t met her at all. She never mentioned anything about it to the rest of the family, as far as I can tell, and it was a long time ago, and I can’t ask her now. I’d just like to find out anything I can about what she did here.” Why she stopped coming back. Why she’d wanted me to come here.

      “Of course you do,” Theo said, with so much assurance that any qualms I’d still had about bothering him with this melted away. “It must be disorienting, stumbling on this place unexpectedly and then discovering someone from your family had experienced much the same thing without you ever knowing.”

      “Yes,” I said with a rush of relief. He’d hit the nail on the head. “I think she willed the house to me so that I’d find the mirror and end up here, but she left me so little to go on… I just want to understand.”

      “I’ve heard tales of many Otherlanders who found their way into Wonderland, even those before my time. What was her name?”

      “Alicia,” I said. “Alicia Tenniel. Hatter said it was when she was my age—that would be around fifty years ago, in my world, anyway.”

      “Alicia.” He drew out every syllable of the word as if it would summon his memories. And maybe it did. “I have heard mention of her. I don’t believe anyone spoke of her doing more than arriving here and mingling with us for a short time, as you have. You said you believe that she intended for you to find your way here. What makes you say that?”

      “Well, there’s the fact that she left the house to me at all. I hadn’t seen her in something like fifteen years—not since I was a kid. And I found a note she wrote to me, telling me that there were things I’d only understand after I’d been here. At least, I assume she meant here.”

      Theo nodded as if my rambling made perfect sense to him. “What sort of things did she want you to understand?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “The note was on a locked box, and she left the key here, so I haven’t been able to open it yet. Which doesn’t really make any sense, because how could she have written a note to me fifty years ago, when I wasn’t even born yet, before she locked it and brought the key here? Or she came back again, and no one I’ve talked to saw her that time. But Hatter says he knows where the key is.” I pressed the heel of my hand to my temple. “Maybe I should stop expecting anything that happens here to make sense.”

      Theo chuckled. “That might be wise. But I think I can tease out some sense for you. The box may contain an item that she knew anyone who went to Wonderland would find meaning in, and she secreted away the key before she knew who she’d want to give that gift to. Or perhaps there are other ways of opening the box that only she knew.”

      “I guess either of those is possible,” I agreed. Hell, I could have taken the thing to a locksmith and asked to have the lock broken open. Somehow that would have felt like cheating, though. Like I hadn’t earned whatever she’d left for me after all.

      “Is Hatter going to help you find the key?” Theo asked, and suddenly I had the sense that if I said no, he was prepared to march right over there and command Hatter to do so. And that Hatter would hop to it.

      “Yes,” I said. “He said it’s a long trip, so he’ll take me there tomorrow. And then I guess I’ll slip back home through the club tomorrow night if Chess doesn’t mind distracting the guards by the door again, so I can use it.”

      “I’m sure we can arrange safe passage for you,” Theo said, “if you do decide to leave us that early. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you’d like to investigate your grand-aunt’s activities further. I can arrange anything you might need. Just ask, and I’ll find a way.”

      He held my gaze so steadily that my heart started to thump a little faster. “Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate how much you’ve helped me already. I don’t want to impose.”

      “You’re not,” he said firmly. “Making sure every person in Wonderland is safe and at ease is my job.”

      He reached across the space between us and took my hand, so carefully I could have slipped his grasp before he’d closed it if I’d wanted to, but so smoothly my fingers instinctively curled around his in return. Determination rang through his voice. “You’ve come a very long way, Lyssa, and you deserve answers. I aim to see that you get them. There’s one more thing I can offer, if you don’t mind experiencing a little more Wonderland weirdness.”

      When he looked at me like that, talked to me like that, with his hand sending a shiver of heat right up my arm, I wanted to be someone who never backed down from anything, let alone a little weirdness. I’d survived plenty of that already. What had I come back here for if not to wallow in the weird?

      “Okay,” I said. “Sure. If you think it’ll help. Do you have a lost-facts-finding invention?”

      He smiled. “Not exactly. A colleague of mine lives one floor up. She has an… interesting way of looking at the world. The past and the future blend together with the present. It can be difficult to follow her observations, but she might be able to see more than anyone here could remember.”

      He stood up, still holding my hand, and I followed him to the elevator. He waved it open without a moment’s hesitation. Walking that close to him, seeing how set he was on helping me, sudden emotion filled my throat.

      “Thank you,” I said when we stepped into the elevator. “I was kind of nervous about coming back here—not because anything bad happened last time; it’s just so different from what I’m used to. But now I know for sure I made the right decision.”

      I beamed at him, and Theo went still as he gazed back at me. I might have thought I’d said something wrong if another smile hadn’t crossed his face a moment later.

      “I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “I have to admit I was hoping I might see you again. I get the impression you’re an interesting person to know, Lyssa Tenniel.”

      The words made my heart skip more than the brief hitch of the invisible elevator did. This level had only an open doorway leading into a small fore-room. Theo paused there and knocked on the door. “It’s Theo,” he said.

      “Theo! Come in,” a bright voice replied.

      The room on the other side was a sprawling living room draped in softness. The pale blue-gray carpet under my feet felt like thick velour. Silk tapestries with swirling patterns hung across the walls. The space was scattered with plush furniture in a variety of shapes, all of it a slightly darker shade of blue-gray.

      The woman who’d answered Theo’s knock sat on a chaise lounge in the middle of the room, her fleecy white dress draped all the way down her legs and across its cushions. Glints of pins held her tawny brown hair in a heap of curls that crowned her head. She looked up at us without stopping her knitting. The silver needles in her hands hooked and jabbed in a rhythm that might as well have been a dance.

      “Hello,” she said to me in the same bright voice. “I’m sorry I wasn’t prepared for company. I forgot that you were coming by.”

      “It’s all right,” I said. “I mean, we only just decided…” My voice trailed off as I remembered what Theo had told me. Had she known we were coming before we had? Had she seen our future conversation?

      We hadn’t even gotten into any talk about Aunt Alicia, and my head was spinning already.

      “This is Mirabel,” Theo said to me. “Though some people call her ‘the White Queen’ the same way they call me ‘the White Knight.’ Mirabel, this is Lyssa, come to Wonderland through a looking-glass.”

      “Of course she has,” Mirabel said. She offered me a gentle smile. “Please sit. I will try to order my thoughts. I don’t always remember or follow… My mind is not what it used to be.”

      She made a vague gesture with one hand that drew my eyes to a ruddy twist of a scar on one side of her forehead, mostly hidden by her hairline. An accident—or someone had attacked her? Why would anyone here have wanted to hurt this woman?

      “Your mind is still generous with its gifts,” Theo said. At his prompt, we both sat on a sofa facing Mirabel. “Will you share those gifts with us today? Lyssa is seeking information about a woman named Alicia Tenniel who came through the looking-glass from the Otherland decades ago. Anything you can see from the past—or, I suppose, the future—we welcome hearing.”

      He’d lowered his voice, but his baritone still exuded passionate confidence. If anything, it was more gripping when he restrained himself.

      Mirabel nodded. She set her knitting down on her lap, and her gaze slid toward the ivory walls. Her light brown eyes, like milky tea, clouded as if dashed with a fresh splash of cream.

      “Alicia Tenniel,” she murmured in a distant tone. “The key, it has been unearthed—it will be buried. So many secret meetings. Make her an honorary spade. Promises. She will mean them. She meant them until she didn’t, slipping away, away—she doesn’t know. The ruby was bleeding. It’s still bleeding, drop after drop—”

      Her words cut off with a sob. A tear trickled down her pale cheek. She buried her face in her hands, her shoulders quivering.

      My throat had closed up. I hadn’t followed any of that except the bit about the key, sort of, but whatever she’d seen, it’d obviously upset her.

      “Mirabel.” Theo scooted forward on the sofa to touch her back. His thumb rubbed up and down over her shoulder blade, his mouth twisted at a painful angle. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it would be painful.”

      “It’s all right,” Mirabel said with a ragged breath. She raised her head, and her tears had vanished. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “What is broken is fixed and what is whole will be broken, and that is always the way of it, around and around. I’m only dizzy.”

      Okay. Maybe we should give her some peace and quiet now. I stood up. “Thank you for what you could tell me. It’s a start.” Hatter might know something about Aunt Alicia’s secret meetings, or what the heck ‘honorary spade’ meant.

      The movement of Theo’s thumb stopped. Mirabel looked from him to me, and her lips formed another smile.

      “Do you not want me to look for you as well?”

      I hesitated. It was impossible not to ask now that she’d raised the question: “Can you see something about me?”

      She peered at me with so much concentration that my nerves started to twitch beneath my skin. The haze came over her eyes again.

      “You were dizzy too, dizzy with the drink. They saw the flowers. Bright, bright on your head. And the hands are spinning again. They’re spinning!” Her voice turned into a gasp. Her gaze snapped back to me, her eyes clearing. Then she winced and touched her scar.

      “Thank you, Mirabel,” Theo said. “You’ve told us plenty. That’s excellent.” A thread of—was that excitement?—ran through his voice. I couldn’t figure out what she’d said that was particularly meaningful. His hand stayed on her shoulder. “Would you like me to stay?”

      “No. No, I’ll go back to my knitting.” She inclined her head to him. “We had dinner together.”

      “In that case, I’ll make sure to bring around something good.”

      I snuck one last look at Mirabel as Theo guided me back to the elevator. She looked perfectly content again, humming to herself as she whirled her knitting needles.

      “Trying to think that way doesn’t, like, make her worse, does it?” I asked.

      “She’s been the same for as long as I’ve known her, which is many years,” Theo said. “I tried, once, to avoid asking her anything for as long as I could, and as soon as she noticed, she yelled at me—the only time she ever has.” He gave me a wry grin. “So I let her decide what she can handle.”

      The knots in my stomach loosened. I had to remember not to take anything too seriously here. It was still Wonderland.

      “Did you understand anything she said?” I asked. It had seemed as if he had, enough to be happy about it.

      But Theo shook his head. “It often takes a while before her comments become clear. She saw a lot, though. Keep her words in your head on your journey to find that key.”

      Yes. And what Aunt Alicia had left for me in that box might tie all those fragments together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hatter

      

      

      Our Otherlander emerged from the spare bedroom about an hour after the sun came up. I had to admit she was pretty considerate as house guests went. I didn’t hear a sound from her other than the faint hum of the pipes as she must have washed up and the slightest creak of the stairs. When she emerged into the main room and saw I was up, her stance visibly relaxed.

      “Good morning,” Lyssa said tentatively. Her face had a rosy cast to it from the recent washing, and her pale hair looked a bit rumpled despite her efforts at dampening it down. My heart gave an odd hitch. There was something undeniably intimate about witnessing another person first thing in the morning. It’d been more years that I could count since I’d had anyone spend the night here—other than Doria, of course.

      I couldn’t imagine she was affected in at all the same way by the sight of me. “Morning,” I replied, glad that I’d happened to be up pouring myself another cup of tea. I leaned against the counter to watch her from a more distant vantage point as she approached the table. “I picked up an assortment of scones. Would you like a cup of tea?”

      “Yes, please.” Lyssa swiped at her mouth as if suppressing a yawn and perched on the leather-topped stool, considering the platter of scones. The bakery down the street produced five different flavors, so I’d gotten two of each along with the honey-pineapple-coriander ones I’d already eaten.

      I poured her a cup and set the tea in front of her. She spooned a little sugar into it absently, her attention still on the platter.

      “Are you going to tell me what flavors these are, or is this a test to see if I can avoid the one everyone in Wonderland knows is horrible?” she asked with the beginnings of a smile.

      I couldn’t stop my mouth from twitching upward in response. “I believe each of them is to someone’s taste. I have no way of accounting for yours yet.”

      She picked up a scone with darker dough and purple flecks. “What’s this one?”

      “Licorice-rosemary-rye.”

      “Worth a try.”

      She bit in, and her whole face stiffened for a second as the flavors must have hit her tongue. I had to bite my own tongue to hold in a laugh. That type was definitely an acquired taste. Doria liked them every now and then after a particularly busy day—Like a kick in the head to wake you up, she’d told me once, rather gleefully.

      Lyssa chewed slowly and managed to swallow without outright grimacing, but it looked like a near thing. I expected her to set the rest of the scone down on one of the plates I’d set out and reach for another. Instead, she kept nibbling at it with smaller bites interspersed with gulps of tea, until she’d managed to down the whole thing. Did she think I’d be offended by the waste if she didn’t eat it? I supposed she had no way of knowing that waste was barely a concept that existed in Wonderland these days.

      Perhaps it simply mattered to her to finish what she started.

      I wasn’t here to make a list of her admirable qualities. I absorbed myself in my tea and the familiar prickle of caffeine through my body. Lyssa bravely lifted another scone off the plate, without even asking what she was getting into this time. It was one of the vanilla-cranberry-pine ones. Her face brightened with the first bite, and that scone disappeared much faster than the first, leaving her expression full of contentment. She drained the rest of her tea.

      “Should we get going?” she asked. “Since this is such a long trip.”

      Some small part of me had been foolish enough to hope she might have forgotten about her quest. If I were going to make a list of Lyssa’s most obvious qualities, “stubborn” would end up close to the top.

      Of course, stubbornness might be exactly what this land needed if anything were going to be done. If I’d even thought that risk was worth it. It clearly wasn’t.

      “Pick one or two of those in case you get hungry along the way,” I said. “I have a lunch we can bring. It’ll be around mid-day by the time we reach our destination.”

      Lyssa snatched up the other vanilla-cranberry-pine scone without a second’s hesitation and bundled it in a napkin before tucking it into her bag. “How do we get wherever we’re going? Does everyone just walk everywhere here?”

      “Not many of us are generally interested in going very far,” I said. And then there was the small matter of the queen having ordered every vehicle destroyed and every riding animal slaughtered, other than the few horses and carriages she kept on the palace grounds for her own use. She’d planned her oppression quite thoroughly. If we couldn’t construct or produce it and then use it in the course of a day, we were shit out of luck.

      But those weren’t Lyssa’s problems, and I wasn’t going to court her temporary sympathies. She was here to vacation and locate her grand-aunt Alicia’s key, and when she was done with both of those purposes, no doubt she’d wash her hands of Wonderland.

      “Good thing I brought my sneakers, then,” Lyssa said.

      The sneakers in question were sky-blue, almost a perfect match for the flowy knee-length skirt she’d apparently packed, which teased around her bare legs as we set off down the street. She’d paired it with a pastel pink top with lacy straps—not quite the bold colors that were most popular here, but a closer fit than what she’d turned up in her first visit. She was a quick learner.

      Alicia had been too.

      Lyssa stayed quiet for the walk through the city, studying the buildings and the people we passed. Her gaze still stuck for a beat longer on the more unusual figures among my fellow Wonderlanders, but she’d also learned not to stare. I might not crave the constant excess so many had become fond of, but I had to think it must be rather monotonous living in a world where people were always people and animals only animals, and every house and shop stood itself in exactly the same way.

      There is a certain comfort in knowing what to expect, Alicia had told me once, when I’d shared that thought with her. Maybe the best world would be somewhere in between.

      I willed those thoughts away, letting my own gaze slide over the beauty and the decadence of our city. Leave the past in the past and focus on what I had today, that was the thing to do.

      But just a few minutes after we’d left the buildings behind for the cobblestone road that led through the treed landscape near the Pond of Tears, Lyssa broke her silence.

      “You obviously knew my grand-aunt at least a little bit. Maybe you can tell me… I talked to Mirabel—the White Queen?—yesterday, and she said something about secret meetings. And making her a ‘spade.’ And some other things, but they made even less sense. Do you have any idea what she meant by that?”

      Theo had brought the Otherlander to the White Queen? What in the lands was he thinking? When I’d told him about the lingering teacup on Chess’s insistence, he’d seemed interested but unmoved. I’d thought maybe he’d want to have her by to see if her influence would work on his inventions, not to dig into the lines of her past and future.

      For a second, my pulse beat at a faster rhythm, the same way it had when I’d come downstairs two mornings ago and found Lyssa’s cup still on the table. Had he seen a way—come up with a solution—

      I clamped down on the flash of eagerness. He couldn’t have any idea the risks he was running, drawing her further into our world. He hadn’t been with us before—he’d never experienced the backlash firsthand…

      “I’m not sure,” I said carefully. “What did the White Knight have to say about it?” Whatever he was trying to achieve, it wasn’t my business anymore. If he meant to enlighten her, then he could do the enlightening. I had no intention of stepping beyond whatever lines he’d drawn and becoming complicit myself.

      “Not really anything,” Lyssa said with a frown. “He was glad she’d said a bunch of different things, because there’s more chance I’ll stumble on something else that’ll help me put those pieces together. But he didn’t seem to have much idea of the bigger picture right now.”

      So, he’d avoided telling her much of anything. He must have had his own purposes for arranging that meeting. What audacious plan was our current White Knight dreaming up?

      It shouldn’t matter. It was nothing to do with me. As long as he didn’t draw Doria in over her head… My jaw tightened.

      If I got wind that he’d conscripted my daughter for any greater part in his schemes, I’d have his head.

      Better that Lyssa knew as little as possible, so she went seeking more answers elsewhere. Preferably on the other side of that looking-glass.

      “From what I saw, your grand-aunt made quite a few friends in Wonderland,” I said. “She could have been meeting with any manner of them, secretly or otherwise.”

      “But she trusted you enough to tell you about hiding this key.”

      “Not just me. It was hardly a secret. She wanted to be sure if she sent someone looking for it, that it wouldn’t be too hard for them to find one of us who knew.”

      Lyssa’s clear blue eyes snapped to my face. “She told you that? That she might send someone looking?”

      I exhaled in a rush. She might as well know this much. Maybe it would speed along her travels here. The sooner she returned to her home, the sooner my home was that small bit safer.

      “This is all I know about it,” I said. “I got the impression that she herself wasn’t entirely sure what her plans might be. She said she had two keys, and she wanted to leave one here in Wonderland while keeping the other with her. That way, if she ever wanted to hide something behind the lock those keys opened without any risk of someone solely from the Otherland retrieving it, she could dispose of the Otherland key knowing one remained here for her—or any other looking-glass traveler’s—use.”

      “There was another key,” Lyssa murmured, as if that answered a question she hadn’t asked yet. “I wonder—No. If she said that to you, and from the note she left me, she must have done something with that other key to make sure I could only use this one.”

      “Well, come on,” I said. If I kept her walking fast enough, she wouldn’t have the breath to ask many more questions—and we’d be done with this trip sooner. “Let’s get you there so you can use this one.”

      The cobblestone road narrowed and gave way to plain old dirt. That path stayed well-trampled as it wound through the mushroom stands. Lyssa’s eyes widened taking in the toadstools that loomed well over our heads, their flesh blotchy with lurid pinks and purples and reds depending on their particular species.

      The occasional thump and holler carried to us from where some of Caterpillar’s workers must have been on the job. From the giggles that also reached us, they were sampling the product while they collected it. I picked up my pace even faster.

      Beyond the mushroom stands, patches of grass dotted the path until it was barely distinguishable from the fields around us. The green knolls on either side rose up in hunched and knobby shapes I’d imagined stories for as a child. This one might have been an elephant; that one a castle tower. Shrubs of fiery hues clung to their uneven slopes, and the breeze played a lilting melody through their whispering leaves.

      It had been a long time since I’d come out this far. Doria had never seen the knolls. Maybe she was too old to get caught up in playing among them now. It might be good for us to take the trip out here anyway. I’d almost forgotten this side of Wonderland, wild but peaceful, unpredictable but hospitable.

      No watching eyes. No judging glances. A thread of tension that had become such a familiar presence I’d forgotten it wasn’t simply a part of me slipped from my chest.

      Of course, I wasn’t actually alone here.

      “Hatter?” Lyssa said, in a tone that pulled that thread of tension tight again.

      She was gazing over the knolls, her brow lightly knit. I had another feature to add to the list of the ways she was different from Alicia. I’d never seen her grand-aunt produce an expression anywhere near that pensive.

      “Yes?” I said.

      “If Wonderland is all about having fun and enjoying yourself, and no one has to do anything other than make themselves happy… why aren’t you happy? I mean, you don’t seem to be. Most of the time.”

      Her eyes flicked nervously toward me. I dragged my own gaze away. Hearts take me, how could I answer a question like that? It was a rabbit hole into a totally different Wonderland than she needed to observe. But she asked it so earnestly, as if she cared about the answer, that my stomach pinched as I considered a suitable lie.

      I didn’t think Alicia would ever have asked a question like that, either.

      “Perhaps I’m a beacon of joy when I don’t have stray Otherlanders to shepherd around,” I said. “You’ve hardly had the opportunity to take a broad sampling of my moods.”

      Lyssa bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t really think about—you’re taking your whole day to bring me out here—I have asked a lot, haven’t I? I just didn’t know… This situation is so strange. But that’s not really an excuse.”

      The pinching sensation in my gut dug deeper at her obvious distress. It wasn’t an act. She did care, at least in so much as she was impinging on a relative stranger. I hadn’t meant to make her feel bad, exactly.

      I groped for something else to say that would be true when barely anything I could have said felt utterly so, and a sight appeared over the top of the whale-shaped knoll ahead of us that sent a wave of relief through me.

      “Never mind about that,” I said. “I told you I’d bring you, and I have. We’re almost there.”

      I pointed to the dark shape stretching up toward the sky. Lyssa blinked at it. “What is that?”

      “It’ll be clearer when we reach them.”

      We came around the knoll and into the midst of the giant columns. Lyssa’s jaw hung slack for a moment before she recovered her voice.

      “They’re trees. Only… upside down.”

      “We called this the Topsy Turvy Woods when people came out this way often enough to need a name for it,” I said, toeing the leafy branch that jutted across the ground from the base of the nearest tree. Its trunk rose so high into the air I had to squint against the mid-day sun to make out where it widened into twisted roots that nearly scratched the clouds.

      “They all just grow like this?” Lyssa said. She wandered deeper into the strange wood, skirting the sprawled branches.

      “As far as anyone can tell. There are tales about how ages ago some massive quake threw them onto their heads, but that sounds a little ridiculous to me.”

      A laugh sputtered from Lyssa’s mouth. “Out of everything here, that’s where you draw the line?” Her pensive expression from earlier came back as she peered at the spiderweb of roots splintering the sky overhead. “It feels different from the other parts of Wonderland I’ve seen. Ominous.”

      “I suppose you know why no one much comes out this way, then,” I said briskly. “Now, let’s see.” I counted off the trees in my head, checking each trunk, until I spotted the one with the knot just above the level of my head. My feet stilled.

      Decades had passed, as much as time had passed at all here, but that long-ago moment washed over me with perfect clarity. I’d stood just about here, with March and May and Carpenter and the White Knight whom Theo had inherited his role from, all of us watching Alicia brandish her brass key. The wind had ruffled her golden hair that she kept short, just to the base of her ears, and she’d grinned in that fierce way of hers, and I’d thought there couldn’t be anything more beautiful in the whole of Wonderland.

      The memory hit me with a pang that faded quickly. It was from long ago, yes, and a time when I’d been so much more naïve than I was now. I hadn’t known what beauty really was. When March and May had kissed at their wedding, when Doria had beamed her first infant smile…

      Of all the things I’d lost, Alicia didn’t even warrant a spot on the list. You couldn’t lose what wasn’t yours in the first place, after all.

      Lyssa had come to a stop beside me. “The knot,” I said, gesturing. “It’ll pop out. The key should be behind it.”

      She nodded and trod gingerly over the more delicate branches with a care I couldn’t help appreciating. When she reached the thicker branch that joined the trunk just a couple feet below the knot, she scrambled up it much like her grand-aunt had.

      The knot gave way at the press of her fingers. Lyssa fumbled inside the hole and then turned toward me, her face lit up with victory. The key gleamed in her grasp. The wind whipped through her long white-blond hair, and my heart squeezed with sudden certainty.

      We had to get her out of Wonderland before she turned everything here, both inside me and all around me, even more upside down.
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      I turned Aunt Alicia’s key over in my hands as we left the bizarre trees behind. The sooner we were out of the creepy Topsy Turvy Woods, the better.

      A few bits of dirt clung to the key, but otherwise the brass surface gleamed as if it’d just been stuck in that tree yesterday. It looked like something from an antique store: a thin cylinder with a little notched bit protruding near one end and a circle of elaborate filigree at the other. The whole thing was about the length of my palm, and the filigree part took up half of that. The pattern of the lines and the indents at the top of the circle brought to mind a crown.

      The key wasn’t going to do me a whole lot of good here in Wonderland, though. I wiped the last flecks of dirt off it and tucked it carefully into my tote bag, on the inner side where I could feel the lump of it brushing against my hip as we walked.

      I wasn’t sure how much more walking I was up to doing right now. Even in my sneakers, my feet were starting to ache. Possibly my calves too. We’d already walked the whole morning.

      Hatter strode along a step ahead of me, appearing for all the world as if he planned to march straight back to the city without a second’s pause. Was he really in that much of a hurry to get rid of me? I hadn’t been sure how serious he’d been about me causing his unhappiness—his wryly deadpan voice sounded an awful lot like his politely irritated voice—and he actually had looked kind of joyful being out here, which was the only reason I’d asked.

      My stomach grumbled, and a fresh twinge ran up the backs of my legs. My body didn’t care what he thought of me right now as long as it got a little relief.

      When we’d come far enough into the stretch of small statuesque hills that I couldn’t see the upended trees behind us anymore, I cleared my throat. The landscape here was still pretty weird. Just ahead of us a knoll with the shape of a gigantic human head was staring at me, and the scrawny bushes dotting the grass warbled as if their bright orange-and-yellow leaves were actual flames. But I was used to weird by now.

      “Didn’t you mention something about bringing a lunch?” I said.

      Hatter was just glancing back with one eyebrow raised when a sound rippled over the hills that raised the hairs all up my arms and the back of my neck. It was a burbling sort of moan, like a rushing river in pain, cut off for a second with a ragged pant of breath that brought to mind razor-teeth. A thunderous crash sent the air shuddering.

      “What the hell is that?” I said, my head jerking around.

      Hatter had paled. “Nothing we want to meet,” he snapped, and grabbed my arm. He dragged me off the path into the narrower gaps between the oddly shaped knolls. The burbling moan reverberated over the hills again, already louder.

      I found my feet and dashed with Hatter around a huge grassy rooster, curled cat, and a splayed hand. He yanked me down behind a more distant knoll that weirdly looked pretty much like a little hill, just with a completely sheer slope on the far side.

      “What—” I started to whisper, and Hatter cut me off with a finger to my lips. He stayed crouched next to me, his hand falling to my side, his eyes twitching with each new sound as he tracked them.

      The thing we’d run from snarled and groaned. The ground shook under our feet. I edged a little closer to Hatter instinctively, and his hand shifted over my back in half an embrace, one I wasn’t sure he was even conscious of. My pulse thumped at the base of my throat.

      A flame-leafed bush clinging to the hill near us shivered, a smoky smell curling from its foliage that only increased the fiery illusion. There was a scraping sound like the scrabble of claws. Something hit the ground in a series of thuds. Teeth gnashed.

      Hatter tensed as if to tug me away again, but the next moan reached us from farther away. The sounds dwindled until I was sure the thing was gone.

      I sagged against the side of the hill in relief. “You didn’t tell me there were monsters out here.”

      Hatter jerked his arm back to his side and moved to peer around the knoll. His face was still sallow.

      “I didn’t know there were,” he said. “There never were before. That sounded like… like a jabberwock. They only roam the outer edges of Wonderland—which we’re still quite a ways from. There shouldn’t be…” He halted, frowning.

      “Well, at least it didn’t manage to have us for lunch, right?” I said, managing a weak laugh. A bit of grass and earth fell away under my hand as I straightened up, leaning on the hillside for balance. The gap revealed not more soil but a smooth section of stone, with a seam where it fit against another bit of stone. Huh.

      I swiped at more of the earth, since really I’d rather give the jabberwock or whatever the heck had crashed through here plenty of time to get on its way before we returned to our path anyway. When Hatter glanced over, I’d already cleared off three whole stone blocks and the edges of those around them.

      “It’s not a hill,” I said. “It’s part of a wall. Or are they all made out of stone underneath?”

      “Not in my experience,” Hatter said. “Someone might have lived out here a long time ago.”

      The corner of some kind of carving showed on a neighboring stone. I worked the dirt off it. Who would have lived all the way out here instead of in the city with everyone else?

      One large clod fell away, unveiling the rest of the carved symbol. My heart stopped. For a second, I could only stare at it.

      “What?” Hatter said, sounding puzzled.

      That image didn’t mean anything to him at all?

      I traced my finger over the lines. A faceted gemstone—radiant cut, I thought from my occasional daydreaming perusals of engagement rings styles—with a teardrop in the center.

      “This symbol is carved onto the box Aunt Alicia left me,” I said. “The one the key we just got is supposed to open.” My gaze roved over the wall embedded in the hill. “What is this?”

      “I don’t know,” Hatter said, his forehead furrowing as he examined it. “I’ve never seen that mark anywhere before.”

      I straightened up and stepped back, clutching my tote bag close to my side. The lump of the key pressed against my thigh.

      I knew where I had to go to find my answers. The ache in my legs felt distant compared to that mission.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “We can eat that lunch while we’re walking. I’ve got to get home and find out what Aunt Alicia left for me.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’ll play it a little differently this time,” Chess said as we approached the flashing spinning top that was the Caterpillar’s Club. “The guards didn’t notice that anyone went through the door last time, so they won’t be suspicious unless I try to pull the same trick. You can hang back, and I’ll whisper invisibly in their ears. Lead them on a wild goose chase. When you can’t tell what you’re chasing, you can never catch it.” He shot me his usual grin.

      “Will we wait until they start giving out the night’s special drink again?” I asked. The cooling night air licked over my legs. I’d changed back into my dress since it seemed to fit the club atmosphere better, and I hated to lose it more than the skirt and tank.

      When I’d packed, I hadn’t thought about how I’d bring the stuff back to me. My Otherland tote wasn’t going to fit the club scene at all. I was leaving everything I’d brought with me behind—and bringing back Aunt Alicia’s key, which was dangling under the dress’s bodice from a brass chain Chess had found for me.

      Doing without those few things wasn’t a big deal. Besides, I wanted to get swept up in the dancing during this last chance before I headed home without worrying about holding on to anything.

      “Acting at that point seems wisest,” Chess said. “And while I may not always have the most level of heads, I can occasionally point it in the right direction. We’ll get you home as many times as you need, lovely.”

      He tossed the compliment off his tongue so casually I knew it didn’t really mean anything, but his words sent a flutter through my chest all the same. Hatter might have helped me begrudgingly, but Chess appeared to be getting plenty of enjoyment out of the subterfuge. I didn’t get any sense he saw me as a burden.

      Strains of violin mixed with a frenetic beat, filtering through the walls. The key slid between my breasts, a solid weight warmed by my skin. Maybe I wouldn’t be letting that weight go while I danced, but it wasn’t a burden either. It was a doorway into possibilities I hadn’t discovered yet.

      “Hey!” Chess said, and waved to someone he’d noticed down the road behind us. “Hatter.”

      We slowed so Hatter could catch up, although the slant of the other man’s mouth suggested he wasn’t overjoyed that he’d run into us. I wondered if I could get him dancing again. Melody would definitely tell him that he could stand to loosen up some.

      I’d felt connected to him in that brief time when he’d shown a little playfulness. I found myself eyeing his hat, considering whether I’d be able to get away with stealing it a second time.

      “Are you keeping an eye on Doria again?” I asked him. It’d been clear last time that he didn’t go to the club to have a good time. “Didn’t you promise her you’d cut her some slack?”

      One side of his mouth curled upward at that. “I promised her she could run wild yesterday. Our deal didn’t extend any further than that.”

      I suspected his daughter would be negotiating much more rigorously next time.

      My heart beat faster as we reached the spinning walls, but I squared my shoulders remembering how easily I’d walked in last time. Picture a door. Believe I could go in, and in I’d go.

      I took another step, and with a whine that whipped past my ears, I was standing on the undulating floor. The lights cascading over the room were all different shades of blue, green, and purple today, making the place look like some sort of underwater exhibit. A minty citrus smell tickled my nose. The dance floor was crowded, but not outright packed. We’d come early tonight.

      Even if my feet protested after my long walk with Hatter, I’d wanted to squeeze as much joy out of my last hours here as I could, in case I didn’t make it back to Wonderland. I knew without needing the experience that the pricks of pain in my body would fade away as soon as I was spinning to the music.

      Chess leaned close to speak by my ear. “Caterpillar’s here today. He doesn’t always come out. He who watches prefers not to be watched.” He made a slight tip of his head toward a tall, thick figure standing near the other end of the room.

      At first, with so many people around us and the lights flickering this way and that, I thought the name Caterpillar was just an odd nickname for a totally human guy. Then the man moved, or more like waddled, around the fringes, his bulbous head bobbing out of time with the music, and I realized why he was so tall. His body had an extra segment in his torso, a second chest with its own set of arms just below the first. All of them were gesturing around him as independent limbs. That wasn’t any Halloween costume.

      My stomach lurched with horror. Walking animals and animal-human blends was one thing. An elongated dude with extra arms was a whole other level of strange. I jerked my eyes away.

      “If we’re lucky, he’ll finish his chat with Rabbit and head back upstairs,” Chess said. From the corner of my eye, I made out the white-rabbit head of the fellow I’d nearly run into in the passages under the club two nights ago.

      I grasped Chess’s arm, scanning the crowd for the thinnest patch where we could find a spot, wanting to get on with the dancing and wash the image of Caterpillar from my mind. My gaze caught on a startlingly white shirt flashing with different colors beneath the strobe lights while its wearer moved with the beat. Even if the shirt hadn’t been unusual, I thought I would have recognized that powerfully assured form anywhere.

      “Theo’s here,” I said.

      Chess’s eyebrows drew together and then arched up. “So he is,” he said. “I suppose even the Inventor needs to blow off steam the old-fashioned way every now and then.” His tone was oddly hesitant, but when I glanced up at him, he gave me his usual grin. “Shall we?”

      Hatter’s bronze-brown hat gleamed where he was circulating through the dancers farther to the right. Awareness of the three guys prickled over me with a faint tug, as if I were suspended between them, pulled in all directions simultaneously. I’d never been in the same room with all three of the men who’d shaped my time in Wonderland before.

      How could my heart thump like this for all of them?

      But Chess was the one standing next to me, the one with his solid arm slipping around my waist, the one who’d gone out of his way for me from the start. I shimmied with him into the mass of dancers.

      My feet stung and my calves ached as I shuffled and dipped, but just as I’d expected, the discomfort melted away with the thump of the beat through my body in the wide room. Chess moved with me, a dreamy expression coming over his face. I gave myself over to that song and the next. Then Chess set his hand on the small of my back, drawing me closer to him with a deliberateness that made my heart pound faster than the music.

      “Caterpillar’s coming this way,” he said, just loud enough for me to hear with his lips brushing my cheek, and my pulse skipped with a completely different emotion: panic.

      “It’s okay,” Chess went on, his body still swaying with mine. “Just follow my lead. He might not even stop at us.”

      Caterpillar was stopping an awful lot of places. I caught glimpses as Chess turned us and edged a little deeper into the crowd. The overgrown man hefted his jointed body through the dancers, touching a shoulder here, an elbow there, bending his looming head to make some comment. It was pretty much only women he spoke to, I noticed. Just the club’s proprietor making friendly with his clientele?

      Chess spun us again, but Caterpillar veered at the same time. A smile pushed into his rounded cheeks as he looked down on the other man.

      “Cheshire!” he said, in a booming voice that overshadowed the music. “Never quite as good a party without you.” His beady eyes shifted to me, his gaze skimming down my dress. “I don’t believe I’ve seen your dance partner around here before.”

      “I found myself a Dreamer today,” Chess said quickly. “Lovely, isn’t she?”

      Follow my lead, he’d told me. Would it be a problem if Caterpillar found out I’d come through a looking-glass? Maybe he’d realize I might be aiming to leave through his?

      Ignoring the heavy thud of my pulse, I forced myself to giggle. “Dreamer? What are you talking about? This can’t be a dream. It’s too fucking amazing!”

      Caterpillar chuckled. “An attitude I approve of. I can make it an even better dream if you’d like.”

      I cringed inwardly at the thought of what he might mean, and Chess’s hand tensed against my back. “No poaching, now, Caterpillar,” he said, keeping his tone light.

      “Oh, no, of course not,” the club’s owner said, with a puff of his chest that suggested he considered himself very generous to make that concession. “What do you think of Wonderland, my dear girl?”

      I looked around the room as if still star-struck by it all, which wasn’t that hard an emotion to fake. “It’s so bright and flashy! I love it! If this is a dream, it’s the best one I’ve had in a while.”

      “I can’t ask for a better compliment than that.” Caterpillar made a beckoning gesture, and one of the servers I’d seen two nights ago sauntered over with a platter of those vibrant mushroom slices. He plucked up a pink-and-violet one and offered it to me. “Don’t miss the refreshments. You’re in luck—we’ve got a particularly potent batch tonight.”

      Chess had warned me not to eat the mushrooms last time. He didn’t seem to have any clever ideas for getting me out of this predicament, though. Caterpillar was watching me intently. It would be odd for a person who thought this was a wacky dream to refuse, right?

      I accepted the mushroom slice gingerly. Suddenly I found myself thinking of Melody’s old trick when teachers had caught her chewing gum back in high school.

      Dear Lord, let this not be water-soluble. I popped the slice into my mouth and immediately pressed it hard against the roof of my mouth with my tongue. It stuck there, bleeding a faintly cloying flavor into my mouth, as I pretended to chew and swallow.

      “Wow,” I said, swaying with the music again. “I can already feel that kicking in.”

      If my voice was a little thicker because of the thing in my mouth, the Caterpillar didn’t notice or assumed it was the drug’s effect. He bobbed his head with a pleased expression and lurched on through the crowd.

      Relief shot through me with a rush of exhilaration. I’d done it. I’d gotten through the conversation—fooled the guy who ran this whole club. And suddenly my head felt as if it were expanding, drifting up from my shoulders.

      I jerked around and spat the mushroom slice into my hand before flicking it away among the bounding feet. The floaty feeling eased off with a shake of my head. Chess smirked and twirled me by the hand.

      “You were perfect,” he said.

      “You better believe it,” I said. “Now let’s really dance!”
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      My skin was damp with sweat beneath my dress, and my spirits were soaring with the music when a much more welcome face than Caterpillar’s appeared beside us. Theo gave Chess an affectionate clap on the back and smiled warmly at me.

      “All’s well here?” he asked.

      “Everything’s great!” I announced, spinning and reveling in the way my skirt flared out. I might have sounded a little loopy, but what did that matter? The whole point of this night was that it belonged just to me, an interval of brilliant freedom before I tumbled back into real life.

      “Why don’t you take over with this one for a while?” Chess said with a teasing glint in his eyes. “She’s wearing me out.” He squeezed my hand and then let it go as quickly as he’d taken it. “I’ll see you when you don’t see me.”

      Before I could say anything in response, he’d faded into the crowd. Was that the last time I was going to see him before I left? I’d have liked to at least say goodbye in case I didn’t make it back… although, every minute longer I spent on this dance floor, I was imagining slipping back through the looking-glass for future visits.

      If I dropped in once it was already evening, I wouldn’t be imposing on anyone’s hospitality. I could just pop right into the club and pretend I was having a recurring dream.

      Theo leaned toward me and eased back with the rhythm of the music. His gaze held mine as if there wasn’t anything else in this place he could possibly want to look at. Like in everything else I’d seen him do, every step he made emanated strength and confidence.

      So fucking magnetic. My feet drifted nearer to him of their own accord.

      “I saw you talking to Caterpillar,” he said, dipping his head close to mine. “You handled him fantastically.”

      My lips twitched with a smile I couldn’t contain. The approval in this man’s voice felt like its own kind of drug. I suspected it was just as addictive.

      “Chess helped,” I said. “I didn’t want anyone to get in trouble because of me. Would you get in trouble, if he knew how I got here?”

      “You don’t need to worry about that,” Theo said, with so much certainty I didn’t ask whether he meant because they wouldn’t get in trouble or they’d be able to handle it if they did.

      He swept his fingertips over my temple, brushing a few stray strands of hair back from my eyes. The contact sent a flare of heat over my skin even though he’d barely touched me. Maybe it was the intent focus with which he was meeting my eyes, as if there wasn’t anything in the world more important to him in this moment.

      No, that sensation was addictive.

      “You’re enjoying yourself here,” he said, not quite a question. “Are you a party girl back in the Otherland?”

      I had to laugh at that idea. “No,” I said. “I’m not really a club person at all. But the ones back home, they’re not—not like this. I’ve never had anything like this there.”

      He cocked his head, his intentness blending with warm curiosity. “What do you mean?”

      I opened my mouth, and a nakedly honest answer spilled out before I could stop it. Maybe I didn’t want to lie. Why shouldn’t I be honest with him? That freedom was exactly what I craved in this place.

      “Back home… I’ve got people who need me. People I care about, and I’d do anything for them, but it can still take a lot out of me. And everything I do, every decision I make, if I screw up or make a fool of myself, it could make the difference between having a job I need or not, it could freak out the people who care about me…”

      “That’s a lot of pressure to have on you,” Theo said, so softly I only barely made out the words.

      I ducked my head, choking up a little. “Sometimes the responsibility gets kind of suffocating, I guess. But I don’t belong here, and that means I don’t owe anyone here anything. They don’t owe me anything either. I can just exist and be and do what feels good, without all that stuff weighing me down.”

      “Surely there’s somewhere in the Otherland you could get that release?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never found it. Maybe I just don’t know the right way to look for it.”

      Theo’s fingers glided under my chin, tipping my face up so I’d meet his gaze again. “I’m glad we could give you that here, then,” he said. “And I suppose it makes sense. Maybe it’s not all that easy for those of us who started here to appreciate this world the same way.”

      For an instant, an unexpected shimmer passed through his eyes, something like regret. Unless I only imagined that. It was there in a flash of blue light from above and then gone, replaced by his usual assured smile.

      “We’d better make the most of the night, don’t you think?” he said, his smooth baritone sending all kinds of tingles through me when his body was that close to mine.

      I picked up my pace again, catching up with the beat. Theo sidestepped and swiveled, never moving too far away. As I let the music fill me once more, the motions of his limbs loosened a little. He tipped his head back to the lights as if drinking them in. There was something so vulnerable about the curve of his throat, the sense of searching in that pose, that my throat tightened for a second time.

      I was starting to think there was a lot more to this guy than the measured power he seemed to live and breathe. A tenderness at his core that he kept well-shielded. How many other people had gotten even this brief glimpse of it?

      The longing rang through me to delve into it even deeper, to discover everything there was to discover about the Inventor, the White Knight—this man of many names. Where had he come from? How had he ended up here?

      But this wasn’t the place for a delicate conversation, and I didn’t really think he’d give me more of an answer than he already had anyway. What I’d said was true: I wasn’t of this world. That might be the only reason he’d let his armor budge even that smidgen with me.

      So I danced. The music reverberated through me and around me, and for a while everything fell away except the flow of my breath and the thump of my pulse in harmony. Theo stayed near me, matching my tempo with the occasional brush of his hand against my arm, my side, when he moved me with him.

      The ache in my legs was only just creeping back into my awareness beneath my exhilaration when the clang of the gong rang out. The crowd of dancers surged toward the bar like they had the other night. Caterpillar was standing behind the bar waving a glass in the air.

      I trailed behind the other dancers, keeping an eye on the basement doorway. Two of the guards had left it as before.

      And three figures were striding through the club’s entrance, steel batons glinting in their hands. I hesitated, eyeing them. They hadn’t been here last time.

      The three wore the same red-and-pink tunics and bulging helmets as the guy Chess had seemed to want to avoid the other day. The guy at the front had a tiger’s head; the other two were fully human. All of them looked grim, their mouths set in flat lines and their eyes narrowed.

      “What’s going on?” I asked Theo, who’d stayed beside me. “Who are they?”

      Before he could answer, one of them gave a shout and pointed to someone in the crowd. All three charged forward. I made out a woman with cascading black tresses groping to push a path through the crowd, but the other club-goers had stopped, stiff and still, at the shout.

      One of the helmed guys snatched the woman’s arm. The second caught her other wrist. They hauled her over one low slope and down another to a clear spot on the rippled dance floor. The club’s music faded to a whisper.

      “Traitor to the Queen!” roared the tiger-man who seemed to be the leader. “What was the meaning of this?” He brandished a rolled paper. I couldn’t make out what was on it.

      “I’ve never seen that before,” the woman said, cringing. “It’s not mine.”

      “Lies! We have three witnesses to your duplicity. Explain this message and tell us who you intended it for, and you may receive mercy.”

      “I don’t know anything about it,” the woman said raggedly.

      Without a second’s hesitation, the tiger-man whacked her across the head with his baton, hard enough to break the skin.

      Blood welled on the woman’s temple. She cried out, and the other men slammed their weapons into her ribs, her gut.

      I jerked forward before I’d even realized my feet were moving. They were brutalizing her—they might kill her with those things. What could anyone have put on a piece of paper that would justify that?

      The woman wasn’t even fighting back, just huddling on the floor. I didn’t know what I could do, but someone had to try to help, get her away from them—

      Theo caught my elbow, yanking me back. When I stared up at him, his jaw was clenched, his expression as frozen as the club-goers all around us were. “You can’t intervene,” he said in a soft, strained voice. “They’ll only turn on you too.”

      Part of me wanted to say, Let them, and run right in there to shove those guys off her for as long as I could. But Theo had an iron grip on my arm, and with each fleshy smack of the batons, nausea squeezed tighter around my stomach. The woman was slumped on the floor now, feebly shielding the side of her head with a bloodied hand, one eye swollen shut and one cheek bashed in. Her breath rattled over her lips as she sputtered for air between gasps. My legs wobbled as if the floor had tipped.

      “Had enough?” the tiger-man finally growled. He knelt down beside the woman, waving the paper by her face. “What was your intent toward the Queen?”

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said, her voice not much more than a whimper. “It was only a joke. It made me laugh. I didn’t expect anyone else to see it. I’m so sorry.”

      “Let’s hope that’s all this was,” the tiger-man said. “We’ll see if you’ve got more to say tomorrow, unless you want to go through this all over again.” He motioned to the other two men. “Let’s get her out of here so the good people of Wonderland can enjoy the rest of their night.”

      His cold gaze swept over the crowd. They dragged the woman out through the doorway, leaving a thin streak of blood on the floor.

      “What are they going to do to her now?” I asked Theo. The crowd was already shifting around us, revelers drifting back across the dance floor. The music rose; the lights flashed faster. People threw themselves into the beat as if they hadn’t just watched one of their acquaintances battered to a pulp.

      My hands clenched at my sides. What was wrong with them?

      “That depends on what else she says and what exactly was on that paper,” Theo said. He still sounded strained, but not shocked. Was the scene we’d just witnessed normal around here? My stomach listed queasily.

      “I don’t understand. They were talking about ‘the Queen.’ They didn’t mean Mirabel, did they?”

      “No,” Theo said. “They’d mean the Queen of Hearts, the woman those guards answer to. The ruler of Wonderland.”

      The ruler of Wonderland allowed—encouraged—vicious public beatings? Nothing about that or about the scene I’d just witnessed fit what I’d thought I’d known about this place.

      Chess appeared in front of us as if out of thin air. He took in my expression, and his own tightened. “I wish I could have spared you seeing that, lovely. Are you all right?”

      “No,” I said. “Not really. I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t need to, looking-glass girl.” Hatter had come up by my other side, Doria in tow and looking peeved. His voice was weary, his green eyes dark beneath the brim of his hat. “Get yourself home, pretend this was all a dream, and it’ll have nothing to do with you at all.”

      “But why would your queen want— Why would she order— Why doesn’t anyone stop her?”

      Chess and Theo exchanged a look, Chess’s gaze lingering on the White Knight for a beat before it slid to meet mine. “Simple to say has no bearing on simple to do,” he said.

      “Why don’t we just tell her everything?” Doria demanded, jerking her elbow out of her father’s grasp and folding her arms over her chest. “Why keep hiding it? I think she deserves to know.”

      “Doria,” Hatter said sharply. He turned back to me. “This isn’t your world. It isn’t your problem. Go home and be thankful for that.”

      Chess tipped his head toward the basement door and leaned in. “The other two guards will be back at their posts in a minute or two,” he said, his tone gentler than Hatter’s had been. “If you want to reach the looking-glass tonight, we’d better go now.”

      Theo’s hand eased up my arm to rest on my shoulder. He bowed his head next to mine from behind, his voice low and potent. “It’s your choice, Lyssa. There’d be no shame in going home and forgetting. Or you could stay tonight to hear how things in Wonderland have gone terribly wrong—and how you might be able to help set them right.”

      His words quivered through me. I swallowed hard. I’d come back here looking for joy and freedom. But I’d also wanted answers—I’d wanted to understand, even if I hadn’t known how much there might be I wasn’t seeing here.

      Maybe I would be able to forget if I slipped back through the mirror to my ordinary life, but right now the four figures standing around me were as solid and real as anyone I’d ever cared about. The woman whose blood was now being smeared under dancing feet was real.

      What kind of person would I be if I turned my back on this place the moment things got scary?

      I drew my spine as straight as it would go. “I’m staying,” I said. “So start explaining.”
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      I would not have wished the story we had to tell on anyone, but our Otherlander had asked for it, so she would get it. And she’d get it from me, it appeared.

      We’d slipped out of the club—Lyssa, the White Knight, Hatter, Hatter’s daughter, and me—to escape the noise, but the hush on the darkened street outside felt far too exposed for the conversation we were about to have. In the end, we’d found ourselves at Hatter’s house, mainly because it was twice as close as the knightly tower and I didn’t entirely have a place of my own.

      But Hatter didn’t look at home at all, pacing the floorboards with their flaking creamy-yellow paint, his mouth tilted at a sour angle. When he lifted his hat for a moment to rake a hand through his spiky hair, I half-expected a thundercloud to peek out from underneath. It would have suited him in that moment. He clearly didn’t want to be here, and yet he couldn’t quite let the discussion happen without him.

      He was as much a player in this game as any of us, no matter how hard he’d tried to place himself outside the reach of the board.

      When his daughter started to say something, he motioned her quiet. Lyssa, who’d sank onto the wingchair and drawn her legs up beside her on the cushion, glanced around our irregular cluster, anxious anticipation making her blue eyes shine even brighter than usual. The White Knight, who’d sat on the beach chair with such poise it might as well have been a throne, tipped his head to me.

      I couldn’t say why he didn’t take the lead when I suspected he’d planned for this conversation, but why not me? Unlike him, I could remember the time before, when we’d had time.

      I hopped onto the bar stool and leaned forward on my perch. “Here’s the short of it, lovely. There’s a palace not far from the city, and the royal family of Hearts rules from there. The Queen is the real power, and she wields that power like a tyrant. No one can say a word against her, no one can question her methods, or she’s liable to call for one’s head. Separate from one’s neck.”

      Lyssa’s face had already been sallow. At those words, it blanched even more. “Why does everyone seem so… happy, then?” she asked. “How can people go around playing and partying when those guards could storm in and start terrorizing them at any second?”

      “Practice,” I said. “Survival. To appear unhappy can be considered an act of treason. If you don’t learn to put on a good show…” I made a dramatic sweep of my forefinger across my throat. “And when you can’t change what is, it’s easier for many to put it out of their minds, to distract themselves whatever way they can.”

      There was no need to mention that oftentimes I was one of those many.

      “Why can’t you change things?” Lyssa said. “There are lots of you here in the city. How many guards does she have?”

      “We do try,” Hatter’s daughter started. Hatter cut her off with a glare of warning. She huffed and flopped into the beanbag chair. Hatter continued his pacing.

      The White Knight was watching me, his gaze approving, giving every indication he expected me to go on. “Well,” I said, ignoring the brief urge to hunch my spine defensively, “there’s a matter of time. Or lack thereof. We’re hamsters on a wheel, running fast to end up exactly where we started.” I made a looping motion with my hand.

      “I don’t understand,” Lyssa said. “From what Hatter said before about how slowly you get older, it sounds like you have more time to organize some kind of rebellion than we would in my world.”

      My tongue and my natural inclinations always slipped away from the rawest answers. Even trying to summon the words brought back a flash of a different sort of rawness, pain radiating down to every bone—waiting, as I was stretching to breaking, for that wheel to flip over.

      The White Knight picked up the thread where I’d hesitated. “There are certain kinds of magic possible in this land,” he said. “Ways a determined enough person may bend what is to their will. The Queen was aware a rebellion was forming. So she captured Time. Without it, Wonderland cannot move forward.”

      “What do you mean, ‘captured time’?” Lyssa said. “I’ve been here two days now—I came before that—time passed.”

      “We keep our memories,” the White Knight said. “Our understanding can grow. But the rest, everything around us… It’s the same day, reset, unchanging.”

      “We wake up where we woke the morning of the day she locked Time up,” I expanded. “If I spill something on Hatter’s poor floor, or he tries to touch up the paint, tomorrow it’ll look the same as ever again.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my floor,” Hatter muttered, stopping his pacing for long enough to glower.

      Lyssa knit her brow. “Then how...” Her eyebrows leapt up. She jerked around to look at Hatter. “That’s why you hadn’t cleared the table.”

      He sighed. “There isn’t much point when it’ll clear itself overnight. After a while, pretending you need to just reminds you of the fact that you don’t.” His gaze lingered on her for a moment with a stark intensity. Thinking, perhaps, of the cup that hadn’t cleared itself. My own eyes dropped to the spot where it had sat.

      “Any device I create has disassembled itself the next morning,” the White Knight said. “Nothing anyone builds can outlast the day. No supplies can be amassed. No traps can be laid. The only elements she couldn’t contain were life and death themselves. New life can spark and grow where it’s welcomed.” He raised his hand to indicate Doria. “But if we lose our heads, we’re gone.”

      Lyssa hugged herself. “Do you think they did that to the woman they grabbed in the club?”

      “Not necessarily,” I said. “Our situation allows for a rather brilliant form of torture. Batter us to the brink of death, and we spring back up good as new the next morning—when they can start all over again.”

      My tone must have gone a bit sharp, or else it was only the content of my words that made Lyssa wince. A thread of tension wrapped around my ribs. Were we laying too much on her? She hadn’t been prepared for this. We hadn’t prepared her. The bright and joyful Wonderland was falling down around her ears in one horrifying crash, and the brightness I’d enjoyed seeing in her was dimming at the same time.

      But her head was still high, her jaw still set with determination despite her pallor. She’d stayed. I could have led her to an easy escape, to the comforts of home, but she’d stayed to hear what had befallen ours—and how she might help.

      Underneath the soft, hesitant exterior, this girl—this woman—had a core of steel. It made me like her even more.

      “So, anything you do to push back, by the next day it’s like it never happened, except what people remember,” Lyssa said. “That… would make a rebellion difficult.”

      “Especially when fewer and fewer people are willing to become involved,” the White Knight said. His gaze slid to Hatter for a second before returning to Lyssa. “The Queen hasn’t taken much comfort in the security she claimed for herself. Her reaction to any sign of dissention has become ever more brutal as the years go by.”

      “She takes every excuse she can to turn up the heat,” I said. “When her youngest son died years ago, several heads rolled for that, even though the Spades had nothing to do with it, and she’s been absolutely vicious since then.”

      The White Knight grimaced at the truth of those words.

      “The Spades?” Lyssa repeated.

      “That’s how we refer to our group of rebels,” I said with a swivel of my finger. “Only a Spade will know you mean the Inventor if you mention the White Knight.”

      Her eyes widened. “Mirabel mentioned—was my grand-aunt involved in your rebellion? You acted like you didn’t know what she meant.” Her accusation shifted from the White Knight to Hatter.

      “You were our guest,” the White Knight said smoothly. “To tell you when you didn’t need to know, when you couldn’t be prepared, would put you at risk. I never met your grand-aunt. I’m not sure of the extent of her involvement.”

      “She associated with the Spades a little,” Hatter put in with obvious reluctance. “Nothing particularly noteworthy. That was before the Queen captured Time. Things were different.”

      Lyssa dragged in a breath. She appeared to retreat inside herself, but only for a minute. “What are you going to do? Do you have a plan?”

      The White Knight rested his elbows on the table. “We know what we need to do. We need to free Time from the Queen’s grasp, so Wonderland can move forward again. All change will stem from that moment. But she has it caged in a pocket watch kept secure and guarded inside the palace. Reaching it has been the sticking point. Until, perhaps, now.”

      The intentness of his focus on her made my skin itch. I bit my tongue against remarks that wanted to slip out. The White Knight had always led us well—had been there for me when I’d had nothing.

      I might like Lyssa, might feel uneasy about the situation we were placing her in, but I could very well owe him my life.

      “You said in the club that I might be able to help,” Lyssa said.

      The White Knight nodded. “After your first visit here, we observed that you seem to carry a certain amount of Time with you from the Otherland. It rubs off on items you touch. The cup you drank from at this table four days ago didn’t return to the cupboard overnight. We can’t be sure how far that power will extend, but it could make all the difference to our cause. If you’ll come by the Tower tomorrow morning, I can show you what I’m thinking. For now… You look as if you’ve had enough laid on your shoulders for one night. I apologize for the burden.”

      He pushed the chair back and stood up. Lyssa peered up at him—looking rather dazed, I had to agree. Dazed and exhausted.

      “All right,” she said, and stifled a yawn. “But I’m sure I’ll have lots more questions when I can think straight again.”

      The White Knight gave her a wry smile. “I look forward to answering them as well as I can. Get your rest.”

      “We need to be careful with this,” Hatter said. “The Caterpillar at the club tonight, and the Queen’s guards— If they form any suspicion and pass it on to the Queen— They might have already.” His jaw worked. He glanced at me. “Chess, you could… you could slip in and overhear…”

      My shoulders stiffened. He trailed off completely at the grin I gave him, deliberately baring my sharpest teeth. “My ability to slip sight does not include slipping through walls,” I said with deliberate firmness. “Where the doors are locked, I still can’t go.”

      That wasn’t what he’d been thinking of, and we both knew it. But he’d sworn to me to hold his tongue about that one thing—the White Knight didn’t know, and I’d rather keep it that way, in regards to both him and everyone else in this room. It was the one piece of myself I still owned. The one piece no one was going to use, not again.

      Hatter’s mouth twisted in apology. “Never mind. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      I let my grin relax to show his contrition was acceptable. “The Caterpillar saw a Dreamer,” I said, to set his mind more at ease. “The guards were occupied with their beating. No one even knows her name except for us.”

      Lyssa’s attention snapped to me. “Should I not tell anyone else my name? Why would that matter?”

      That was an entirely different rabbit hole. “It’s just best if the bastards have as little as possible to work with, I’d think.” I slid off the stool.

      The White Knight nodded. “I’ve been tracking talk around the palace,” he said. “If there’s any reason for concern, I’ll know.” He paused, and let his knuckles brush over Lyssa’s hair, so lightly the strands barely moved. “You’re in good hands. And the moment you decide you need to make your way home, temporarily or for good, all you have to do is say so.”

      Hatter made a faintly scoffing sound. Lyssa just gazed at the White Knight. Her expression, still dazed but with a hint of what looked like longing, made the niggling in my chest coil tighter.

      Outside, he and I headed down the street together. It didn’t much matter where I went in this last hour or so before midnight reset all our clocks. I might slink back around the club, just to taste the atmosphere. But first I wanted confirmation.

      When Hatter’s shop disappeared around a corner behind us, I pitched my voice low. “What did you offer Sealina to offset that beating?”

      Credit given where credit was due: The White Knight didn’t flinch or stare, or give so much as a twitch to suggest he was surprised by the question. Cool as a cucumber on ice. “Offer her?” he repeated smoothly.

      “You planned that scene in the club,” I said. I’d never seen the White Knight venture onto the premises without a specific purpose beyond enjoyment. “You set up all the pieces in a neat line and, oh, there they topple! You wanted Lyssa to see the other side of Wonderland.”

      He gave me a barely perceptible shrug. “I wanted what’s best for Wonderland. She couldn’t make a real decision without knowing. And wouldn’t you say that simply hearing tell isn’t enough to know?”

      I would. His admission didn’t sit entirely comfortably with me all the same. “So, how did you convince Sealina to go through with it?”

      The White Knight turned his deep brown gaze on me. At times, it could look fathomless. This time, for example.

      “I didn’t offer her anything,” he said simply. “She volunteered, because she wished to contribute to the cause. I guided her to ensure it wasn’t a crime so great they’d take her head for it. She’ll be well enough once they’re finished with her. We all want what’s best for Wonderland—to see its people freed, finally. Don’t you?”

      Damn him, he managed to work a note of concern into his voice even as he evaluated me. Concern for me, that I might be losing hope. He sounded as if he meant that concern honestly. Which sent a spike of guilt through me for nagging him on this subject at all.

      “Of course,” I said. “If you require my services again, you know you can call on me.”
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      The dark history the guys had shared with me filtered into my dreams, merging with images from my walk with Hatter. Heads bounced across a dance floor soaked with blood that flipped me upside down and cracked the sky. A pack of playing cards with razor-sharp edges blasted at me with a burbling moan, hearts and spades tearing into each other. I kept waking up to the dark room and a frantic pulse.

      Eventually, the dreams faded to give me a little peace, and I slept for a while. I finally raised my head groggily from the pillow to bright sunlight trickling past the mauve curtain. It had to be at least mid-morning.

      I sat up on the feathery-soft mattress and stiffened to keep from swaying with momentary dizziness. My gaze fell on a little silver tray on the nightstand—a tray that hadn’t been there last night. Two familiar-looking scones sat on it next to a teacup with its saucer set on top to hold in the heat. The porcelain was still warm against my fingers as I picked it up.

      Hatter had put in exactly the right amount of cream and sugar. And he’d left the scones I’d adored yesterday. I slid to the edge of the bed to eat the first one, reveling in the pine-y fruity taste, as if all of Christmas had been squeezed into a pastry the size of my palm. I didn’t care that it felt like spring around here. In scone form, I’d take Christmas all year round.

      I hadn’t realized that Hatter had tracked my tastes that closely. I wouldn’t have thought he’d go out of his way to cater to them. Leaving this meal here so I could fortify myself before I had to face the rest of Wonderland again… It was sweet of him.

      I took another bite of the tangy sweet pastry and smiled. I guessed he didn’t see me as a total hassle after all.

      After I’d finished my breakfast, I carried the tray down to the living area with me. There was no sign of Hatter or Doria other than a few dishes they’d left on the table. I guessed they weren’t breaking that habit any time soon. Since it niggled at me more to have them there rather than not, I took a couple minutes to wash them. Then I ventured down to the shop.

      The display room was empty, but a tapping sound carried from a doorway beyond the stairs. I slipped past them to peer into the back room.

      Hatter was standing at a table laid with felt and buttons and ribbons, twisting an elaborate bow at one side of a hat beneath a billowy feather. His deft fingers tweaked and secured each loop in a rapid dance. Something about the movement sent a tingle through me.

      I took another step forward, and he glanced up. His hat—a bowler today, forest-green like his suit—had tipped low on his head. He fastened the ribbon with a swift press and nudged the brim of the bowler higher on his head, considering me with an oddly wary gaze. Maybe he just wasn’t sure how I’d processed everything I’d heard last night.

      “You still make hats, even though they’ll only last until the end of the day?” I said.

      “Wonderlanders still crave the occasional novelty,” he said. “They give me their requests one day and pick them up the next.”

      “Oh. That makes sense.” Why had I started with that opening? I tried again.

      “Thank you for breakfast,” I said, not knowing how to express my deeper gratitude for the consideration it showed without embarrassing myself or him, or both of us. I didn’t even know how big of a gesture it was in this place with its standards, which were even more warped compared to my world back home than I’d believed at first.

      “You enjoyed it?” he said with a slight twitch of his lips toward a smile. A real one, the kind that made the corners of his eyes crinkle. I had to drag my gaze away before I just stood there staring at him, waiting for the smile to grow.

      “Very much.” I picked up a half-finished hat from a shelf to the side, just to have something to do. “Keep a stash of those scones around, and I’ll have no complaints about anything.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Then he paused, his head shifting just a bit, as if he’d meant to look at me and thought better of it. “How long are you planning on staying?”

      His tone was careful, but I didn’t get the impression it was a hint that he was trying to kick me out.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I guess I should get going to see Theo and find out what his whole plan is that he thinks I can help with. From the way things worked the last time I came, I think I can stay at least a few more days before anyone starts to worry.”

      Melody had given me twenty-four hours before she went into panic mode about my supposed date. I didn’t think a full day here would be more than a couple hours back home. If Theo’s idea was going to require longer than felt safe, I should be able to slip back through the club’s mirror to avert disaster there before popping back here, right?

      The memory of Caterpillar looming over me with his segmented body and bulbous head made my skin crawl. I’d wondered before what would happen to me if his guards caught me sneaking to the mirror. Other memories from last night—the Queen of Hearts’ guards, the stories Theo and Chess had told me—rose up with a lurch of my stomach.

      Would Caterpillar have them beat me until I bled? Chop my head right off?

      “You’re leaving now?” Hatter moved to join me with a swish of his jacket and then hesitated again. “Would you want me to accompany you?”

      “I think I can find my way to the Tower by now,” I said. “It is the tallest building in the city. Unless… I should be worried about walking around here alone?” Nothing had gone wrong during my walk from the pond to Hatter’s shop two days ago, but that might have been luck. I had to look back on everything I’d thought I’d known about Wonderland from a different perspective now.

      Hatter was shaking his head. “The Queen’s guards don’t come into the city often unless they have someone specific they’re looking for,” he said. “And there’s no reason they’d bother you.”

      “Just don’t run around shouting out, ‘Down with the Queen! Hurray for the Spades!’?” I suggested.

      This time his mouth twitched downward. “You shouldn’t even joke about that.”

      His voice came out so rough that guilt jabbed my stomach, even though I wasn’t totally sure what I had to feel guilty about. “Right,” I said. “Sorry. It’s just a lot to wrap my head around. But I would like to keep my head, attached to my neck, and I say that with all seriousness.”

      “Good,” Hatter said. “You know, whatever the White Knight is plotting, you don’t have to get involved.”

      My throat tightened. I set down the hat. “Do you still think I should have gone home?”

      It took him a moment to answer, his hand bracing against the tabletop. “I think you’d be safer there. This mess we’re in is complicated, and you can’t have been prepared to dive in. All I’m saying is you should be honest about what you can do and what’s too much. It’ll be better for us and for you. You don’t have to jump just because he tells you to.”

      Did he think I’d never had to make the best I could out of shit? A flash of emotion from long ago, desperate and determined, darted through me. I raised my chin. “I have a pretty good idea of my limitations.”

      Then something clicked in my head, connecting this conversation to the one last night with his muttered interjections. Maybe his reluctance wasn’t just about me. Maybe Hatter’s offer of company hadn’t been to shield me on the streets but at my destination.

      “You don’t totally trust them, do you?” I added. “The Spades, I mean.” Or just Theo? But Hatter was the one who’d sent me to Theo in the first place.

      His wary expression came back. “I trust their ends,” he said. “The means… Different people draw the line between acceptable risk and way too fucking risky in different places. And sometimes even our own lines get blurry when the goal seems to be in reach. Just be careful.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that with me,” I said, remembering Melody’s ribbing.

      A shade of a smile crossed Hatter’s face. It warmed me almost as much as Chess’s grin could. “Maybe not,” he said.

      I left before I could manage to annoy him all over again. As I ducked out of the hat shop, a faint pattering sounded overhead. Doria scrambled from an outcropping of roof to a window ledge and hopped onto the ground. The fact that she’d managed her climb in one of those billowy gothic dresses made the maneuver even more impressive.

      She tucked her dark hair behind her ears and trotted over to join me. “You’re going to the Tower, right?” she said, a little breathless.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Are you supposed to be?”

      She shrugged with a sly little smile. “I’m not a kid anymore. I’ve done a heck of a lot more than he knows. If I went by what Pops says, I wouldn’t get to do anything.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of aiding and abetting Hatter’s daughter in her personal rebellion, but she wasn’t exactly a kid, and it sounded like she’d go off to see Theo and his people one way or another no matter what I did. I wasn’t so much aiding as observing the inevitable.

      “You’ve been helping out the Spades?” I murmured. No one was walking near us, but after Hatter’s warnings, I wasn’t taking any risks about being overheard.

      “I am a Spade,” Doria said, quiet but fierce. “And I’m good at it. I don’t go to the club to dance, you know. I listen to all the talk. I ask people questions no one would ask—or answer—if they were sober. I find things out.”

      I had the feeling between that enterprise and dancing, Hatter would have preferred she went to dance.

      “Does it happen a lot—what happened last night?” I couldn’t help asking. “The guards and… everything.”

      Doria bit her lip, which maybe was enough of an answer. “I won’t get caught,” she said. “I’m smart about it. It’s not as if Dad never—” She cut herself off. “Whatever. It’s my life, and I’d like to be able to have one where things don’t just reset back to how they were no matter what I do.”

      “I can understand that.” It was hard for me to even imagine living that way—for years and years. For Doria’s whole life, I guessed. How long had the Queen of Hearts held Wonderland in her grip this tightly? Hatter had said Aunt Alicia had come before then, but that only meant it couldn’t have been more than fifty years. Even five sounded like enough to drive a person mad.

      Maybe the constant cavorting and whimsy weren’t so weird after all. Survival, Chess had said. Easier to distract themselves…

      Even the parts of this world I’d wanted to bask in were made out of pain rather than the joy I’d thought I’d seen.

      Doria clammed up for the rest of our walk, which wasn’t very long anyway. She’d obviously made this trek many times, and she knew which shops to duck between, which alleys to veer down, to cut straight across the city rather than taking the more winding route of the actual streets. When we reached the gleaming silver spire of the Tower, she let out a pleased sound and waved to a stout young man with bright red hair and brighter clothes wiping down a table outside a nearby café. “Dee!”

      She bounded over to talk to him, so I went into the Tower alone. I hadn’t navigated the elevator by myself before. Even though this was my third time stepping into that narrow but vastly tall space, my breath caught as I stared up past all those dozens of floors.

      “Twenty-seventh floor,” I said, the same way Chess had both times. “Lyssa coming calling.”

      The air pressure jolted me upwards. I started to wonder how a waft of air could understand language enough to know where to drop me off, and then I reminded myself that I was in Wonderland and nothing I thought I knew about physics or engineering applied here anyway.

      When I stepped into Theo’s office, he was standing by the worktables, a contraption about the length of his arm in front of him. “Lyssa!” he said, with what sounded like genuine pleasure. He finished screwing a bit of metal to one side of it and came around the table to meet me. “I’m glad you came. Last night must have been a lot to take in.”

      “It was,” I said. Having him so close to me brought back the brush of his hand down the side of my face just before he’d left. My heart thumped in a heady beat. The White Knight had been captivating even before with that powerful aura of his, but knowing he supported the city not just with inventions and advice but also by leading its underground movement for freedom made his presence somehow twice as magnetic.

      So much on his shoulders, and he took everything in stride with that warm assurance. It was hard to imagine him taking any risks he hadn’t carefully weighed and judged worth it.

      “You wanted to explain your plan to me, and how I’d fit into it?” I went on.

      “I appreciate the enthusiasm.” He reached for my hand as easily as if he’d taken it a hundred times, but he only held on for long enough to lead me over to the table. A gleam of passion came into his eyes as he looked down at the contraption.

      “I’ve just been reconstructing my latest model of the pocket-watch retriever,” he said. “I’m sure Chess will be able to come up with a much fancier name for it when I unveil it. Allies of the Spades gather the necessary parts each morning, the ones I didn’t already have on hand. It’s taken a lot of time and experimentation to create something with all the functions we need.”

      He ran his finger over a crystal sphere that gleamed in the midst of the contraption. “This was the crowning jewel that brought it all together, and it’s the only one of its kind we’ve found, at least that we can reach. In some ways I’ve been lucky to have our daily resets, as it’s rather fragile, and I’ve accidentally cracked it a few times.”

      “Yeah, I guess being stuck in time makes trial and error a lot more straightforward,” I said. You always ended up back where you started… but you never lost anything either. “So that’s the key to, well, retrieving the watch?”

      Theo smiled. “Yes. Although this is only the second stage out of two. The first is how we make our way into the palace at all.”

      Of course. “There must be a lot of guards out there,” I said.

      He nodded without much evident concern. “But they too all find themselves reset when the day flips over. As I understand it, the Queen didn’t bother to put any in place that first morning, knowing they’d always be able to reach it before anyone else could. She does like to keep her staff on their toes. The guards are rather lax about making their way there since there’s never been any urgency before. We’ll have an opening of about half an hour—if we’re close enough to the palace already.”

      It wasn’t hard to put the pieces together. “That’s what you need me for,” I said. “You’re thinking that if I’m with whoever’s running the mission, they won’t be reset back to the city or wherever. We get as close as we can beforehand, and then as soon as the day switches, they can make a run for the watch.”

      “Exactly. Look at you, already three steps ahead of me.” The approval in Theo’s expression made me beam in return. He tapped the device on the table. “I’ll also need you here when I construct this on the day of, so it doesn’t reset into its pieces. We’ll have to experiment some to see exactly how involved in its construction you need to be to make sure the effect sticks, but I can walk you through the process even if it comes to that. For now, would you just pick it up for a moment?”

      “Sure.” I eased my hands under the device. With its rods and wires, it looked almost like a skeletal arm. I held it gingerly for the space of a few heartbeats and then set it down. “That’s it?”

      “That’s perfect,” Theo said.

      “What does it do, exactly?” I asked. “What do you need it for once you’ve made it to the room with the watch?”

      “Well… the Queen has some unusual ideas about security,” Theo said. “The room we can make it into isn’t the room with the watch. That lies on the other side of a doorway too small for anyone to fit more than a forearm through, in a fortified glass case. Our retriever will be able to reach far beyond that doorway.”

      He flicked a couple of levers, and the device extended to four times its previous length. The crystal hovered in the center as if balancing the sides. When Theo ran his fingers over a dial at the end he was holding, the crystal flashed. An image of the room beyond the far end of the retriever appeared over the handles. “This will allow us to aim quickly and correctly. Then this will cut through the case and catch the watch with a magnetic pull.” He pointed to a metal disc at the other end. “After that, all we need to do is pull the watch out.”

      Easy peasy, as my dad used to say. “All right,” I said. “I don’t even have to be there for that part, right? Just wherever you stake out the palace.” That didn’t sound like too much of a risk. If I did make the dash for the watch with them, I’d probably just slow Theo’s team down. An athlete, I was not. “Do we go for it tonight, then?”

      “As much as I’d like to see the Queen’s tyranny ended, we can’t afford to hurry this,” he said, “Once we’ve shown our hand, we may never get another chance if we’re unsuccessful. I’ll be making a few final refinements on the retriever while checking how you’ve affected its stability, and we’ll be going over the best current route across the grounds. I don’t want to ask too much of your time, though. It should only take a couple days to be fully prepared.”

      I’d already been ready to stay that long. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” I said. “As long as Hatter doesn’t get tired of hosting me.”

      Theo’s eyebrows arched. “Has he not appreciated having you as a guest?”

      It wasn’t really fair for me to complain after the bedside breakfast I’d gotten this morning. “He’s been fine. It just has to be an imposition when he wasn’t expecting any guests, right?” I said quickly, and groped for a change of subject. I ran my finger over the retriever’s metal sinews. “Where did you learn to invent stuff like this? Or were you just born knowing how, some kind of Wonderland thing?”

      “The White Knight before me took me through the ropes," Theo said, his lips curving fondly. "I suppose he must have seen some natural inclination in me to take me on as his apprentice."

      I blinked at him. "Before you? There've been other White Knights?"

      "It's just a code name, really," he said. "Or a marker of position as much as ‘Inventor’ is. There were Queens of Hearts before the Queen of Hearts, Hatters before Hatter." He cocked his head. "I'm not sure if there've ever been other Cheshires or if our Chess is one of a kind."

      "Oh," I said. "Then how long have you...?" I gestured to the office.

      He picked up another metal bit from farther down the table and started twisting it onto his device. "I've fully inhabited the position for more than twenty-five years now. Unlike Chess and Hatter, I was born into the freeze." He looked up at me, his deep brown eyes like a gulp of rich cocoa on a chilly day. "I was born into this world. I have to admire your dedication to our cause, to help us overcome our oppression. Where did you learn that compassionate fortitude?"

      I'd never heard anyone put it in quite such a complimentary way before. It sounded a lot more heroic than Melody teasing me about being a pushover. My cheeks flushed, and a hollow formed in the pit of my stomach. I picked up a golden gear and turned it between my fingers, letting the nubs dig into my skin.

      "I guess I was born into that position, in a way," I said. "My dad got sick when I was little—cancer. He fought it for three years, but he passed on when I was eight."

      The hollow inside expanded with the uncomfortable mix of loss and bitterness that always came when I lingered on this subject. I'd barely known Dad as a dad, he'd spent so many of the childhood days I could remember hunched on the sofa or slumped in his bed, often without the energy to smile or say much more than, "Hey, Lyss," in that increasingly thin voice.

      I soldiered on, because Theo was still watching me—because the attentiveness of his gaze told me my answer mattered to him. "My mom kind of fell apart. And my older brother, Cameron—he was just so angry. He kept picking fights, stealing things, getting into trouble any way he could... Someone had to hold the family together. Make sure Mom got to work, that the bills got paid, that there was food in the house. Be one solid thing in the middle of the chaos. So I made that me."

      The gear slipped from my fingers and clinked on the tabletop. Theo set his hand over mine. "That's a lot for any one person to shoulder."

      I didn't want him pitying me. His admiration was much more appealing. "I managed," I said, trying to exude the same effortless strength he did.

      "My condolences, as belated as they are. I can't imagine... My father wasn't the most present of parents, but that hardly compares."

      "I don't know," I said without thinking. "I can assume mine would have been a great dad if he'd had any choice in it."

      Theo's gaze flickered, and shame clogged my throat. "I'm sorry. That was a horrible thing to say."

      "It was an honest thing." Theo eased back, his face perfectly relaxed, his thumb tracing a tingling line over my knuckles. Had I imagined that flash of discomfort?

      He chuckled. "I'd be surprised if you and Hatter don't get along quite well. I hope your family dynamics are less fraught now that you're grown?"

      "Yes," I said. "Not peaceful, but definitely less dramatic." Now that he’d mentioned his dad, I couldn’t help asking, "What was your mom like?" What combination of Wonderland parenting had produced this stunning man?

      Theo's lips quirked with amusement. "Oh, she doted on me, gave me everything she could imagine I'd want. Unfortunately she rarely stopped to check whether her imaginings were correct."

      I thought about Mom and her unnecessary worries. "I know what that's like. Well, not so much the 'gave me everything' part, but the rest. It’s so frustrating when you know they love you, but there’s so much they just can’t seem to see about who you actually are.”

      “Yes,” Theo said, with a thread of something in his voice that made me glance at him, but his expression hadn’t changed. “That’s it exactly. If they even see you at all and not just an idea of what they feel you should be.”

      “Or that they’re worried you might be,” I muttered.

      “That too.” His thumb slipped across the back of my hand one more time. "Well, as sorry as I am that you bore those burdens, I’ll admit I’m grateful for whatever part they played in bringing you here to us. To me."

      Those last two words in his soft baritone warmed me even more than his touch did. “Me, too,” I said quietly, and drew on the fortitude he’d praised to grin at him. “Even if some of my life was tough, I decided a while back not to regret any of it, because who knows if I could do everything I need to do now if I hadn’t learned all the things I did back then? You’ve just got to keep looking forward.”

      “Indeed,” Theo said, smiling back at me. “Looking backward can be a treacherous thing. I—” He caught himself with a shake of his head. “I should let you go so I can get our plans organized, or I’ll end up extending your stay even longer. Enjoy what you can of all Wonderland offers while I set the pieces in place.”

      “Just be careful?” I said, expecting a repeat of Hatter’s cautioning.

      “I know I don’t need to tell you that,” he said, as if he had absolute confidence in me. “Although I would advise staying close to the city while jabberwockies are straying farther from their usual grounds, since I don’t have any vorpal swords on hand to lend you. Will you stop by again tomorrow, to see where we’re at?”

      “Of course,” I said. I’d come just to see him.

      He guided me toward the door, his hand warm on my back. “Let’s hope for plenty of good news. And, Lyssa.” He waited until I met his eyes. “If you should need a different place to stay, or you simply want a change of scenery at any time—my door will be open. No matter the reason, you can always come to me.”
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      They’d cleaned the blood off the club’s floor. I guessed that wasn’t too much to ask. Swaying up and down the miniature hills and valleys made me more queasy than exhilarated tonight with those images in my head—with all the knowledge I’d gained.

      Wonderland had come so much more starkly into focus in the course of a day, but not for the better.

      I hadn’t really expected to find the same sense of freedom I had before. That wasn’t why I’d come. I snatched a shot glass full of swirling neon pink liquid from a passing tray and used that as an excuse to ease over to the wall with Chess, who’d volunteered as my dancing partner even though I wasn’t planning on making a run for the mirror tonight. I could only picture the look Hatter would have given me if I’d asked him, and Theo had enough on his plate. Chess had actually appeared to enjoy the atmosphere here.

      “Give me the whole run-down,” I said to him now. I sniffed the neon drink and winced at the acrid mint scent. “How does Caterpillar fit in with the Queen of Hearts and her crew? It helps her the way he keeps this party going every night, right?”

      Chess leaned his brawny shoulders against the wall with a languid nod. The flashing lights reflected off his eyes as he considered the crowd. The blare of frenetic bass covered our conversation. I could barely hear him standing right next to him.

      “Caterpillar answers to the Queen,” he said. “She gives him control over this establishment and various luxuries, and he keeps the Clubbers happy and hazy. He has to toe the line too. His head could roll as easily as anyone’s if she took a disliking to it.”

      “Why does he have that mirror?” I asked. “What ingredients does Rabbit constantly need to get from my world?”

      Chess made a whirling gesture. “Drugs stuck in time don’t have the same potency. Rabbit retrieves a little substance, a little spice from the Otherland to ensure each night’s batch of drinks and edibles will dope the dopes to the desired effect.” He gave me a slanted grin. “We’re hooked on you, you might say. Are you going to drink that?”

      I handed him the glass, and he tossed it back. His grin stretched wider when he looked at me again. “Not bad. Don’t worry—even if I lose my head, I’m very good at finding it again.”

      I made a face at him. “I’d rather you kept it to begin with.”

      “Ah, we’ll all lose our heads the old-fashioned way if we can’t take a little pleasure when it’s offered.” He grasped my hand and tugged me back toward the floor. “Dance with me, lovely.”

      He gave himself over to the music, his muscles rippling beneath his shirt and slacks. With his expression soft and open, he’d have looked cherubic if it weren’t for the glint of fangs when his lips parted. A stray thought flitted through my mind. What would those pointed teeth feel like teased over my skin?

      I still couldn’t get caught up in the melody. Too many other thoughts were jostling for my attention. My gaze drifted over to the basement door across the crowd from us.

      Could Theo take his inventions through the mirror into the Otherland to make them real? Or maybe they’d still reset, unless he could find the materials there.

      “Rabbit has to collect new ingredients every day?” I asked Chess when I caught his gaze again.

      “They vanish into the ether, I expect,” he said.

      And even if that strategy would have worked, there’d still be the matter of getting into the palace. Too bad I couldn’t just bottle a bunch of Otherland time and bring it back with me for them to use however they wanted. They couldn’t work any of this plan without me right there.

      I still only had the vaguest idea where the palace even was. I kept up with Chess through another song, but that thought gnawed deeper until I couldn’t ignore it.

      When I shimmied closer, he set his hand on my waist as if to hold me with him. A flush spread across my belly. All three of the men I was counting on were way too fucking hot for their own good.

      I bobbed up on my toes to speak by his ear. “I want to see the Queen’s palace. Take me there?” It had to be easier to slip out to spy on it through the dark of night.

      Chess leaned closer. His lips brushed my cheek, and my heart jumped. “Why on earth would you want to waste your time on that horrid place?”

      For a second, I had trouble remembering my reasoning. “I’m going to have to see it sometime,” I said. “I’d just—I’d like to have a better idea what I’m getting into.”

      Something about those words gave him pause. He peered down at me, his pupils dilated, and for a second I was worried the drink had affected him more than he’d shown at first. Then he nodded. “All right. We’ll liven up the night royal-style.”

      He turned me so my back was to him, keeping his hand on my waist as we wove through the crowd of dancers. Was it wrong to be this attracted to three men at once? Maybe not in Wonderland. The club held plenty of trios and quartets along with the couples. Over there, three women were grinding on the same guy, this one with her hand up his shirt, that one caressing his face. Near the door, another woman braced herself against the wall with an ecstatic expression as one of her lovers kissed her neck and the other worked his hand between her legs.

      No wonder I could hardly keep my hormones in check with all the sex in the air around here.

      Chess ushered me through the doorway and out into the cooler night air. His stance became instantly more alert. “We go quietly until I find us a good vantage point, all right?” he said.

      “Lead the way,” I said. He hadn’t guided me wrong so far.

      We set off around the edges of town, buildings on one side of us and alternating trees or fields on the other. I ducked beneath the fronds of one of those enormous ferns leaning over the road, and Aunt Alicia’s key, still on its chain around my neck, shifted with my movement.

      She couldn’t have left me anything intended to help with Wonderland’s current predicament. The Queen of Hearts hadn’t even captured Time yet when my grand-aunt had been here. But it might be useful in some other way. First thing when I got back, after Theo’s plan had broken everyone from this repetitive cage, I was opening that box.

      Chess stopped once, touching my arm. I stood stock still beside him, unable to hear anything that might have disturbed him. We stayed like that for a couple of minutes before he relaxed and ambled forward again.

      When the street split, we took the branch to the right, away from the city. The cobblestones there glittered with mica like the rocks around the salty pond, even though only thin moonlight penetrated the scattered trees. The effect was like looking down into a slice of starry sky laid out on the ground. My stomach wobbled the way it had surrounded by all those upside down trees in Hatter’s Topsy Turvy forest.

      Okay, I was kind of looking forward to getting home, at least for a breather. There was such a thing as too intense.

      Chess’s fingers slipped down my arm to twine with mine. They squeezed my hand as a glimmer of light came into view through the trees up ahead. He halted, cocking his head and drinking air through his mouth. We walked a few paces farther and then veered off the road onto the tree-dappled hills.

      Chess paused by a dense stand of saplings hung with vines with fluffy leaves like giant dandelion heads. He motioned me into their midst. “Stay here,” he murmured. “I’m going to scout out our route.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he vanished before my eyes. He didn’t make a sound as he slunk away, literally invisible in the night.

      I rubbed my arms, more from nerves than from any real chill, resisting the urge to fidget on my feet. Minutes stretched by. A footstep crunched somewhere in the distance, and I froze even stiffer than I’d already been standing.

      The steps rasped over the ground. They didn’t sound as if they were coming toward me, but I also didn’t think Chess would have let himself make that much noise. I held my breath, the muscles in my legs tensing to run.

      The steps faded away. It took another few minutes before I could breathe normally again. Then Chess’s light voice spoke by my ear.

      “Time to go, lovely.”

      I startled and spun around in time to see his grin glint, floating in the air, just before the rest of him materialized. I smacked his chest, not hard enough to really hurt him. “You practically gave me a heart attack,” I said, as forcefully as I could while whispering.

      “I’m keeping you on your toes,” he said. “It’s a service I’m pleased to provide.”

      I made a face at him and swatted him again, and this time he caught my wrist and tugged me around so his arms wrapped across my chest. His whole solid body pressed against mine from behind. Heat flared from my core.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you, Lyssa,” Chess murmured, so sweetly it melted me. For a second I thought he would kiss my cheek or the crook of my jaw. Then he let me go, taking my hand like he had before. “This way,” he said, as casually as if he’d never touched me more than that.

      We walked through the trees a while longer—long enough that my dizziness from his abrupt embrace had faded when an odd sound rose up around us. A thin, erratic chittering filled my ears, like someone trying not very successfully to stifle a cruel giggle. My skin crawled at it.

      “What the hell is that?” I whispered to Chess.

      He tipped his head to the trees around us, hunched shapes that rose several feet above us before drooping back down to kiss the grass with their thin quivering leaves. “The laughing trees,” he said. “No one likes to come into this part of the forest—they say it’s unnerving.”

      “It is unnerving,” I hissed, but I had to agree that feature made it a good hiding spot.

      Chess guided me to one of the trees and helped me climb from branch to branch until we reached a small platform at the peak of its hunch. “How did you make this?” I asked, tapping the bottom of the boards.

      “I didn’t,” Chess said. “I found it. Someone used it before the freeze—maybe a Spade, maybe some curious kids. Funny how the two can act so much alike.” He winked at me and held my elbow as I scrambled the rest of the way up.

      At my first glimpse of the view over the trees ahead of us, my body went still, my breath catching all over again.

      The vast property began maybe a quarter mile from where we were perched. It looked like a cross between a Christmas festival and an amusement park. Red and white lights twinkled across hedges and glided around posts as if they were droplets endlessly trickling down. A massive gazebo floated in the middle of the gardens as if on a glowing cushion, turning in a slow circle. Flamingos and peacocks strolled between the lights. An enormous rose bush dappled with scarlet blooms twisted and turned like a maze across nearly half of the gardens and beside the high wall. Its tart floral scent wafted over us on the breeze.

      In the midst of all that stood a grand palace, its scarlet walls shimmering faintly in the night. Turrets wide and narrow sprouted up all around the domes that covered its center-point and each of the attached wings. Glazed pink tiles glinted in the garden lights where they framed the windows, some of which were shaped like six-petaled flowers and others like hearts. The Queen clearly didn’t want anyone to forget her full name.

      I spotted a couple of guards ambling past the palace. Closer, around the gazebo and throughout the rest of the gardens, strolled men and women, some more human and some more animal, clustered in groups of three or more as if in intent conversation. They all wore hats much fancier than anything I’d ever seen on Hatter, decorated with jewels and pearls as well as ribbons and feathers. The men had on tuxedos and the women ball gowns in various colors. Matching brooches sparkled on all their chests.

      “Who are all those people?” I asked. “I haven’t seen them in the city.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Chess said. He hunkered down and sprawled out on the platform on his belly, his chin propped on the back of his hands. My awareness of how exposed we were up here prickled over me. I copied his pose. I wasn’t sure how much chance there was of our being seen through the darkness, but the lower profile we kept, the less chance there was anyway.

      “Those are the Queen’s courtiers,” he went on. “The Diamonds, we like to call them, because of the diamonds she makes them wear to proclaim their loyalty to the Hearts family. They reside in the palace or on the grounds and pretty much never leave, living it up all day and all night. A lot like the Clubbers in the city, just in a much more posh venue. And they’re no less terrified, in my experience.”

      His mouth had curled into the closest thing to a frown I’d ever seen on his face. I hesitated and then ventured, “In your experience?”

      He let out a breath and recovered his grin. “I used to come out here sometimes to hobnob with the gentry. Diamonds have great appreciation for cleverness—or what they take for cleverness. If you can turn a phrase and a few tricks, play the wise fool, they’ll beg you for more. Not a bad day’s work for a little banqueting and lolling in the gardens.”

      Something about his tone gave me the impression he was trying harder than usual to keep up that playful demeanor. “But you don’t go out there anymore,” I said. “You said you only used to.”

      “The freeze hasn’t ground down any of us into our finest shapes,” Chess said. “I believe the spoiled go savage first.” He rolled onto his back, switching his view to the stars. “I won’t pretend we aren’t all mad here, in our various ways, but I decided I prefer the Clubbers.”

      “And the Spades,” I said.

      He made a wordless noise I took for agreement. The subject seemed closed. Maybe there wasn’t much more he could say about it anyway. It wasn’t my business how he’d passed his time before. The knowledge that he’d had access to that luxury and now passed it up in favor of risking his neck sent a wave of tenderness through me that I didn’t know how to voice.

      “I’m glad,” I said, trying anyway. “That you picked the city over the palace, I mean. I’m glad you’ve been here to explain things even if I don’t always understand and dance me through guarded doorways and all that.”

      He tilted his head toward me. His grin looked gentler now. His tone was too. “So am I.”

      My heartbeat stuttered. He turned his gaze back to the sky. I made myself focus my attention on the grounds.

      Where would Theo want his team staked out before they made their dash for the palace, toward whatever room that pocket watch was hidden in? Did he have a way for us to get over the walls unseen, or were his people going to have to get across the entire garden in that half hour of grace?

      My attention stopped on a spot on one of the towers where the garden lights reflected back especially bright. A symbol had been carved into the ruddy stone there—a heart surrounded by a sunburst. The Queen’s mark? It reminded me of the gem-and-teardrop marking I’d seen on that old buried wall and on Aunt Alicia’s box back home.

      “Chess,” I said, “I went out to the Topsy Turvy Woods with Hatter to get a key my grand-aunt left there. On the way, we came across a stone wall that looked like some kind of ruin. It had a symbol on it I’ve seen in my grand-aunt’s things—like a multifaceted gem with a teardrop in the center. Do you know anything about that, or why there’d be ruined buildings all grown over out there?”

      Chess knit his brow and hummed in his throat. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen the symbol you mentioned,” he said. “Or come across any ruin like that. But there was one time, when I was indulging in palace life, when one of the Diamonds went for a ramble outside the walls of the grounds and came back talking about seeing some sort of unusual old building.”

      Interesting. “Did they describe it?” I asked.

      “The Queen sounded rather disturbed about it, so naturally I snuck out there to give it a gander myself the first chance I had,” Chess said. “Whatever it’d been, the guards had already smashed it to the ground and carted off most of the rubble besides. An ever better disappearing act than my own.”

      “She was worried about people seeing it,” I said.

      “It would appear that way.”

      My hand dropped instinctively to the chain around my neck, testing the weight of the key. What people worried about showed where they had a weakness. “There must be something about those buildings she wants to keep hidden,” I said. “Something that could hurt her.”

      Would the contents of the box back home give me any idea what that was?
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      I felt a twinge of guilt knocking on Mirabel’s door at this hour of the night, even though she kept the oddest hours of anyone I knew. Maybe it was simply the knowledge that I was the last person she’d ever turn away that nagged at me.

      “Theo!” she said when she answered, with one of her dreamy smiles. “I’m always sad to see you go.”

      She was in one of her backwards moods again. Even with Time caged in the Queen of Hearts’ pocket watch, the personal timeline in our White Queen’s head twitched back and forth with no care for linearity.

      I couldn’t say I minded. If there ever was a time I wanted to hear about her memories of the future, it was now.

      “I can’t stay very long,” I said as we drifted to her assorted seating options. I could never be sure how much or how clearly she recalled events I hadn’t experienced yet. “I’m expecting a couple of people downstairs in half an hour.”

      “It’s good to see you for however long,” Mirabel said. She sat down at one end of one of her softly cushioned sofas, and I sank down at the other. “What can I do for you, White Knight?” Her lips quirked up a little at that title, as they often did.

      “We’re on the verge of a major move,” I said. “One that will put lives on the line. I wanted to ask—when I came here earlier, with Lyssa, when you looked at her you said something about the hands moving again. You saw the hands on the Queen’s watch, didn’t you? You saw Time freed?”

      Her gaze drifted. “Time can never be trapped for very long.”

      I supposed “very long” meant different things when you were barely bound by time at all. My entire life felt like a rather long time to me.

      “Of course,” I said. “From what you saw, will it be freed soon? Close to now, I mean?” Before or after this moment, whichever direction it looked like to her.

      If I set this plan in motion, could she tell me it would succeed?

      It might have been folly to hope for that sort of certainty at all. Mirabel’s hand fluttered over the high heap of her golden-brown hair. Her thin eyebrows drew together. “The days will pass in a daze, and then—oh, she is angry. The shouts, the screams. I am glad I missed that. I see—I see—”

      Her voice was turning ragged. I touched her arm to stop her. “It’s all right. Never mind. I shouldn’t have asked something that specific.”

      But the need to come up with something to even out the wavering of my thoughts still gnawed at me. There were too many factors beyond my control. For Hearts’ sake, Hatter had passed on word about that jabberwock prowling around much closer than the borderlands. Our land was shifting in ways I couldn’t predict. So many problems I couldn’t tackle while Time remained trapped.

      “What about Lyssa?” I found myself asking. “Have you seen any more of her since she came?” That was a more reasonable question, more pliant.

      Mirabel’s gaze traveled back to me, momentarily fully alert. Her mouth curled into a smile that looked almost sly. “It makes me glad knowing you didn’t always keep your heart so closed off, Theo.”

      My chest tightened, as if my ribs were closing around that organ right now. Dear Hearts and hopes, what exactly had she seen?

      She swayed on the cushion, her eyes clouding again. There was no way to hook onto specifics when she faded like that.

      “I’m asking about Lyssa,” I reminded her gently. “Lyssa… and the Spades, and our rebellion.”

      She made an amused sound. “Mmm. She’s right to have feared them.”

      A chill tickled over my skin. “Who? Who should she fear?”

      “They’ll all come from the same line,” she said, and her voice faded into a wisp. I couldn’t even be certain she was still talking about Lyssa at all.

      “Hey,” I said. “Let’s leave it there.”

      Mirabel tipped against the back of the sofa and sighed as if reflecting the disappointment I’d meant to hide. Her hair spilled across the padding. The angry pink botch of her scar glared where it marred the pale skin of her temple.

      I reached out and grazed the back of my forefinger over the skin just under it. “She really injured you with that blow, didn’t she?” I said quietly. “Inside and out. I would have liked to have gotten to know you before.”

      “So would I,” Mirabel said. A giggle spilled out of her. She spread her arms wide. “But who would want a child around who contains not just a beginning but every ending there is?”

      My mouth twisted. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “No,” Mirabel murmured, her momentary amusement fading. “No, it wasn’t.”

      I let my weight ease back against the sofa’s padding too, just for a moment. “You’re the only one who really knows me now,” I said. That fact had been true since the moment the White Knight before me had met his end. Why was I feeling it now like a fresh wound?

      Talking with Lyssa had stirred up more feelings than I’d bargained for. Feelings I couldn’t afford to wallow in, not with so many things that mattered so much more than me at stake. I couldn’t give her anywhere near the same openness she’d offered me so straightforwardly. I couldn’t even really talk to Mirabel when her understanding of our lives was so skewed.

      But I’d always been on my own, really, and I’d known I would be. At least I was doing some good now.

      I shouldn’t have come here at all, looking for certainties I knew no one could give me. If I needed certainty, I’d have to find it the only place I’d ever been able to generate it before: inside myself.

      “Are you all right, Mira?” I asked. One last question, both absurd and necessary.

      “I am,” she said. “As much as I am not ill. It will get better and worse. Who can say different?”

      “Very wise, as always,” I said.

      She leaned toward me, extending her hand, and I bowed my head automatically. Her lips brushed my forehead like a benediction. “It’s always lovely to have you stop by, baby brother,” she said, as if I’d just arrived.

      I straightened my shirt collar in the elevator on the way down, though it hadn’t been particularly crooked before. Then I tugged at the cuffs I’d unrolled.

      It didn’t matter if Lyssa’s comments earlier today had affected me more than I’d have liked. I’d accomplished my goals with her all the same. I’d forged a deeper connection, and now I had her.

      As long as I made sure to keep her.

      I knew what I had to do. I knew what I had to say. It would be that simple if I let it be.

      Hatter showed up at my office first, with a scowl and shadowed eyes. He took me in with a glance and propped himself against one of my worktables. “Do you have a whole closet full of that damned outfit, or do you just re-wear the same one every day?” he asked flatly.

      I smiled, relaxing into my role. I was the Inventor and the White Knight. And Hatter was easy.

      “It is always the same day,” I said. “Are you offended I’ve never come shopping for a hat? It seems like a waste when I’ll lose it at the stroke of midnight.”

      Hatter glowered at me. “I really couldn’t care less what you put on your head.”

      “I’m glad you still feel you can be totally honest with me,” I said.

      He sucked a sharp breath through his teeth.

      Chess diverted whatever acerbic remark might have left Hatter’s mouth next by sauntering through the doorway. “You called, your Knightliness?”

      “Good,” I said. “Now we can talk.”

      “About what?” Hatter muttered. “I shouldn’t have come at all. I don’t jump at your whistle. Doria and Lyssa are asleep back at the apartment—there’s no one there if anything should happen.”

      “Nothing will happen,” I said. “If you thought it would, you wouldn’t be here. But you raise a good point all the same. That’s exactly why you both are here: to discuss Lyssa.”

      Chess grinned. “Always happy to discuss a pretty girl.”

      I ambled over to my desk and sat against the front of it, giving them a moment to consider what precisely I might need to address.

      “The three of us are the only three people in Wonderland whom Lyssa both knows and will heed,” I said, resting my hands on the slickly polished surface. “So I believe we need to be on the same page. I’d like all of us to commit, right now, to protecting her here, by which we’re protecting all of Wonderland.”

      “It wouldn’t occur to me to do anything else,” Chess said breezily.

      I fixed my gaze on him. “Then perhaps you should avoid taking her on any further excursions by the palace grounds.”

      “You did what?” Hatter snapped, spinning on Chess. “Are you out of your mind—more than usual, I mean?”

      Chess didn’t look particularly perturbed, but then, he rarely did. He couldn’t be surprised that I kept a close enough eye on the area around the palace to have found out he’d ventured there with our Otherlander. It was my business to know everything that happened in Wonderland, or at least to give the appearance that I did where my reach faltered.

      “The guards never got close,” he said. “She asked me to take her—said she wanted to understand what she was getting into. A difficult request to argue with.”

      “Then don’t argue with her,” I said. “You’re all but made of cleverness, Chess. You can produce a dozen excuses out of thin air as easily as you can produce yourself. Use them on her, not on me.”

      He had the loyalty to look chagrined. “Fairly stated and duly noted.”

      “I’m not your lackey to order around,” Hatter said. “I’ve looked after her anyway. I kept my mouth shut when I thought that’s what you’d want, for all of Wonderland. Why am I here?”

      I looked at him without shifting my stance. “You’ve made her feel unwelcome.”

      A truly fascinating play of emotions crossed Hatter’s face. Somehow he managed to look vexed and startled and distressed all at once. It was intriguing. He wasn’t easy when it came to Lyssa. What exactly had been going on between them?

      Lyssa had implied that he’d expressed some irritation about hosting her, but she’d dodged the subject when I’d attempted to learn more. I’d thought it was simply her apparent propensity to defend everyone around her, but perhaps the situation was more complex than that.

      “Did she say that, or are you just assuming I’d be a poor host?” Hatter said after a moment. He’d managed to school his expression back to its previous disgruntled state.

      “She expressed some concern that you might not want to continue sharing your apartment now that her stay has been extended,” I said. “And I know you well enough to guess that she didn’t make up that worry completely out of thin air.”

      “I’m not going to fawn over her,” Hatter said. “She has a room; I’ve made sure she’s eaten; I took her all the way out to the damned Topsy Turvy Woods. If she’s not satisfied with that, the problem’s with her.”

      “I don’t think it is,” I said. “She’s a perceptive woman. I know you’ve divested yourself of any allegiance to the Spades. I know you disapprove of some of the activities we carry out. Your opinions are yours to own, and I won’t waste your time trying to argue you out of them. But when it comes to Lyssa, you need to accept that she’ll be working alongside us and at least act as if you’re on board, or I’ll have her move into the Tower and you can wash your hands of this situation completely.”

      Hatter wet his lips, his stance tensing even more. “I haven’t tried to talk her out of it,” he said. “I haven’t criticized you. I just want what’s best for Wonderland too. For Wonderland and for her.”

      “But you don’t think our best route involves her aiding us in storming the palace, and you’ve no doubt let hints of that disapproval show. I heard you encouraging her to go home last night at Caterpillar’s. You know what you’re doing.”

      “Do you?” Hatter demanded. “You weren’t here for the last looking-glass girl, but you must have heard stories, just like the stories I’ve heard of the two before that. The moment the Queen finds out she’s here—if she finds out the Spades have drawn her in—we could lose lands more than just the passing of time.”

      “If we all commit to watching over her, there’s no reason the Queen should have any idea,” I said. “I know you can’t want this endlessly invariable life to continue forever, Hatter. You can’t want that for your daughter either.”

      Hatter’s face flushed red. “Leave Doria out of this,” he said. “You’ve drawn her in enough already. Why should I trust in your plans when none of them have gotten us unstuck before?”

      “Because even I knew our attempts in the past were only parries to test our reach, to weaken the Queen’s if we could. And I know with Lyssa’s power we can see this one all the way through to freedom.”

      “Or maybe we’ll see it through to dozens more heads rolling in the streets. The only certainty you have is a teacup and some crumbs! How many lives would you stake on that?”

      “I’m not rushing in. I’m making all the observations I need first.”

      “Fuck your observations,” Hatter bit out. “Are you even going to set foot near the palace this time? We all know it won’t be your head rolling if it comes to that.”

      I eased myself off the desk, straightening up in a subtle motion, just enough to remind Hatter of the few inches I had on him. “Nor has it ever been yours. Let’s stay honest with each other, Hatter. It’s not me you’re angry at.”

      I said the last words quietly and evenly. The fierce light in Hatter’s eyes waned. He looked away and rubbed his mouth with the back of his hat, the tension in his shoulders deflating.

      “Are you going to protect her too?” he asked, his tone no longer accusing, only weary. “In this grand scheme of yours, will you make sure she leaves this place with her neck intact?”

      The image came back to me of Lyssa standing not far from where he was now, her gaze downcast as she talked about taking responsibility for her family at the delicate age of eight. The quiver in her voice and the iron set of her shoulders, fragility and resilience in striking combination.

      So beautiful.

      Seeing her like that, the thought had crossed my mind, She deserves better than this. It hit me again with Hatter’s bald question. I didn’t think he had any idea he was actually landing a blow.

      The answer was the same as it had been then. Wonderland deserved better too, and I owed Wonderland first.

      “I said the three of us needed to commit to protecting her, didn’t I?” I said. “I include myself in that number. I’d like nothing more than to see her safely home when our work is done.”

      “All right,” Hatter said. “I’ll keep on as I have been, and I’ll keep my judgments even more reserved. She won’t hear any reason to doubt you or the Spades from me.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Now go get some rest, both of you. I’m sorry to have asked you in so late.”

      Chess bobbed his head and beat Hatter to the door. When they’d left, I retired to the small room down the hall that contained my bed and not much else. It was almost midnight. There was little point in attempting to sleep just yet.

      I lay down on top of the cool sheets anyway. I’d never really gotten used to the faint jerking sensation that flinched through every nerve just before the day reset if one had any distance to travel.

      I closed my eyes, and then they were popping open to the jangle of my alarm clock.

      It quieted at my tap. One minute after midnight. Often times I went right back to sleep after it woke me. But I’d used that small bit of stolen time to rig it for days like this, when I had concerns that needed immediate attention.

      If I hadn’t done that, would I have still had some left now so that we wouldn’t have needed Lyssa at all? It was hard to say. At the time I’d thought I had as much stashed away as I could ever need. But I’d let personal feelings cloud my awareness of the greater good, and now it was all gone.

      I would not let my people down again.

      I padded back down the hall to my office. When I flicked on the lights, my bleary gaze shot straight to the pocket-watch retriever on the worktable.

      It was still there. I approached it with a thump of my pulse, taking in the details, the bits still scattered on the tabletop or the shelves rather than attached to the device.

      It had returned to the exact state and position it had been in when Lyssa had set it down there.

      A smile curled my lips, and the twist of uncertainty that had driven me up to Mirabel’s apartment loosened in my chest.

      The rules of engagement were clear. All we had to do now was go forward, and I knew exactly the way.
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      The sensation of waking up in Hatter’s guest-room bed was starting to become familiar. I’d slept more times in it now than I had in the bed I’d taken back in Aunt Alicia’s house.

      From the thin sunlight that barely managed to creep past the curtain, it was still pretty early in the morning. I pulled the fluffy duvet back over my head and nestled my face into the pillow that gave off a faint whiff of chamomile tea. Part of me wanted to just stay there, hidden from the weirdness of Wonderland and the terror underneath the strange until I could fulfill the role Theo needed me for and then go home.

      I’d never been very good at wasting a day away, though. After a few minutes, I exhaled in a huff and pushed myself upright.

      The least I could do was help Hatter out a little while I was here. Maybe there was something I could do in his shop that’d be a little useful.

      I looked over the dresses hanging in the room’s closet. Hatter had told me there might be something around I could borrow so I wasn’t stuck with just my two Otherland outfits, and then Doria had gone totally overboard, hauling in enough to last me a couple weeks. Anything in the apartment that wasn’t black, I guessed. No one had said it in so many words, but from the way they’d talked, I’d gotten the impression these clothes used to belong to her mother.

      The dresses had stayed here in my closet. Because I’d touched them? It was hard to imagine that if I’d been a Wonderlander, they’d have vanished overnight back to wherever Doria had dug them out from. She mustn’t be able to get any new clothes, at least not any she’d keep. Maybe that was why she’d been so enthusiastic about the thought of me having these.

      I settled on a smock dress with a pattern of blue and yellow overlapping triangles and not too many ruffles—whoever these had originally belonged to had really been into the frills. Then I slipped into the bathroom to wash up. When I emerged, my gaze drifted of its own accord toward the doorway at the other end of the hall.

      The door to Hatter’s bedroom had been closed when I’d gotten up the last two mornings. Now it was wide open. From this angle, coming out of the bathroom, I could see right to the back where he was slumped in an armchair next to a four-poster bed. I stepped closer with a flash of alarm that something was wrong.

      No, he was just asleep. His head had tipped to rest against the wall, a sapphire-blue top hat I’d never seen him wear before leaning askew on his dark blonde hair, the tufts of which stood up in even more spikes than usual. The jacket of the matching blue suit he hadn’t bothered to take off hung rumpled on his lanky body. His legs sprawled across the floor, one straight and the other bent.

      His face had softened with sleep, but a hint of tension still held his jaw. A pang ran through me. Why was he sleeping there and not in the very comfortable looking bed? What troubles chased Hatter even into his dreams?

      I had the urge to go over, ruffle his already mussed hair, and straighten his hat. Okay, and also the urge to lean in and kiss those thin lips to see if that would melt those last lingering worries. I didn’t expect he’d react all that well to the first part, though, let alone the second.

      I stepped backward, meaning to leave him be, and the floorboard creaked under my heel. Hatter flinched awake, his hat toppling right off. He snatched it with his nimble fingers and froze with it hovering over his head, his gaze finding me.

      “Sorry,” I said, my cheeks heating. “I— The door was open. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      He relaxed a little, setting the hat down on his head and rubbing his eyes as he straightened up in the chair. “It’s always open,” he said matter-of-factly. “In the mornings. Because I left it open the night before that day.”

      “The day when the Queen of Hearts trapped Time,” I filled in. He nodded. I hesitated, and then added, “And you went to sleep that night in your chair instead of your bed? Without even taking your hat off? Or is that normal here?”

      The last question got me one of those twitch of a smiles. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep in the chair,” he said. “I was waiting for news. That’s why the door was open too. I just sat down for a moment…”

      And he’d drifted off, and then the morning after, when he’d woken up like that, had been repeated every day since. Damn. “I guess things must have been pretty tense right before the Queen made that move, huh?” I ventured.

      “That’s one way of putting it.” He hefted himself out of the chair. “If you don’t mind… This suit has a day’s wear already.”

      My cheeks flared again. I was totally standing here gawking at him when he just wanted to prepare to meet the morning. “Right,” I said. “I’ll just—”

      I started to turn, and my gaze snagged on a piece of paper on the shelves that filled the wall on the other side of the bed. A white sheet, folded in half so it stood up, with a delicate charcoal drawing of a house scrawled across its surface.

      Not just any house. The house I’d pulled up in front of something like a week ago. Aunt Alicia’s house. And I’d know the texture of those lines anywhere. She’d drawn that.

      When my eyes jerked back to Hatter, his expression had shuttered. “I asked her what kind of a place she lived in once,” he said. “She drew me a picture. You were heading out?”

      “I was.” I grasped the knob and shut the door behind me for him. Then I hustled down the stairs to the living area, my face still hot, my heart thumping in a disjointed rhythm.

      I’d seen Hatter fully clothed and sitting in chairs plenty of times before, but suddenly that encounter felt as much a private intrusion as if I’d walked in on him getting out of the shower.

      I found the teapot and discovered it was both hot and full already. Some weird quirk of the time freeze or of Wonderland in general? I wasn’t sure.

      By the time Hatter made it downstairs, I had the table set with two cups of tea—Hatter’s dark and unsweetened, the only way I’d seen him drink it—and what looked like some leftover fruit loaf that was the closest thing to a breakfast food I’d found in the fridge. He must have gone to get those scones fresh from somewhere around here every morning.

      Hatter took in the spread with a flicker of puzzlement at the loaf as if he’d forgotten he had it. He’d put on a different suit, a mossy green that matched his eyes, and the tufts of hair that protruded from under his hat—a trilby, today—looked damp from the shower. Perfectly scruffily handsome.

      Suddenly my mind was speculating about what I might have seen if I had walked in on him in the shower, which really didn’t help me with keeping my composure.

      “I figured it was my turn,” I said, gesturing to the table.

      “I suppose that’s fair.” Hatter sat down in the wingchair and took a sip from his cup. Then he gave me one of those rare real smiles that crinkled the corner of his eyes—warm enough that my pulse fluttered. “Thank you.”

      Note to self: The fastest way to Hatter’s good graces was through his tea.

      He cut a few slices of the loaf, and I took one. It was some kind of mix of pumpkin and cherries, and pretty damn good for a loaf that had to be a few decades old. I managed to wait until Hatter had made it through a slice of his own and about half his tea before I let myself open my mouth.

      “You said you didn’t know my grand-aunt that well. You’ve got one of her drawings in your bedroom.” Implicit request: Please reconcile these undeniable facts.

      Hatter’s mouth tightened. He gulped some more tea. “I thought it was interesting, knowing what part of the Otherland looked like. And now that Time’s trapped, I can’t move it or get rid of it even if I’d like to.”

      That answer didn’t completely sate my curiosity, but it did prompt a different line of thought.

      “When the Queen did that,” I said. “Trapping Time—it wasn’t very long after Aunt Alicia came here?”

      “No,” Hatter said flatly. “Not very long at all.”

      I tried to fit together all the pieces of information I’d gained and the observations I’d made over the course of the last few days, but they still didn’t quite form a picture I could comprehend. “Did you use to help out the Spades?” I asked. “Back then?”

      “I’m not sure how what I did or didn’t do however many decades ago is relevant.”

      Okay, I’d managed to lose his good mood almost as quickly as I’d induced it. Somehow I didn’t think offering him a refill was going to cut it. “I’m just trying to make sense of everything,” I started.

      Hatter set his cup down with a clunk loud enough to cut off the rest of what I might have said. “Lyssa,” he said in a weary tone. “All you need to know is whatever plan the White Knight gave you and how you fit into that. Could you please leave off the rest?”

      The strain in his voice made my heart squeeze. I wasn’t asking that much of him, was I? Just the barest basics of why I was even here staying with him, why he’d sent me to Theo, when his current connection to the Spades seemed to be mainly via his daughter and against his wishes at that.

      The question fell from my mouth before I could catch it. “Why don’t you like me?”

      It sounded so pathetic that I winced inwardly. Hatter blinked, his jaw twitching. “Sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t—”

      “No,” he said. “What makes you think I don’t ‘like’ you?”

      It was my turn to blink at him. “You wanted me to leave. It seems to make you grouchy that I’m here, that I want to talk about anything that’s going on or anything to do with my grand-aunt. Sometimes I think we’re okay, but then— I don’t really know what I’m doing here, or what’s normal. If I did something that offended you or I’ve crossed a line or something, I apologize. You could just tell me.”

      He was still studying me with an inscrutable expression. At least he didn’t look pissed off anymore.

      “Why would you care what I think of you anyway?” he asked.

      I opened my mouth and closed it, my throat constricting. But that was a fair question. If I was asking him things like that, the least I could do was answer honestly first.

      “I just—” I looked down at my hands. Oh, come on, Lyssa. Gripping the arms of the beach chair, I tugged it around so I was facing him straight on.

      “Why wouldn’t I care?” I said. “I like you, okay? I mean, as much as you’ve let me get to know you. I like… that you offer little acts of kindness without making a big deal out of it, and that you don’t mind showing you’re annoyed when you are, and how much you obviously care about Doria. I like that you can joke around when you let your guard down. Out of everyone in this crazy place, you’re the person who feels the most real, and I need that, so if I’ve put my foot in it without realizing or—or…”

      I lost track of my words when I met his eyes again. Something in his face had brightened without an actual smile, but those eyes had darkened to a hungry shade that touched me like fingers being trailed over my skin. A shiver of anticipation raced through me, even though he hadn’t made any move to really touch me at all.

      His voice came out in its usual light tenor, without the slightest edge. He sounded almost amused. “And all it would take to make you happy is for me to like you?”

      My pulse skipped a beat. This wasn’t that crazy, was it? Even if it was, didn’t I owe it to myself to do at least one truly crazy thing in the short time I was here?

      I scooted to the edge of my chair. “You know,” I said, “I think I’ll aim a little higher than that.”

      Leaning in, I curled my fingers around his silky tie and tugged him to me.

      I didn’t have to pull very hard. Hatter met me halfway, his mouth colliding with mine and his fingers teasing into my hair, and God almighty, I didn’t give a shit whether he liked me or not if I could have him like this. No one had ever kissed me like Hatter before.

      He kissed like he meant it, like he’d never meant anything more. His mouth was hot and sharp with the taste of his tea, and the smell of him, bright lime and dark wood-smoke, washed over me. The graze of his fingers through my hair sent sparks over my scalp.

      If he’d been hungry, then apparently I’d been starving just for this. I wanted to inhale him, to devour him—wanted it even more as he kissed me again with his tongue searing over mine.

      He was still too fucking far away.

      Hatter must have agreed, because his hand dropped down my side. Without breaking the kiss, he guided me up from the chair. His fingers caught my thigh in their deft grip. He hefted me onto the edge of the table, my legs splaying, his whole torso flush against mine.

      My hip bumped into a teacup. It toppled to the floor with a crunch of shattering porcelain.

      Hatter jerked back just far enough to stare down at the broken cup. He looked dazed, if he didn’t recognize what he was seeing. His chest heaved with a ragged breath.

      “I’m sorry,” I said automatically, though technically it was his fault the cup had fallen. Sitting on the table hadn’t been my idea. Even if I was totally on board with it.

      Hatter’s hand was still on my thigh. His thumb traced a slow arc through the fabric of the dress as he raised his head. Only about a foot of space had opened between us. As he hesitated, his eyes searching mine, I thought I saw the hunger overcoming the uncertainty in his expression. I could have sworn he was about to shift forward and reclaim my lips when footsteps thundered down the stairs behind him.

      “Dad!” Doria shouted before she’d rounded the corner, panic crackling through her voice.

      Hatter shoved himself away from me and around to face her. I hopped down onto the floor and swiped my dress straight just as his daughter came into view.

      “The Knave’s here,” Doria said in a frantic whisper. “He just went into the shop. I think—”

      A heavier set of footsteps rattled the stairs leading up to the apartment.
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      Hatter stiffened at the footsteps. He waved at Doria and me with a jerk of his arm. “Get yourself and Lyssa out of here,” he said to his daughter in a low urgent voice. “Onto the roof. Stay out of sight. Go!”

      He strode past me with his gaze fixed on the apartment door. I didn’t know what to do other than hustle over to Doria. She grabbed my arm and urged me up the stairs.

      We kept going past the third floor, up to the fourth I’d never ventured into before. It was set up like a separate apartment of its own. We darted through a little open-concept kitchen and into what looked like a master bedroom, the covers bunched as if two different people had been sleeping under them.

      I didn’t have much time to think about that. Doria shoved open the window at the other end of the room and motioned for me to follow her.

      She clambered out onto the roof, and I followed her. The cyan tiles under my feet felt like rubber, which at least was quiet.

      Doria eased the window back down, clicking it into the frame. “Dad will come get us when it’s safe,” she whispered, and scooted farther across the slanted surface. We were at the back of the house, looking onto a stumpier one with a top like an inverted vault, the kind of thing skateboarders might have enjoyed taking a spin on.

      Doria crept around to the side of the building and peered onto the street. Her shoulders were rigid, her face still pale as the warm wind whipped through her hair. I shoved my own hair back from my face as I sat gingerly on the tiles.

      A few strands grazed my lips, still tender from kissing Hatter. I was pretty sure Doria had been so distracted by her panic that she’d missed any shift in the dynamic between me and her dad.

      What was going on in the rooms beneath us now? Was Hatter going to be okay? Doria hadn’t seemed like the type to be easily fazed.

      “Who is this Knave guy?” I murmured.

      She sat back on her heels, keeping her body low. “He’s the leader of the Hearts’ Guard,” she said. “He doesn’t usually come into town unless he’s investigating the Spades—or he’s got orders to take somebody’s head.”

      My mouth went dry. “But Hatter’s not— He hasn’t done anything.”

      “No,” Doria said quietly. “Not in a long time, anyway. But I’ve done plenty.”

      Oh. I groped for something to say and reached over to squeeze her shoulder. “He’ll know what to do, right? He’s gotten by all this time. He’ll be okay, and I’m sure he’ll make sure you’re okay too.”

      I suspected Hatter would have confessed to the highest crime in the land before he let the Queen’s guards pin Doria with it, but saying that wasn’t going to comfort her.

      “Yeah,” she said. “It might not be anything serious at all. The Knave didn’t look angry or anything… I don’t know. It’s hard to tell. He has this face… You’ll see.”

      After what I’d heard about the guy so far, I kind of hoped I didn’t.

      “So, your dad used to be involved with the Spades?” I said, partly to distract her from the possible catastrophe below, but partly because I just wanted to know. “He’s not very interested in filling me in.”

      “He wouldn’t be,” Doria said. “He won’t tell me anything about what-all he used to do either. But I know he did things. I’ve heard the way he talks with Chess or the other guys sometimes.” She scowled. “He gets all worked up about me taking on the smallest errand for them when he was running around helping destabilize the Hearts for years longer than I’ve even been alive.”

      “He’s worried about you,” I suggested. “He doesn’t want you to put yourself in danger. I think that’s pretty normal parental stuff.” When you had parents who were functioning reasonably normally.

      “Yeah, well, he got to make that decision for himself, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t be able to make my own decisions too. We’re not going to take down the Queen if we’re playing it safe.” She cupped her hands together, massaging one thumb over the other. “They killed my mom and my other dad, you know. My birth parents. The guards came and grabbed them one night, dragged them out into the street, and—”

      Her voice broke. I’d momentarily lost mine. The bed downstairs with the empty hollows under the covers made a sudden sick sort of sense. It must reset every night as if the figures who’d used to sleep there would reappear even after death.

      “I’m sorry,” I managed finally.

      Doria grimaced at her hands. “He doesn’t like to talk about that either. It’s only a warning, telling me I don’t want to end up like they did. But I think… I think I’m a lot more likely to lose my heart while the Hearts are still in charge than if we can topple them. They deserve to fall after everything they’ve done, and if I can make that happen faster, of course I’m going to.”

      Funny how the exact same tragedy could make Hatter and his daughter veer in completely different directions. Other than that it wasn’t funny at all.

      Doria edged forward to survey the street. Her head cocked. “Interesting,” she said under her breath.

      “What?”

      She motioned to a woman who was walking by on the street, briefly visible to me in the gap between Hatter’s house and the next.

      I would have known the woman was one of the courtiers Chess had called “Diamonds” even if I hadn’t caught the glitter of the diamond brooch on her chest. She held her head at a haughty angle, more diamonds dripping from her coiled blond hair and the rims of her ears. The lavender fabric of her sleek fur-trimmed coat rippled around her with her sharply elegant strides. Her lips were pursed as if with distaste at her surroundings.

      “That’s the Duchess,” Doria whispered, tracking the woman’s path. “I’ve never seen her in the city at all before. I wonder where she’s going…”

      A wild glint lit in her eyes. She glanced at me. “What do you say we find out? We’re safer being somewhere else as long as the Knave’s here at home anyway.”

      My body balked automatically. Staying put felt a hell of a lot safer to me, but her logic made sense too. And there was something a little desperate about the gleam in Doria’s eyes. Maybe she needed a better distraction than I could give her on my own.

      “All right,” I said. “But I don’t think we should go down there. We don’t want her seeing us, right?”

      “Of course not,” Doria said. “No problem.” She scooted down to the edge of the roof, poised, and sprang across the two-foot gap to the neighbor’s, which was flat other than several protrusions that might have been chimneys bent at right angles.

      Gathering my courage, I crept after her. The jump wasn’t all that hard, really, just a thump of shock through my knees. Doria had already dashed to the other side of the roof. She sprang from there onto the next and peeked over one of its many dormers to check the road.

      “Still walking!” she called back to me in a hushed voice as I reached the gap.

      We went on like that across several buildings. As luck would have it, the Duchess turned in our direction at the next corner. We followed her around the bend. I eyed the next street up ahead, knowing there was no way we could keep up our amateur surveillance operation across the rooftops, unless Doria had some trick up her sleeve for leaping ten or more feet at a time.

      Doria snatched another glance below and hesitated, braced against a slice of metal-lined roof that appeared to have been tipped on its side. “She stopped,” she said when I came up beside her.

      The Duchess certainly had. She swiveled in a slow circle, taking in the shops around her, her hand propped against her chin in a dainty gesture. With a sigh loud enough that I heard it from the rooftop, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She looked for all the world as if she were waiting for someone. Who would she have come here to meet?

      “This is really weird, right?” I murmured. “Her being here at all—even by Wonderland standards?”

      “Especially by Wonderland standards.” Doria made a face. “The only time I’ve ever crossed paths with a Diamond in the city, he looked at me like he thought I might stab him just for the fun of it. That was when I was ten. They don’t think much of Clubbers or Spades, and that’s about all you get in the city.”

      “Chess said something about the Queen blaming the Spades for her son dying,” I said. “Was he really murdered?” If the Diamonds bought into the story about the Spades having killed him, that could explain the kind of reaction Doria had gotten.

      “Yep,” Doria said. “It was way before I was born, but what I’ve heard from sources I trust is it looked like some thief broke into the palace, and the prince caught them in the middle of the heist. Whoever it was cut his head right off. Apparently the Queen found him—his head, lying there in a pool of blood, with broken pieces of pottery from the vase the thief had been going to take all around.”

      She shuddered as I cringed at the image. “Because beheading is the way she kills ‘traitors,’ she assumed it had to be a rebel who did it,” she went on. “But it wasn’t us. No one in the Spades would have done it. I’m sure of that. He was younger than me, you know? Thirteen and murdered over a vase they didn’t even get to take.”

      I might have questioned Doria’s certainty that it couldn’t have been anyone associated with the Spades, but Chess had been around back then, and he’d sounded certain the Spades hadn’t been involved too. Whatever I thought about the Queen of Hearts, losing a kid like that had to be awful. And that murderer must still be on the loose. Wonderful.

      Doria’s gaze jerked up. “She’s on the move again.”

      The Duchess strolled farther down the street at a more leisurely pace. I got the impression she was lingering as if still waiting for someone to catch up with her. She meandered past the next cross-street and started to travel out of reach. Doria was scanning the side of the building as if she were considering climbing down to the street after all when a figure shimmered into view just in front of the Duchess. My heart stopped.

      It was Chess. I knew it before the sun even caught on his auburn hair and brawny shoulders, because who else could step out of the air like that?

      Doria went still, staring. She obviously found the sight as unexpected as I did. Why would Chess go speak to a Diamond?

      The Duchess didn’t look at all startled. She tucked her hand under her chin again and smiled coyly, grazing her other hand down his shirt at the same time in a very familiar way. Chess said something and batted her hand to the side, but he stayed there, tense yet ready to talk. The Duchess commented on something, and he nodded. They were too far away for us to make out even a hint of their voices.

      The realization settled over me: She’d been looking for him. Waiting for him. Knowing somehow that he’d find out she was there and come to her? He’d said he’d mingled with the Diamonds at the palace in the past, but he’d also sounded disgusted with them now. Yet here he was, gabbing away with one of them. Showing up as if he’d allowed her to summon him.

      My stomach knotted. He had to be up to something that the others didn’t know about. He couldn’t be helping the Diamonds somehow, double-crossing the Spades, could he?

      My legs wobbled under me. I dragged in a breath and sank down on a glossy black bubble that protruded from the roof. Even when I tipped my head into my hands, my thoughts swam around like too many fish crammed into a bowl, slippery and colliding.

      The head of the Hearts’ Guard was coming calling at Hatter’s house. Chess was chatting with Diamonds. Theo had made it sound as if I just needed to step in for one simple mission and everything would be fixed, but how could it be simple when their enemies were already at our heels and maybe luring in the few people I’d thought I could trust?

      How was I supposed to know what the right thing to do here was? This wasn’t even my world. Right then, with a knife of longing that cut straight through my chest, all I wanted was to be home in my regular predictable orderly Otherland again.

      “Lyssa?” Doria said, with a note of concern. I swallowed hard and shook off the wave of dread that had nearly overwhelmed me. I didn’t want to freak her out. I was responsible for her now too, wasn’t I?

      That thought made me choke up all over again, but I pushed myself to my feet and managed a shaky smile. “I’m okay.”

      “They left,” Doria said. “The Duchess started walking again, and Chess disappeared. I have no idea what that was about.”

      I glanced back the way we’d come. “I guess we should get back to the house, then.”

      Doria rubbed her arms. “I don’t know. The Knave might not be done there yet. And I’m feeling kind of hungry.” She caught my eye with that sly glint I was quickly becoming familiar with. “What do you say we grab some brunch before we head back? There’s nothing suspicious about that.”

      “I think we should get back there now,” I said. “Your father will freak out if—”

      “Pops needs to loosen up,” Doria declared, the glimmer in her eyes turning manic. Without bothering to argue any further, she sprang to the next rooftop and then swung onto a fire escape of sorts that zigzagged down into the narrow alley she’d just leapt.

      I stood frozen for a second. Hatter wasn’t going to be any more happy if I came back without his daughter. Fuck. At least if I was with her, I’d know she was okay.

      “Wait up!” I called as loudly as I dared, and dashed after her.
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      It hardly seemed fair that in the space of a few breaths, I’d gone from gazing into one of the prettiest faces I’d ever seen to bracing under the scrutiny of one of the most foul. Not that I had much belief in fairness left.

      “When was the last time you went by the bakery?” the Knave was saying, his voice like the hiss of a knife scraped over a whetting stone. It fit his sharkish features. His whole head appeared to have been built to angle toward his bulging pointed jaw. His small wide-set eyes and the blue-gray sheen to his skin only added to the impression.

      He wore the same pleated red-and-pink uniform the rest of the Hearts’ Guard did, but with a thick crimson over-jacket trimmed with gold, and his heart-shaped helm stood half again as tall as that of any of his underlings.

      I’d had the occasion of being under the scrutiny of those cold little eyes a few times before. It never got any more pleasant.

      “I was there yesterday morning,” I said steadily from where I was leaning against the back of the wingchair. The most important thing with the Knave was to keep your cool. He clamped on to fear like a shark scenting blood in the water. So far his questions hadn’t given any hint that he was aware of Lyssa’s presence or that Doria had treaded too carelessly.

      “And what did you do while you were there?”

      “I bought some scones,” I said. “As I do most mornings. Baker could have told you that.”

      “She did,” the Knave said. “She said you picked up more than usual yesterday.”

      I shrugged. “I was expecting company for tea. I’m not sure why the Guard is concerned with my breakfast habits?”

      “We are concerned that someone has been skimming from Baker’s supplies.” The Knave studied me as if waiting to see if I’d show some guilt.

      I didn’t even have any to hide. “Skimming supplies?” I repeated with genuine confusion. “Why in the lands would anyone do that?”

      “I couldn’t begin to guess,” the Knave said darkly. “But Butcher and Cheesemaker have been trifled with too. You don’t mind if I have a look around?”

      His tone didn’t offer any room for argument. I held up my hands. “Be my guest.”

      He slunk through my kitchen, peering into the fridge, searching the cupboards. I might have found the whole process absurd if a prickle of understanding hadn’t run up my back.

      I’d been buying food that Lyssa had eaten over the past few days. From the bakery mostly, but cheese and meat for the meals beyond breakfast as well. A few pieces of fruit, too, but either Fruitsman hadn’t noticed or the Knave hadn’t mentioned that loss.

      Since the freeze, what any of us had eaten had made no impact on the shops’ stockpiles, any more than my sending someone off with a hat prevented me from offering that same hat to a different customer the next day. The flour and butter and whatever else Baker put into her wares would have reappeared in her pantry overnight.

      Other than what Lyssa had partaken of. The food she’d eaten would stay consumed just as her cup that first morning had stayed ringed with tea. After innumerable years of finding her ingredients in the exact same state, it couldn’t have taken much of a difference for Baker to notice their sudden depletion.

      The Knave couldn’t possibly suspect the truth of the matter, could he? There’d never been an Otherlander in Wonderland during the freeze before. Not that I’d heard of, at least. The effect of Lyssa’s presence had seemed as much a surprise to Chess and Theo as it had been to me.

      The Knave came around the other side of the table, and his narrow gaze fell on the cup that I supposed I had to accept was irrevocably broken. His eyebrows rose just a smidgen. “Got rather violent with your tea today, did you, Hatter?”

      Violent was not really the word for it. Even under his stare, my pulse kicked up a notch with the giddy delight of the memory. Watching Lyssa fumble her way through telling me everything she admired about me, reveling in the dawning realization that maybe what I’d been telling myself I could never have wasn’t so out of reach after all, and then her soft hair tangling around my fingers, her mouth hot and sweet against mine, the little noise she’d made when I’d kissed her harder—

      Fuck. My nerves were still crackling with contained electricity from that moment. A flush rose over my skin despite the Knave’s chilly scrutiny.

      He was waiting for my answer. I offered a sheepish smile. “I stumbled clearing the table. Nothing a new day won’t fix.”

      “Indeed.” He sidestepped the small puddle of tea and peered around the rest of the room, but he didn’t make any move toward the upper floors. Doria would have gotten herself and Lyssa out of view by now, but I didn’t want to test the limits of her skills of concealment if we didn’t have to. It was one thing for Chess to say he’d brought a Dreamer to the club; something else altogether for me to claim I’d been hosting one for days on end. The Knave would have a lot more questions than Caterpillar had.

      “Is there any other way I can assist?” I asked, bringing all my attention back to the intruder.

      “You can pass on the word of any murmurs you hear, if you know what’s good for you,” the Knave said. “We’ve been very easy on you considering the company you kept.”

      His vague gesture toward the ceiling brought back an utterly different and not at all pleasant memory. Only the most awful night of my life.

      The sensations washed over me in the space of a choked breath: the thunder of the guards’ footsteps as they’d barged into the apartment. My heart thumping almost as loudly as I’d stumbled out of my bedroom, only to realize it wasn’t me they’d come for. It’d leapt to my throat as they’d dragged March and May by, and I’d been about to jump in, to argue, to throw myself in front of the sword, but March had clutched my arm hard enough to bruise.

      Take care of her. Please.

      In the whites of his eyes, I’d seen our future if I took a stand. We’d all be executed, and little toddling Doria would be left alone. March and May were already implicated; it was too late for anything to save them. The guards clearly didn’t have anything on me—yet.

      So I stood down.

      Now, anger balled at the back of my mouth. They were better company than you could be to anyone.

      I held my tongue with a slow inhalation. A sharp retort wasn’t the best way to defend my old friends’ interests either.

      “I serve the Queen as I am able,” I said.

      I might not have been able to entirely smooth the bite from that comment. The Knave’s mouth pressed flat, but he turned on his heel and stalked out of the apartment without another word.

      I stood there for a long moment after he’d left, attempting to recover my equilibrium. When I was sure he’d moved on, I’d have to go retrieve Doria and Lyssa. I’d have to—I’d have to—

      I could feel the kiss when I wet my lips. The electricity thrumming through me had taken on a painful edge. What the fuck had I been thinking? I should know better than to get caught up in a little affection in a pretty girl’s eyes. Especially an Otherlander’s.

      She’d left her mark. These lips would never not have been kissed by her, the fingers that curled into my palms now would never not have gripped the smooth curve of her thigh. Nowhere she’d touched me could ever be reset, no matter what I did next.

      It was too late to change that. I’d already let her too far in. How could I feel both so thrilled and so terrified by that fact at the same time?

      The patter of my pulse as I headed upstairs crept toward the thrilled end of the spectrum. I’d talk to Lyssa about what I’d gleaned from the Knave, and we’d work out the safest course of action together. She’d want that. She’d proven with every action and word so far that she cared what happened to us here. That she could be the answer to the problem even the White Knights had never been able to solve.

      We might really be on the verge of freedom, thanks to her.

      And after we talked, perhaps…

      A shiver of heat ran through me. I caught myself on the verge of a grin as I nudged open the fourth floor window in what had once been March and May’s bedroom.

      No one came to scramble back through the window. I eased my head out, peering across the rooftop in one direction and then the other. My heart started to beat even faster, with a jab of panic that speared through my gut.

      No one was out there. Lyssa and my daughter had vanished.
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      Footsteps padded across the roof’s tiles. With a flash of relief, I pushed myself off the edge of the bed that still held the shapes of March and May’s bodies.

      The relief didn’t manage to dislodge the choked feeling that had gripped me the entire time I’d been sitting there, grappling with the question of whether I was more likely to help my daughter by going out in search of her or staying put in case she needed me here. Apparently I’d made the right choice. That fact wasn’t much of a balm either.

      I’d left the window a couple inches ajar. Doria tugged it higher and slipped in first with a swish of her partly braided hair. She stiffened when she saw me waiting there and then sauntered a few steps to the side to make room for Lyssa to clamber in. There wasn’t a scratch on Doria, only a smudge of icing sugar on her black dress that told me she’d been to the café that served her favorite currant-jelly donuts.

      “Hey, Pops,” she said.

      Lyssa caught my expression and winced. “I’m sorry,” she said. “We saw a Diamond on the street, and it seemed like it might be a good idea to find out what she was doing here—”

      “You followed a Diamond while the Knave was on the hunt?” I snapped.

      “We were fine,” Doria said. “She never even saw us. It’s not like we were in danger.”

      “You had no way of knowing that when you had no idea what the Knave showed up here for,” I said. My gaze jerked back to Lyssa. Lyssa with those big blue dangerously naïve eyes. “And then you went for donuts?”

      Lyssa’s eyes flicked to Doria and back to me. “We—I wasn’t sure if it might be better for us to be away from the house while he was there. I lost track of the time.”

      “Lost track of—”

      “Dad,” Doria said, raking her hand through her hair. “It was—”

      I’d been wrong. She did have a scratch—a raw pink scrape beaded with scarlet just below the inside of her wrist. My pulse stuttered. “You’re bleeding. Are you all right?”

      “I told you I’m fine,” she said. “I just bumped it on a rough spot on the ladder. It was no big deal. Look—”

      “No,” I said. “Go clean it. Bandage it up. I need to talk to Lyssa.”

      “But I—”

      “Doria,” I said through gritted teeth. “Go. You and I will have lots of time to talk later.”

      She stomped out of the room.

      “I really am sorry,” Lyssa said, her hands twisting together in front of her. “I didn’t want you to be worried.”

      “I was fucking worried all right,” I said. I managed not to yell, keeping in mind Doria’s keen ears, but my voice came out sharp enough to cut. “For good reason. How could you think it was a good idea to take off around the city like that?”

      She had no idea. I’d thought she was better than that, but maybe Otherlanders just couldn’t help charging recklessly into situations they didn’t fully understand. The second I’d let myself trust her—

      “We were careful,” she was saying now. “I swear nothing happened that would raise any suspicions. I didn’t even touch anything.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You should have stayed on the fucking roof!”

      “Okay. I’ll know that next time—if there is a next time.”

      “There won’t be,” I said. “I’d sooner deliver her to the palace than send her anywhere with you again.”

      Lyssa opened her mouth and hesitated. It was too damned hard not to see the pain on her face, not to remember the feel of those full lips on mine just a couple hours ago. The rage inside me clenched tighter.

      “Did something happen with the Knave?” she asked. “Is that why— You’re obviously really upset. If there’s something else going on—if this is about earlier too—”

      “It’s about you going off with my daughter and putting her and you and all of Wonderland in harm’s way without even realizing what you’re doing,” I broke in. “Don’t tell me how upset I’m allowed to be. I know the second you slip up, the second things actually get tough for you, you’ll be running off through that looking-glass back to your calm, peaceful home, looking-glass girl. You’ll vanish and leave us to pick up the pieces.”

      Lyssa’s jaw tensed. “What are you talking about? I’m here. You have no idea—if there’s anything I’m good at, it’s sticking around for other people no matter how awful things get.”

      A scoffing sound tumbled out of me. Her whole body went rigid at that. “I don’t have to prove anything to you,” she said, her own voice rising.

      “As a person would say when they know they can’t prove anything anyway,” I shot back.

      Her hands balled at her sides. “Fine. Fine. I’ll stop being such a huge problem for you then.”

      She marched out of the room. My heart tore as she disappeared from view. My legs screamed to run after her, but I kept my feet planted firmly on the floor and squeezed my eyes shut.

      A door thudded somewhere downstairs. I rubbed my hands over my face. The choked feeling had spread through my entire chest and abdomen.

      “I’m sorry, March,” I muttered. “You asked me for one thing…” And I fucked it up the second a girl like that looked at me the right way.

      I didn’t exactly feel as if I’d un-fucked anything yet. After a minute, I pulled myself together and went out to check on my daughter.

      Doria barged into the hall to meet me when I reached the third floor. “Why did Lyssa leave?” she demanded with a wave of her arm, the white bandage she’d pasted over her scrape flashing. “What did you say to her?”

      “Only what needed to be said. She put you in danger. She—”

      “She didn’t put me in any danger. We were perfectly safe.”

      “You weren’t,” I said. “I told you to go on the roof.”

      “And we did. We just went farther than that too. You can’t be angry at Lyssa. If you even stopped to listen for two seconds—”

      I reined in as much of my frustration as I could, but I could hear it vibrating through my voice anyway. “Listen to you? I’m your father, and—”

      “No, you’re not,” she spat out. “My father’s dead.”

      She might as well have punched the air from my lungs. I stared at her, a sharper ache spreading through my center.

      Doria’s face blanched with horror. “I’m sorry,” she said shakily. “I didn’t mean it. I really didn’t.”

      My anger seemed to have deflated too. All that was left was the lump in my throat and that awful ache.

      I reached out, and Doria darted into my arms. For a second I just held her, reminding myself that she was still here. That I’d managed to keep her alive for twelve years, at least, even if sometimes she seemed hellbent on ending that record as soon as possible.

      “I know, Mouse,” I said roughly. “But I also know it’s true. I— You know I’ve never been anything but glad to have you in my life, don’t you?”

      She let out a choked-sounding laugh. “I’d have to be pretty stupid not to, with all the trouble you go to trying to make sure I stay in it.”

      My lips twitched. I hugged her closer, and she leaned her head against my shoulder. It’d been a while since she’d grown out of the really huggy stage of her childhood. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it.

      After a little while, when the tension had seeped out of the air around us, Doria eased back with a quick swipe at her eyes.

      “It really wasn’t Lyssa’s fault, you know,” she said. “She just didn’t want to put the blame on me, I guess. Following the Diamond, and then going off into the city—those were my ideas. She tried to stop me. I think she only came along because she wanted to look out for me.”

      I found, now that the fiercest flare of fear and anger had faded, that Doria’s admission didn’t surprise me. I swallowed hard. That didn’t mean I should have let myself get caught up in that moment in the kitchen earlier, necessarily… but, Hearts take me, remembering some of the things I’d said to Lyssa made me cringe inwardly. That hadn’t been right of me either.

      I was supposed to be protecting her—I’d given the White Knight my damned word.

      Even if I hadn’t, even if I never touched her again, I’d still have hated the thought of Lyssa getting hurt. More hurt than she’d already been by my words.

      “I should go look for her,” I said. If she even wanted to see me right now. Someone should be looking out for her.

      I could chase down Chess first, tell him to keep an eye out. She wouldn’t have any reason to avoid him.

      “Yeah, you probably should,” Doria said. “And—I think you should know, because I don’t like sneaking around on you… I’m going to the big meeting near the Tower this afternoon. There’s no way the White Knight is going to let me in on the run to the palace for the watch tomorrow, but if I can help somehow from the sidelines, I’ll take whatever role the Spades will give me.”

      She braced herself as if she expected further argument. And a protest did instinctively spring into my throat. The wrenching of my resistance to the idea echoed the emotions that had gripped me when I’d lashed out at Lyssa. I stopped myself, absorbing the shape of that discomfort.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be accusing other people of running from the fight when that was all I’d been doing for the past twelve years. This wasn’t even Lyssa’s world. It was mine. What had I done in all that time to help us toward freedom?

      How could I ask more of her than I was willing to ask of myself?

      “Where is that meeting?” I asked, the question dragging on the way out. “And when?”

      Doria eyed me suspiciously. “I don’t need a babysitter, Dad.”

      “I wouldn’t go to chaperone you,” I said. “I was simply thinking… I might want to find out how I can pitch in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lyssa

      

      

      The betrayal in Hatter’s eyes and the accusations he’d made dogged me through the city. I couldn’t walk quite fast enough to leave them behind.

      I rambled beyond the buildings and out to the pond, peered into its salty depths until the restless tangle of my emotions urged me on again, and wandered farther until I reached the forest of giant mushrooms. The murmurs and laughter of the workers somewhere beyond my view made my skin prickle. I might be able to blend in while I was in the city, but no one else was walking this road. And even if Theo hadn’t warned me, I wouldn’t have wanted to venture all the way out to the bizarre hills where that jabberwock thing had come charging by.

      I retraced my steps to the city and set off on a meandering path through the streets. Without any conscious direction, my feet carried me to the place in Wonderland I’d come closest to pure joy. I looked up and found myself staring at the whirling walls of the Caterpillar’s Club.

      It was only mid-afternoon, the sun still beaming over the city, and the club gleamed with swirls of silver and gold. Too early for dancing, I thought, but as I was about to turn away, a couple of women—one an upright goat in a sundress and the other human-shaped other than her mink-like head—walked right up to the spinning building and blinked out of view into its depths.

      The responsible thing would be… would be… I didn’t really know. Hatter hadn’t wanted my apologies. Theo didn’t need me for his plan until tomorrow. He’d told me to enjoy Wonderland as much as I could until then.

      Fuck responsible, Melody would have said.

      I hesitated for only a second, and then I strode in after the Wonderlanders, picturing the doorway that had opened up for me before.

      As my feet hit the club’s uneven floor, a wave of calm swept over me. The vast room was hazily lit with softly pulsing lights that filled the space with a turquoise glow, as if I’d stepped into a vast tropical aquarium.

      Clusters of Wonderlanders lolled together in the dips in the floor. Some of them chattered in soft yet bright voices. Others blew streams of colored smoke into the air from slender pipes. Over near the wall, a young man had draped himself against the side of a rise while his two companions, a woman and another man, kissed their way down either side of his naked chest.

      I guessed Caterpillar’s club operated all through the day too.

      One of the clusters of smokers had noted my arrival. “A Dreamer!” one woman murmured to the others in a delighted tone.

      The man next to her waved me over. “Come join us, Dreamer. Have a pipe and savor Wonderland.”

      They beamed at me so welcomingly that I let myself walk over. They didn’t look remotely suspicious about my being here. As long as I kept my mouth shut about how exactly I’d found myself in Wonderland, why shouldn’t I hang out with them while I figured out what to do next?

      I hunkered down on the slope near them. One of the Wonderlanders made a beckoning gesture in the air, and a server appeared with one of those narrow pipes on a platter. He bent down to offer it to me.

      “Um, I don’t know,” I said.

      “Go on, go on,” the woman who’d identified me as a Dreamer said with a languid motion of her hand. “It’ll just make you dream a little more.”

      Chess had warned me about the mushrooms. He hasn’t said anything about pipes being a problem. I took it off the platter, my fingers slipping over the warm clay surface. Tentatively, I raised the end to my lips.

      The smoke tickled into my lungs and through my nerves like a drift of the softest snow, fluffy and sparkling, with just a slight nip of cold. It numbed the sharp edges of the memories that had been hounding me.

      “That—that’s nice,” I said, and the whole group twittered. Their laughter sounded pleased rather than mocking. I inhaled another gulp of pipe-smoke and relaxed against the floor with a smile.

      Their conversation, nothingness about the lights overhead and the shapes they could see in the smoke, flowed around me. Another server ambled by with little twinkling glasses, and I took one of those because everyone else did. The glittering liquid streamed down my throat with a sweet burn and filled my chest with giddy bubbles to dance amid the snow.

      I wanted another one of those. I wanted to just lie here forever. There was nothing inside me or out right now that could possibly hurt me.

      A new woman joined our pocket with a tray of paints and brushes. My companions oohed and ahhed. Soon the whole dip in the floor was dappled with looping vines and bushy ferns. I painted a ring of blooming flowers with delicate strokes. The man who’d invited me over in the first place dabbed petals along my arm.

      The lights started to dim. Music drifted through the room, quietly at first and then rising as more people streamed into the club. A woman with a fox’s head tugged me to my feet and spun around with me.

      The bubbles from the drink coursed up from my chest into my head. I laughed and whirled away into the growing crowd of dancers.

      The music caught me like it had before. I swayed and bobbed across the undulating floor under the strobe lights. Just a speck tossed on a vast sea, no one to answer to but myself.

      A server walked by with a platter of mushroom slices. My hand reached out to pluck one up. Chess had warned against them on the night I’d needed to make my way home. I wasn’t going anywhere tonight. It didn’t matter whether I kept my head clear.

      I popped the slice into my mouth and bit down.

      The cloying earthy flavor burst over my tongue. I swallowed automatically. A quivering shot through my limbs, my stomach lurched, and I was abruptly sure I’d made a bad decision. My spine was twanging and my head—my head was coming right up off of my body, peering down over the dancers I’d been in the midst of a moment ago. I groped at my neck—my neck that was stretching already twice its previous length, and—

      “Lyssa.” Solid hands yanked me down. Chess grasped my shoulders, holding me beneath the heads of the crowd, his blue eyes wide. “What did you eat?” he asked in the most serious and urgent voice I’d ever heard him use.

      I coughed and spat out the bits I hadn’t swallowed. “Mushroom,” I mumbled. The words had to travel so far up my still lengthening throat to my mouth.

      Chess muttered something that sounded like a curse and tugged me through the crowd, keeping me low and close to his broad body. He sat me against the wall. My head listed to the side on my extended neck. My legs splayed out on either side of me as ungainly as a giraffe’s.

      “Wait here,” Chess said. “And try to look small.”

      I might have laughed if I hadn’t felt so bewildered and out of control. I tucked myself as close to the wall as I could get and arched my neck to hold my head in my hands, willing the shadows to hide me. My eyes closed. The strobe lights flashed against my eyelids.

      Then Chess was back, a warm presence at my side and a hand on my shoulder, slipping what felt like another sliver of mushroom into my hand.

      “Eat that,” he said by my ear. “A bit at a time. We don’t want to go too far in the opposite direction.”

      I was too full of bright snow, giddy bubbles, and terror to totally make sense of that, but he sounded like he knew what he was talking about, so I did what he said. The moment I’d gulped the first chunk, my legs and my neck began to contract. I stiffened, waiting out the sensation, and then nibbled some more when my body hadn’t quite returned to its usual state. After a couple more tiny bites, everything seemed to be where it should be.

      “Can you walk?” Chess asked.

      I thought I could, but when I tried to get to my feet, my legs wobbled under me. My head was spinning. Chess made an apprehensive sound and scooped me right into his well-muscled arms.

      He tipped me against his chest and strode around the edge of the room to the exit. I grasped the smooth fabric of his shirt, inhaling the heady scent that rose off his skin, like licorice and red wine. So delicious my tipsy mind started wondering what he tasted like.

      We slipped out of the club. Chess stopped somewhere dark and quiet amid the trees. He set me down on a log and sat next to me, close enough that I could lean on him if I needed to. I tried not to.

      “What was that?” I said, rubbing my forehead, which thankfully was now no farther away from the rest of me than usual. “What happened to me?”

      Chess’s grin was tight. “The mushrooms make us feel as if we’re growing larger or smaller. It appears that they affect Otherlanders in a more literal way. At least the Otherlanders who are fully here and not just dreaming their way in.” He gave my hair a playful tug. “It’s a good thing you grabbed the larger kind and not the smaller kind, or I might not have spotted you at all. Trampled by Clubbers—not the way I’d want to go.”

      “No,” I said, and swayed.

      Chess caught me with his arm around my back. He studied my face. “What else did you have, before the mushroom?”

      “A very nice pipe,” I informed him. “And a sparkly drink. That was also very nice. Maybe I had two of those. I don’t totally remember.” I cocked my head in thought and got dizzy all over again.

      “I think you’d better have some of this, then.” He produced a brass flask from his pocket, unscrewed the lid, and offered it to me.

      I took a gulp and then another. The cool liquid inside coated my throat and stomach, and the snowy bubbly feeling eased off just a little. I peered at Chess over the top of the flask.

      “Why are you so nice to me?”

      He arched an eyebrow, his grin loosening a little. “Why shouldn’t I be? Don’t you think you deserve nice things, lovely?”

      “Hatter doesn’t think I do,” I muttered, and tipped the flask to my lips again.

      Chess chuckled. “I’d imagine the problem is likely more that Hatter doesn’t believe he deserves nice things. Perhaps it’s the pressure of all those hats weighing down on him over time.”

      “What about you?” I asked. As the fog in my head retreated, it occurred to me that I’d had reasons to believe Chess might not be so nice after all. “You like the Diamonds.”

      Chess’s jaw tensed. “What?”

      “You were talking to that Diamond today. Doria said she was… the Duchess.” I waggled the flask at him accusingly. “You said you didn’t like them anymore.”

      “Oh, Lyssa.” He nudged the flask back toward my mouth. “Finish that, and I’ll explain.”

      I might not have accepted that answer, except whatever he’d given me, it was easing me down from the high I’d barely realized I was on with each passing second. When I’d drained the flask and handed it back to him, my thoughts were still a bit jumbled, but I could connect one to the next without much trouble.

      The gnawing in my chest had come back too. I guessed I’d just have to live with that.

      “The Duchess?” I prompted.

      Chess tucked the flask away and leaned his elbows onto his knees, gazing into the night. “I told you I used to visit the Diamonds in the palace. I know her from then. The Queen’s people have noticed a few minor oddities around town, and she thought that I might have an idea why. That she might be able to coax something out of me more easily than the guards with their rods and their swords. She was wrong.”

      “Why did you talk to her at all?” I asked, remembering how he’d stepped out of the air to meet her on the street. “You could have just avoided her.”

      “The Duchess can be very tenacious when it comes to getting her way,” he said. “I thought it better to give her enough of an appearance to satisfy her and see her on her way than to leave her wandering our city all day.”

      His tone was casual, but there was still something defensive in his stance. Because I’d implicitly questioned his loyalty? If he’d wanted to hurt the Spades’ cause somehow, all he’d have needed to do was not step in just now in the club and let my odd presence be discovered. Instead he’d done everything he could to shield me. I couldn’t see how I could ask for better proof of his allegiances than that.

      “That makes sense,” I said. “You’d know what’s smartest better than I do.” I touched his arm, leaning in enough to breathe in his licorice-and-wine scent. “Thank you. For looking out for me.”

      “Of course, lovely,” he said, his eyes glinting bright in the darkness. I could have sworn I saw a flicker of desire in them, that he eased a little closer to me with a wash of heat. But then he was jerking his gaze away and standing up.

      He’d never answered my question about what he thought he deserved, had he?

      “I should get you back to Hatter’s,” he said. “Whatever he said to you, I expect he regrets it now. He’s been looking for you, you know, with rather a lot of urgency.”

      Because Hatter was worried I was off causing some catastrophe, probably. That didn’t mean he hadn’t meant what he’d said to me.

      The thought of going back to the apartment and facing his caustic tongue again made me want to curl up into a ball and go to sleep right here next to this log.

      That wasn’t my only alternative, though. My pulse skipped in my chest with an eager flutter as I remembered an open invitation.

      “No,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. “I think Hatter needs a break from me. I told Theo I’d come by today—I never ended up doing that. Walk me to the Tower?”

      Chess hesitated for a second—out of a friend’s loyalty to Hatter, I guessed. Then he produced his familiar carefree grin and offered me his elbow. “Of course. Lands know our White Knight will take care of you.”
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      Chess picked his way through the city so craftily we didn’t encounter another Wonderlander, even though I heard distant whoops and laughter—and once an eager moan that sent heat prickling through my chest. The Tower stood like a brilliant spire painted against the night sky, light streaming down over its silver walls from its peak.

      Even though I could have operated the elevator myself, Chess came up with me, his hand resting protectively on the small of my back. As if he couldn’t feel quite secure until he saw me deposited directly into the White Knight’s care.

      I couldn’t say I really minded his attentiveness.

      Theo stepped out of one of the office’s side rooms just as we came in. “Here you are,” he said, with a slow warm smile for me. His gaze slid to Chess. “There wasn’t any trouble?”

      “I believe I satisfactorily saved our Otherlander from herself,” Chess said, winking at me.

      “I’m sorry it’s so late,” I said. “I got distracted…”

      Theo waved off my concern. “Now is fine. You’re doing me a favor, not the other way around.”

      I ducked my head. “I was kind of hoping you could do me a favor too. I think it’d be better if I stayed here in the Tower tonight, like you said I could if I needed to. If that’s still all right.”

      “Of course,” he said, his tone softening. “It’s no problem at all. I’m not in the habit of extending offers I wouldn’t see through.”

      Chess gave my shoulder a light squeeze. “Good night then, lovely. Until tomorrow’s adventure.”

      “Is everything ready for tomorrow?” I asked Theo with a stutter of my pulse as Chess vanished into the elevator. I’d gotten so carried away I’d forgotten how much he and his people might need me for the preparations. The tangled bramble of my emotions dug its thorns in deeper.

      “There’s one thing I’d have you do now,” Theo said, “and you’ve come at the perfect time to see that through.” He motioned me over to one of his worktables, striding to meet me there with his unflappable air of assurance. Watching him, it was hard to imagine him ever doubting himself.

      I recognized the pocket-watch retriever sitting on the table from yesterday’s visit, although the current version had a few more wires running through it and other bits I didn’t think had been on it before. Theo set his hand on it with a fond smile. He liked making his contraptions for more than just being able to use them, I could tell.

      “This is finished,” he said. “With the best possible materials I’ve been able to track down. I’ve tested it, and I’m sure it’ll do what we need it to do—as long as we keep it with us in its current form when the day flips over tomorrow. Just picking it up like you did yesterday should be enough.”

      I eased my hands under it and lifted it. The retriever was awfully light for that much metal. I held it up for a few seconds, just in case the effect needed a little while to take hold, and then replaced it on the table with a questioning look toward Theo. He nodded, his brown eyes bright, as if he were picturing how that device with my magical Otherlander touch would bring him the victory his people needed.

      So much of his rebellion’s success rested on my supposed power.

      A wave of dizziness washed over me, knotting my stomach and rocking my balance. I braced my hand against the edge of the table.

      Theo’s smile disappeared in a blink. “Are you all right?” he asked, stepping closer.

      I shook off the dizziness and managed a smile. My stomach stayed clenched. “I—I actually haven’t eaten anything since this morning. I guess that wasn’t the wisest choice ever.”

      “Let me remedy that. I have a few things around that could serve as a late dinner. Here, you should sit down.”

      He ushered me into the lounge room where we’d talked about my grand-aunt the other day. I sank onto a peach-colored sofa, digging my feet into the shag rug. “Any requests?” Theo asked, half of his smile returning.

      “No mushrooms,” I said. “Otherwise whatever you have around is great.”

      He chuckled and vanished into another room. How big was this office-slash-apartment, anyway? The base of the Tower took up an entire city block, but it narrowed on the way up.

      Theo emerged with an individual-sized pie on a china plate. “Pheasant and blueberry tart,” he said, offering it to me along with a fork. “The most dinner-like option I had on hand. Absolutely no mushrooms, I promise.”

      The savory smell rising off the pie made my stomach gurgle impatiently. I grabbed the fork and dug in.

      The tart tasted just as good as it smelled, the crust thick and buttery, the bits of meat and berry mixing together in a rich sweet gravy. I plowed through half of it before the gnawing of hunger inside eased off enough to let me come up for air.

      “What is it with Wonderlanders and pastry?” I asked, forcing myself to take my next bite in a more restrained way. Hatter and his scones, Doria and those powdered donuts she’d shared with me this morning. “You all seem hooked on the stuff.”

      Theo chuckled. “Every society has its tastes. Is that a complaint or just an observation?”

      From the speed with which I’d devoured the tart, I was pretty sure he knew I wasn’t complaining. “Observation,” I said. “By all means continue feeding me sugary baked goods.” Then I dug back in.

      Theo got up again and returned with a tea set and a couple of cups. I hesitated over my last bite of tart as he poured the amber liquid from the pot.

      “To wash your dinner down,” he said. “I never used to enjoy tea, but I acquired a taste thanks to Hatter.”

      My gut twisted in a way that had nothing to do with hunger. Theo glanced up at my silence. He must have read something in my expression, because he slid my cup across the low table in front of the sofa and leaned back against the opposite arm with his gaze lingering on my face.

      “Do you want to talk about why you’re here and not at Hatter’s?” he asked, so gently I believed he’d accept “No” as my answer.

      I owed him more than that, though, didn’t I, showing up on his doorstep this late without warning? I bit my lip as I tried to decide what to say.

      “Hatter made it very clear that he doesn’t want me around.”

      “Did he?” Theo said in the same even voice, but there was no mistaking the edge in those two words.

      It was difficult to convey the depth of Hatter’s anger without feeling as if I were tattling on him like a schoolgirl. “There was yelling,” I said finally.

      “What exactly did he yell at you about?”

      “He…” I set down my plate and curled up my legs on the sofa as if they could shield me from the memory. “The Knave came by, and I went to hide with Doria, except she wanted to take off, and I figured I had to go with her, so… We came back way too late. He thought something had happened to her. He said he shouldn’t have left me alone with her, that he couldn’t trust me, that I—that if things get hard, I’m going to run back to the Otherland and abandon all of you.”

      I hadn’t noticed Theo’s stance had tensed, it’d been so subtle a shift, until now as his shoulders came down a smidgen. “Hatter is very… sensitive about his daughter’s safety,” he said. “I’ve been at the receiving end of his temper often enough to know that. I’m sure now that he’ll have cooled off, he knows you didn’t mean any harm and that he overreacted.”

      Remembering Hatter’s tone, the way he’d looked at me, brought a lump into my throat. “I don’t think it was just about Doria. There was more to it, I could tell. And…”

      “And?” Theo prompted quietly when I didn’t go on.

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to tell Wonderland’s White Knight this, but maybe he deserved to know what he was staking so many of his hopes on.

      “And he was right,” I said in a small voice. “I came back to Wonderland because I wanted to have somewhere no one expected or needed anything from me. I’ve spent almost my whole life trying to make everyone around me happy or at least okay, and I thought… I thought I’d found someplace where I didn’t have to worry about anything except what would make me happy. But then I found out what’s really going on, and how much is riding on me making the right choices, and it was feeling like too much. I did want to run home and leave behind the responsibility.”

      The shame prickled across my face and through my chest. I had to look away. Theo set down his tea and eased closer to me on the sofa. He took my hand where it was resting on my knee.

      “Lyssa,” he said, and waited until I met his eyes. His gaze held mine steadily, not judging or angry, but maybe a little… sad? “I understand that feeling,” he said. “More than I can tell you. You’ve been carrying heavy burdens for a long time—burdens that aren’t even your own. Why wouldn’t you want an escape from that? You should have an escape. I’m sorry Wonderland gave you false hope and then added to the weight you’re carrying. If I’d known…”

      “What?” I said. “You’d have switched off the Queen and her awful guards and all the rest while I was here? It’s not like you’re having this rebellion for fun. You don’t have a choice what you’re fighting against or when.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked, but he still looked sad. “I suppose not.”

      “I had a choice,” I said. “I decided to stay and find out what was happening.”

      “Yes,” Theo said. “Because you saw the need and your first instinct was to try to help. Because you’re a good person. Having doubts doesn’t change that.”

      He glanced away for a second with a slow exhalation and then returned his gaze to me. “I can promise you that all we need from you tomorrow night is for you to be there with my people when the day switches over. The larger risks won’t be on you at all. And you don’t even have to do that. You can still change your mind—we can get you home. If that’s what you want.”

      “No,” I said automatically. “Of course I’m staying. You’re not even asking for that much. I was just being selfish.”

      His hand rose to brush his thumb over my cheek. “You were briefly uncertain whether you wanted to continue being so selfless. That’s a very different thing from being selfish, and having known many selfish people in my life, I’m in a position to know. Nothing you’ve said tonight has diminished my admiration of your courage and generosity, Lyssa.”

      The conviction of his words soothed the lingering prickles of shame. If my throat was still choked up, it was more from relief than anything else. “Thank you,” I said.

      Theo shook his head at me. “I should be thanking you, a thousand times over.” A slow smile crossed his handsome face. “You know, I think I have the perfect way to make a start of that. Come with me?”

      Who was I to say no to this man?

      He led me down a narrow white hallway and nudged open a door partway down. “I use this space to experiment with possible inventions sometimes. It can be useful for working out all the possibilities.”

      We stepped into a room about the size of my apartment’s living room but with a ceiling twice as high. A layer of soft dove-gray cushioning covered the floor and walls—and as far as I could tell the ceiling too, light fixtures glowing softly through the fabric. Even the inside of the door was padded.

      I raised an eyebrow at Theo as he closed it. He grinned at me and flicked a second switch beside the door. And all at once my body turned weightless.

      A squeak of surprise slipped from my lips as I floated up off the floor, my hair fanning out around me. Theo started to drift up and caught a loop of fabric on the wall to hold himself in place. His eyes sparkled with amusement.

      "Did you—did you just switch off gravity?" I said, and swallowed a gasp as I tipped forward. I was hovering several feet off the ground now. The skirt of my borrowed dress swirled around my thighs, but it was hard to worry much about modesty when I was literally flying.

      "This room has been here longer than I have," Theo said, still grinning. "Wonderland is full of wondrous things, no matter what else we face." He let himself glide higher, keeping his hand against the wall. "You'll get the hang of it quickly. It's easier if you start with a jumping off point."

      He held out his hand to me and, when I clasped it, tugged me over to the wall next to him. I braced myself against the padded surface. My heart beat with a heady thump.

      When was I ever going to experience anything like this again?

      I pushed off and soared across the room to the opposite wall. With a twist of my waist, I managed to land with my feet against the padding. I sprang up toward the ceiling, exhilaration racing through me with the burst of speed.

      Theo had been right. Every leap I made, my confidence grew. I drifted along on my back, flipped onto my stomach to dive down, and then whipped into a somersault. Laughter tickled up my throat.

      Flying was a way more satisfying high than the one the pipe and the glittering drinks had given me. Weightless, I could do anything.

      Theo had stayed by the wall, watching me. The warmth in his expression sent a rush of affection through me. He had understood, enough to give me the perfect, if temporary, antidote to all those tangled emotions that had been dragging at me.

      He walked around carrying the weight of an entire rebellion on his shoulders. Shouldn't he get to let loose too?

      I swooped toward him, and he let go of the steadying loop to catch me if I needed it. Perfect. I veered at the last second, tucking my arm around his elbow and pulling him off into the air with me. Theo let out a hitch of breath that morphed into a laugh.

      We tumbled together, bounced lightly off the ceiling, and started to drift apart. Theo grasped my hand, and we spun in a slow circle in the middle of the room. "Decided I wasn't having enough fun, did you?" he said.

      "You definitely weren't," I informed him, and kicked off the wall at an angle that accidentally sent us spiraling head over heels.

      Theo wrapped his arm around my back and turned us so he took all of the impact when we bumped against the cushioned floor. I collided with the solid heat of his chest.

      My fingers curled into his crisp white shirt before the momentum could lift me away from him as we drifted back upward. My face tipped against his shoulder. He smelled even better than the pie had, like the raspberry rose jam I’d gotten at a farmer’s market once mingled with masculine musk.

      Theo’s hand slid up to brush over my hair. My pulse skipped, and it occurred to me that I could make this moment even better if I brought his mouth to mine.

      I’d already made that gamble once today, and I couldn’t say it’d turned out very well. But Theo seemed like the kind of guy who’d be used to women throwing themselves at him, the kind of guy who had practice at letting them down gracefully if he wasn’t interested. I didn’t think he was going to start yelling at me, anyway.

      This was still Wonderland. I could still go for what I wanted, even if there was a hell of a lot I didn’t.

      Before I could argue myself out of the impulse, I eased my head up and pressed my lips to his.

      The muscles in Theo’s chest tensed, but he kissed me back without hesitation, softly and intently. Then he pulled a few inches back, sliding his fingers up my jaw as he gazed into my eyes.

      “Lyssa?” he said, in a way that sounded like several questions balled into one.

      “I just—I wanted to kiss you,” I said. “Is that okay?”

      The corners of his mouth twitched up. “It’s completely okay. I only want to make sure— I don’t expect anything from you. You don’t owe me anything for letting you stay here. If this is out of any sense of obligation…”

      “No,” I said quickly. “Not at all. I know you wouldn’t think like that. And I know… I mean, it’s not like this can be anything serious, right? I’m not even from this world. I’d just like to enjoy tonight as much as I can. As much as you want to too.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” he murmured.

      My lips tingled with the desire to find his again, but maybe there was something else I should admit before we took this any farther. I hesitated and made myself say, “I kissed Hatter this morning.”

      I’d been a tad afraid of Theo’s reaction. He simply tipped his head back with a laugh. “Was that before or after the yelling?” he asked, sounding so relaxed about it that my hesitation seemed silly.

      “Before.” I grimaced. “Just so you know, I’m not normally like this. It’s something about this place. I’ve never been bouncing between three guys at the same time before.”

      “Three?” Theo repeated with an arch of his eyebrows.

      Oh. Oops. I probably hadn’t needed to mention that. “I, er, might have kind of a crush on Chess,” I said, a blush spreading across my cheeks.

      Theo bumped his slightly crooked nose against mine with a fond grin. “And have you been kissing him too?”

      “No,” I muttered. “I’ve just wanted to.”

      “I could call him back, you know. We could all enjoy each other. I suspect he’d be all for the idea.”

      A thrill shot through me at the thought, even though I’d never done that before either. But after the tentative way Chess had handled me tonight, I wasn’t sure I agreed with Theo’s assessment of his enthusiasm. It’d be kind of pressuring, a request like that coming from the guy who was sort of his boss, wouldn’t it?

      No, if anything was going to spark between me and Chess, I wanted it to be because the moment was right. Besides, I was feeling a little overwhelmed with just Theo’s taste on my lips, his body aligned with mine.

      “Not tonight,” I said. “I’ve already got exactly the man I want to be with right now.”

      He leaned in. “Then let’s make sure you get a night to remember,” he murmured.

      Instead of kissing me right away, he grazed his thumb over my lips, the touch so teasing it sensitized every nerve. Longing trembled through me. By the time he captured my mouth, I was almost dying for it.

      I looped my arm around the back of his neck and kissed him harder. His fingers trailed down my neck and up again to tilt my head at just the perfect angle to deepen the kiss. He held me there, encouraging my lips to part and teasing out my tongue with the hot slide of his, commanding a pleased shiver out of me. Controlled power radiated from his every touch.

      If he wanted to rule over me tonight like he ruled over the underside of Wonderland, I was more than happy to let him. There wasn’t anyone I’d rather let take me over.

      We came to rest against the wall. Theo caught one of the loops and pulled himself closer against me, flooding me with heat. My hand slipped into his thick chestnut curls as he tasted every inch of my mouth. A whimper worked its way from my throat.

      My hips arched against his instinctively, and the bulge of his cock brushed my core through our clothes. His stutter of breath told me this encounter wasn’t just about indulging my desire. He wanted me. He wanted this.

      I wanted more. I reached for his shirt and fumbled with the buttons. I’d managed to undo two when Theo drew back with a gaze so darkly heated it nearly melted me. He tugged his shirt right off and tossed it away.

      We drifted as he returned his attentions to my mouth. Every nerve in my lips was tingling. Hell, most of me was tingling, everywhere his body touched mine.

      He palmed my breast, teasing the heel of his hand over my nipple, and pressed his lips to the crook of my neck at the same time. I gasped at the flash of pleasure. When I closed my eyes, floating there, it was as if nothing existed in the universe except this man and the reactions he seemed to know exactly how to provoke.

      My fingers traveled over his sculpted chest and shoulders, charting all that solid muscle, clutching him when Theo rolled my nipple into an even stiffer peak. He caressed my thigh with his other hand, easing my dress up and up until his thumb traced the hem of my panties. I let out a needy sound, twisting my hips toward him, and without a second’s hesitation he found the exact spot where I’d been aching most.

      My breath hitched as he teased my clit through the already dampened panties with an approving hum. At his nudge and my yank, my dress flowed up over me and floated off into the gravity-less space. Somehow Theo managed to unclasp my bra in the same movement. Aunt Alicia’s key drifted on its chain as he tucked it behind me.

      He brought his mouth to the tip of my breast with a swirl of his tongue and swiveled his fingers against my clit at the same time. I arched into the air, free and held all at the same time, my body thrumming with pleasure.

      It still wasn’t enough. When Theo rose up to claim my lips again, I grasped the waist of his slacks. My fingers brushed over his straining erection, and he made a hungry sound that was almost a growl. With a flick of his thumb and a kick of his legs, he’d cast his pants aside. We wrenched my panties down in turn.

      “Lyssa,” Theo murmured as the head of his cock grazed my core. For one fleeting second, all the concerns I would have had about this kind of encounter back in the real world raced through my head. But I had my implant and Wonderland was one big disease-free safe zone, so fuck normal precautions.

      I raised my hips, and he plunged into me with one smooth motion. A moan reverberated out of me. He was so thick and so hard, and he fit my body against his at just the perfect angle as he slid almost all the way out and back in again with a deeper thrust. We were flying together, inside and out. I’d never been with anyone who could summon so much bliss from my body.

      I rocked to meet Theo, urging him deeper, faster. Pleasure trembled and spiked through my core. I could feel my release building and building, so high and so quickly I lost my breath.

      Theo kissed me, his lips firm and certain. His hand was hot as a brand on my hip as he filled me over and over. “Let it out, Lyssa,” he said, his voice ragged. “Let me hear you.”

      The command opened my throat. “Oh, God,” I mumbled. “Oh, fuck. Oh, please. Please.” Then my voice blurred into a wordless sound of ecstasy as he plunged into me even more completely and my orgasm shattered through me.

      My core and my thighs clenched around him, and he groaned. With a shudder and another searing kiss, he spilled his own release into me. In that moment, with bliss still ringing through my nerves and my body tucked against Theo’s as if it’d never been meant to exist anywhere else, every doubt and every fear washed out of me.

      This was my Wonderland right here, and I was sure as hell willing to fight for it.
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      I woke up nestled against Theo on the anti-gravity room’s cushioned floor. At some point he’d flipped the gravity back on, but my body kept a faint sense of that weightlessness. I snuggled closer to him, and he rolled toward me, brushing one soft kiss to my lips.

      “Well,” he murmured with a smile, “now we know for sure that you can keep a person with you through the night, despite the reset.”

      “Let’s just hope I don’t have to be naked to accomplish that,” I said.

      He laughed. “No regrets?” he said, searching my eyes as if he really thought I might have some.

      “Exactly zero,” I said, and he smiled again, a little more easily.

      We’d found our way back into our clothes when a little automated voice carried through the room. “Chess is arriving alone,” it intoned. Theo motioned for me to follow him.

      We reached the main office just as the elevator dropped Chess off. He took in the two of us with his bright gaze—Theo’s collar askew and his normally slicked-back curls disheveled, my hair probably even more of a mess—and the grin he gave us looked knowing.

      “I thought breakfast might be in order,” he said, producing a paper bag.

      “Bring it over here,” Theo said, heading to the table with his retriever device. Nothing about it had changed since I’d seen it last night, I realized with a lift of my spirits. I’d really done it. Just by touching it, I’d kept it whole—and ready to use tonight.

      “Perfect,” Theo murmured. He turned to his shelves and picked up a box of parts. “I’ll put together a few more basics for the mission—it shouldn’t take more than a couple hours. Then you’ll have—”

      “The Knave of Hearts,” the automated voice announced, with the hiss of the elevator door opening.

      Chess leapt forward with more speed than I’d have guessed that brawny body was capable of. He caught me around the waist and dove behind the solid base of the worktable, pulling me with him.

      I flinched as my ass hit the floor and then stiffened. Chess braced himself beside me. We held there, still and silent, as heavy footsteps thumped across the room.

      “Inventor,” the Knave said in a harsh voice that made my nerves wobble. “I’d like to have a word.”

      He must have done something to the elevator to stop it from announcing him earlier. Fuck. My pulse thudded past my ears, so loud I was afraid he’d hear it. I inhaled shallowly, my palms sweating on the tiled floor, pressing myself as flat as I could against the worktable’s base.

      “Feel free,” Theo said, smooth and confident as ever. “What’s this about?”

      The Knave’s feet kept up a steady rhythm as he must have been pacing the room. “A number of anomalies have come to our attention in the past few days,” he said. “I don’t suppose you’ve been trying out some strange new device? Something to produce a little time, despite the Queen’s decry?”

      Time. A chill crawled down my spine. He knew that much—someone had noticed. I must have screwed up somewhere.

      “I wouldn’t defy the Queen’s sanctions,” Theo said. “And as far as I know, such a device would be impossible.”

      The Knave stopped with a snap of his heel. “Then perhaps you could tell me what you think might be leaching food from our shops and painting flowers on the floor of Caterpillar’s Club.”

      I winced, clamping down on a groan. The paint at the club yesterday—I’d been so out of it I hadn’t even thought about the consequences. I tucked myself even smaller against the table. Chess’s hand slipped across the space between us and touched my ankle with a reassuring pressure.

      “I can’t say I know anything about that,” Theo replied. “My apologies.” He stepped to the side where his body would block view of us if the Knave walked closer on that end of the table.

      “I don’t know about that,” the leader of the Hearts’ Guard said. “You keep track of everything that happens in the city. I can’t believe something so unsettling could slip your attention. Or someone so unsettling. The Queen begins to suspect an Otherlander is involved, and I have to say the evidence adds up.”

      And what would he do if he found the Otherlander who was very much right here? I swallowed thickly, struggling to keep my breaths even.

      “A Dreamer?” Theo said. “I spoke to one briefly the other day, but as far as I know they’ve never had any effect on Wonderland.”

      “Not a Dreamer. The other kind.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you there. If I do hear anything—”

      There was a rasping sound, and the box of mechanical parts that Theo had set on the neighboring worktable flew over the edge and crashed to the floor. Metal bits clattered across the tiles. I bit my tongue, holding in my flinch.

      “Oh, dear,” the Knave said in a cutting tone. “I hope you hadn’t put anything together in there that you need all that much today. Of course, if you give me what I need…”

      “I can’t give you what I don’t have,” Theo said, quiet but firm. “Knave, I give you my word, I—”

      He cut himself off with a sharp little breath. Panic jolted through me before the impact even came.

      The retriever skidded off the edge of the table above Chess and me and hit the floor just inches from my feet. The joints shuddered and snapped apart; porcelain fixtures shattered. The crystal sphere in the center burst into shards. The spray battered my legs and my arms where they were hugged around my knees. A cry snagged in my throat.

      They’d touched me. The broken pieces of Theo’s device—the crystal he’d said it’d taken him so long to find—and the Knave’s boots were thumping across the floor again.

      Any second, he was going to stride around this table and see us. Then it’d be my head rolling across the floor.
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      Lyssa’s fear spiked the air, sharp as the chunks of metal and crystal scattered around us. Her face had gone sallow, her shoulders rigid as she clutched her knees. My jaw clenched, seeing her that shaken. Even an iron will could tremble when it was pushed to the brink of disaster.

      Why hadn’t the White Knight been better prepared? The Knave was stalking closer, and I didn’t see how he could be talked down. There was nowhere else for our Otherlander to hide, nowhere she could run to.

      Unless…

      Resolve wound through my chest. The White Knight had brought Lyssa into the path of danger. Perhaps it came down to me of all people to get her out. I couldn’t let her fall into the Queen’s hands because of a plan that had been all for our benefit and not for hers.

      The Knave’s steps thudded closer. I shifted my weight onto my feet, grasping Lyssa’s wrist. When she looked at me, I jabbed my thumb toward the door and then held up a finger. Just one minute. Probably less. That was all I needed.

      She stared at me, wide-eyed, but I couldn’t talk to explain any better than that. The girl had a good head on her shoulders, which was where I intended to see it stay. She’d figure it out once I set the ball rolling.

      With a slow inhalation, I willed myself into the space between the particles of air. The voices around us dulled. The edges of shapes came into sharper focus. I stood up and strode toward the hall door the White Knight had left open, not the slightest current grazing my skin as I moved beyond sight and sound.

      Normally I took a certain comfort in that numbed space. Now, my heart pounded adrenaline through my veins. It had been a long time since I’d been able to contribute anything to the cause that would make a significant difference. That came anywhere near to a matter of life and death.

      I slipped past the door and in its shadow flicked my hand out of the invisible space. My fingernails twinged as I scratched them against the wall.

      “What was that?” the Knave barked, thundering over. I yanked my hand back out of view and darted farther down the hall. Here, around the corner, I let one foot fall on the floor, gave another scratch. The Knave bellowed and hurtled onward.

      Onward out of the room where Lyssa was crouched.

      I’d caught his attention enough. I whirled around, moving completely into the space in-between, and then bolted down the hall. The Knave charged past me unseeing, his teeth bared and a purple flush spreading under the blue-gray sheen of his blunt cheeks. I barreled back into the office just in time to see the flash of Lyssa’s white-blond hair swallowed up by the elevator shaft.

      I dashed after her. It wouldn’t do the White Knight any good for me to stick around now. If the Knave was on a rampage, if the Queen already suspected the truth about Lyssa’s presence, Lyssa might need me still, far more than he did.

      The elevator caught me and shot me down toward the base of the Tower just behind her. When I made it to the ground, Lyssa was already loping down the street, looking around her as if she wasn’t sure which way to go. Which maybe she wasn’t. She really hadn’t sounded keen about seeing Hatter again, and she didn’t have anyone else here to go to.

      I hustled after her. “Stick with me, lovely,” I said, pitching my voice to travel out from the in-between space. Lyssa turned toward me, and a pair of palace guards marched out of a cross-street just ahead of us.

      They stiffened when they saw her. “Hey!” one shouted. “You there—stop!”

      I grabbed Lyssa’s elbow with my invisible hand. She whirled toward the nearest alley before I even had to guide her. I ran with her, urging her faster, keeping my grip loose but steady so she’d know I was with her.

      A louder shout rang out, with several more echoing it in answer. By the lands, how many of those helmet-heads had swarmed the city today?

      I tugged Lyssa to the right, down a flight of stairs, under a bridge, and up into another alley. Her head jerked at the sound of more hollering, somewhere on the other side of the buildings around us. Her face was still pale, her hair wisping even wilder around her face than it’d been when I’d walked in on what had looked very much like post-coital disarray.

      Happy post-coital disarray, at least. I didn’t know what the White Knight thought he was doing exactly, but I hadn’t seen a shine like that in Lyssa’s eyes since her first night in Wonderland, so I supposed I couldn’t criticize him for eliciting it.

      “Chess?” she said now, with a quaver in her voice.

      I moved around her, letting my arm slide up to hug her shoulders. She leaned into me for a second, and a pang of regret ran through me.

      If I’d had a place to take her, if I’d been more than a rambling, aimless creature, I might have been the one she’d turned to last night for that other more intimate dance. I might have put that shine in her eyes. I’d felt attraction crackle between us, but I’d shied away from it.

      What if I couldn’t? What if I wasn’t capable of giving what she needed at all?

      I embraced the visible world again, so she could at least have the comfort of seeing me beside her, as much of a comfort as that might be.

      “You’re all right,” I told her in a low voice. “You got away from the Knave. We won’t let his lackeys find out.”

      “Where do I go?” she asked. “I can’t even— The Knave is suspicious of Hatter already. I can’t bring even more trouble down on him.” She gnawed at her lower lip. “The guards seemed to know I was the one they were looking for the second they saw me.”

      “The Knave said something about a painting in the club,” I said. “You did something there last night—something that left a mark?”

      She nodded with a grimace. “The Wonderlanders I was sitting with thought I was a Dreamer.”

      “The Guard must have questioned people who were there, gotten a description.” My stomach balled into a knot. That meant every guard in the land might know Lyssa on sight. We couldn’t pass her off as a Dreamer any longer.

      Another shout rang out, even closer than before. My pulse hiccupped. “Come on,” I said, without entirely knowing where I was leading her. “Let’s go.”

      As we veered down another alley where the buildings leaned together so closely they almost touched overhead, a sinking certainty filled my chest. The answer that had come to me wasn’t what the White Knight would want—but he wouldn’t get to see his plan through if we lost Lyssa anyway. He wasn’t here to adjust course. Someone had to think outside the lines he’d drawn.

      We dashed across a street and ducked into an alcove between two houses. Lyssa leaned against the wall, panting. The yells of the searching soldiers careened by us.

      I touched her cheek, drawing her gaze to mine. The only shine in those bright blue eyes now was one of panic. I had plenty of reasons to wish the Knave dead, but seeing that, I’d happily have gutted him myself.

      “Lyssa,” I said. “You can’t stay here. I have to find a way to get you to Caterpillar’s looking-glass.”

      Lyssa stared at me. “But Theo’s plan—tonight—I’m supposed to—”

      I shook my head to cut her off. “After the Knave is done with the White Knight’s workshop, I’m not sure we’ll have the tools to carry out that plan tonight anyway. We’ll certainly lose any chance if you lose your head to the guards. There’s nowhere here you’ll be safe. Maybe in a day or two, if nothing else happens, they’ll decide the anomalies were a fluke and ease off, and then we could talk about our next moves. I can’t leave you in this much danger waiting for that.”

      “A day or two,” Lyssa repeated. “I’d go home and then come back?”

      I didn’t let my gaze waver. “If that’s what you wanted. If it isn’t, if you simply stay there… No one should fault you for being where you’re meant to be. I certainly wouldn’t.”

      Her jaw tightened, but she nodded. “How do I get to the looking-glass? If they know I was in the club, they have to have that place guarded.”

      “Leave that to me.”

      We slunk and darted through the streets, with me occasionally slipping ahead through the in-between to scout out our route. Twice we had to stop, crouched behind a bit of shelter, waiting for a squad of guards to pass. When we finally reached the edge of the city near the club, my heart sank.

      A dozen guards were stationed outside. My powers of trickery and distraction might be extensive, but the palace folk knew me. I wasn’t going to be able to divert all of them with my ploys, not when they knew their heads would be on the chopping block if they failed the Knave.

      They’d only leave their post if they saw something they couldn’t explain, which might therefore be part of the anomalies they were pursuing. Something they had no reason to expect.

      My throat constricted. I shook myself, trying to shed the sensation of hairs rising all down my back.

      “There are too many of them, aren’t there?” Lyssa murmured. “Chess, it’s okay. It’s my fault for making that stupid painting. I’ll just hide as well as I can, and they’ll never know you or Theo or Hatter helped me. If they find me, I swear I won’t say anything about the Spades or the rest of it.”

      Oh, this Otherlander was something, wasn’t she? Lovely indeed. Her life on the line, and her first worry was how she was risking me and the others who’d dragged her into this mess.

      I’d sworn to myself I’d do right where I could. If this wasn’t a moment for that, then when was?

      Besides, what did it matter anyway if this one more person found out? If she knew what was good for her, she’d stay on the other side of that looking-glass and never set foot here again.

      I traced my thumb across Lyssa’s cheek, stopping at the corner of her mouth. Her lips parted. The beautiful lips that the White Knight had recently been kissing.

      He had brought her pleasure. I would bring her home. In some ways, this actually came easier.

      “I’ll get them away from the club long enough for you to slip inside,” I said. “As soon as you have the chance, run for it. What you’re about to see—I never want you to talk about it, not with me or with anyone else. Can you do that for me?”

      She knit her brow. “Of course. But Chess—”

      I tapped my thumb to the middle of her lips to quiet her. “You’re getting my secret because you’re special, lovely. Be ready.”

      I turned away from her with a roll of my shoulders. My breath came out shaky. It had been a long time. Even the thought of the shift came with a stale twinge of shame.

      This time I was using it for something worthwhile. For something deserving.

      I hunched over and sank my fangs into the inside of my cheeks.

      The pain crackled through my flesh from my head down to my toes. My skin contracted with it, bones shrinking and realigning, fur sprouting up. A puffy tail sprang from the base of my spine and snapped from side to side.

      When a cat wags his tail, you know he’s mad.

      On broad furred paws, I leapt into the street and dashed toward the guards. As I streaked past them, swaying my rounded body and waving my tail like a signal flag, I slipped into the in-between, and out, and in, and out. Now just my tail showing. Now just my head. A bizarre beast made of jumbled parts. An anomaly.

      The guards let out a cry. I dodged one and bolted between another’s legs, sprang over a third’s snatching hands. Out of sight, back into it.

      This could be your lead, lackeys. Come and get me. Make your Knave proud.

      The thumping of feet behind me sounded promising. I veered into the forest, making sure I stayed where the streams of sunlight caught on my amber-and-brown striped fur. The guards chased after. I clambered up a tree and spun for just long enough to catch a glimpse of Lyssa flinging herself over the club’s threshold. With a grin that prickled the muscles of my face, I blinked out of sight for good.
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        * * *

      

      When I entered the White Knight’s office for the second time that morning, he was sitting on the floor, his expression tight, picking through the pieces of his smashed device.

      “Lyssa?” he said without looking up.

      “She’s safe,” I said. As far as I could tell from my observations at the club. I could save the explaining of exactly how I’d ensured her safety for another moment. “Your invention?”

      “I don’t know.” He let out a ragged breath. “Some of the pieces touched her when it broke, didn’t they?”

      I nodded. He rubbed his hand jerkily past his mouth and then swiped it through his dark hair.

      “Some of the materials…” He held up a fragment of crystal. “I don’t know how long it’ll take me to find a functional replacement if the pieces remain in this state tomorrow.”

      “And we can’t get the watch without it?”

      “It doesn’t do us any good getting to the palace if we can’t retrieve the damned thing from its holding cell.” He sighed and tipped his head back against the wall. “We were so close, Chess. So fucking close.”

      I hunkered down beside him. “Maybe that bit didn’t touch her,” I said. “Maybe we just need one more day.” If Lyssa was foolhardy enough to return.

      “She was already hesitant about staying this long. With the Knave on her heels… If he catches her…”

      Was he more worried about her or his plan? Perhaps this was the right moment after all. I cleared my throat.

      “About that…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five
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        Lyssa

      

      

      I burst into the club so fast I nearly tripped down the floor’s slopes. The first thing I registered through the thundering of my pulse and my whirling thoughts—Chess had transformed into a cat?—was that not even the lounging smokers hung out here this early in the day. No one occupied the vast dance floor other than me and the two guards who’d startled by the basement door.

      They were Caterpillar’s guards, in the uniforms I’d seen my first night here, not the Queen’s red-and-pink stripes. They looked more confused than fierce. My heart felt as if it were about to batter its way right out of my chest, but I made myself hustle over to them.

      “The Otherlander has already gone down!” I said in the most urgent voice I could manage. “The Queen is furious. You have to catch her!”

      I must have been convincing enough, or else they were just that scared of the Queen of Hearts’ possible anger. The guards whipped around and yanked open the door. I hurried after them as they barged into the dim hallway on the other side. As long as I kept talking and reminding them of the Queen’s supposed wrath, maybe they wouldn’t question me.

      “The Otherlander doesn’t know where she’s going. There’s still a chance to catch her before she finds her way out. The Queen is on her way here right now. If she finds out you let the girl get past you— There she is!”

      I jabbed my hand forward as if I’d caught a glimpse of a figure farther down the hall. The guards dashed faster.

      I ducked into the thinner hall that had just appeared at my left. Theo’s instructions from several nights ago were burned into my mind. Back up into it and then go forward.

      The second the sliver of the other passageway opened across from me, I darted down it. The guards’ footsteps were still pounding away from me, but I didn’t know how long it would take them to figure out they’d been tricked. The dry air scratched at my throat as I hurtled up the stairs.

      When the steps flipped over, my momentum threw me forward even harder than before. My bare knees banged on the rough floor with a sting that told me I’d scraped the skin raw. Even as I winced, I scrambled onto my feet and ran into the tunnel ahead as fast as I could, hunching beneath the low ceiling.

      A shout carried down the stairs behind me. Fuck. I pushed myself faster, the earthy smell of the dark tunnel clogging my nose. Left. I had to go left. Around and back to where I’d begun.

      Unfortunately, where I’d begun was exactly where the guards were headed. I came around the loop and bolted past the stairs a second before they reached the lower level.

      The guard in front lunged forward and grabbed my wrist. My tendons yanked. The only thing that saved me was the self-defence course Mom had insisted we take together when I started university. I’d practiced a few of those moves enough that my body reacted on muscle memory.

      I spun around and kneed the guy in the groin.

      He doubled over with a gasp, his grip on my wrist loosening, but at the same time he slashed at me with the dagger in his other hand. The blade sliced a burning line across my forearm. A yelp broke from my lips as I shoved myself away from him.

      The tunnel’s cool air chilled the blood seeping over my skin. I didn’t have time to do anything about the wound now. I’d lose a lot more than blood if I didn’t make it to the mirror.

      Clutching my arm to my chest, I careened the last several feet to the little earthen room with its gold-framed mirror. Without a glance backward, I jumped straight into the glass.

      Cold rushed over me, and then I sprawled on the floor of Aunt Alicia’s attic. My shoulder jarred. A fresh jab of pain shot through my arm. Gritting my teeth, I rolled onto my back.

      It was dark outside the narrow window. I’d definitely come back a while later than I’d left. Lying there amid the familiar normal smells of the world I belonged in and the furniture with its duller colors, my mind jarred too.

      I was back. This, this was my home. No one stabbing daggers at me. No one looking to chop off my head.

      The adrenaline coursing through me started to ease off, and the pain in my arm dug deeper. I glanced down at myself and winced at the blotch of scarlet smeared across the front of the borrowed dress. I guessed I wasn’t returning this to Hatter.

      The cut ran from the side of my wrist nearly to my elbow, narrow but deep. Looking at it, my stomach roiled. That guard really would have killed me if I’d given him the chance.

      I could have died there. The cold fact of it hit me like it hadn’t even when I’d watched the guards beating up the woman in the club the other night.

      I could have died, and no one here would ever have known what happened to me.

      Oh, shit. Melody. Was it even the same day? Was she freaking out about me disappearing after my supposed booty call?

      Pressing the side of my arm against my belly, I stumbled to the toy chest and grabbed my phone. A quick tap showed me it was still the same day as when I’d left, just several hours later. I exhaled in a rush of relief and typed out a text as quickly as I could one-handed.

      Back at the house safe. Good times!

      Melody texted back almost instantly. You go, girl!

      My smile turned into another wince. I had to take care of my arm before the whole dress was dyed red with my blood.

      I gripped the railing tightly as I descended the spiral staircase. In the bathroom, I flicked on the light and pawed through the cabinets. Aunt Alicia had band-aids and antiseptic cream, but nothing that’d treat more than a scratch. I just needed to stop the damned bleeding.

      My head was feeling a little woozy by the time I made it down to the kitchen. I grabbed a dish towel from the drawer of clean ones and wrapped it around my forearm. A streak of red started seeping through the layers of fabric almost immediately.

      Okay, maybe this injury was a little more than I could handle on my own. I fumbled with my phone and found the nearest hospital on the map. A half hour drive.

      I stood still and turned my head from one side to the other. I wasn’t that dizzy. If I just wrapped one more towel around my arm even tighter, I should be able to make it on my own, right? It was just a cut. Calling an ambulance seemed ridiculous.

      I was still wavering between my options when an enthusiastic rapping reverberated through the front door. Had I psychically summoned medical attention? I went to the door in the daze and opened it to find my best friend grinning at me.

      “Lyss!” Melody said. “I wanted to get the full scoop in person. I—” Her gaze snagged on my blood-smeared dress and towel-wrapped arm, and her voice cut off with a choked sound. “Oh my God. What the hell happened to you?”

      “I, um,” I said, which was about all I could manage as a thicker rush of dizziness raced through me. I hadn’t thought up a story. I hadn’t known I was going to need one. The most obvious possible lie fell out of my mouth. “I fell.”

      “Uh huh. We’re talking about this more later. Come on, we’ve got to get you to the hospital.”

      Well, at least that solved my most immediate problem. I let Melody haul me out to her car, just barely keeping my balance on my wobbly legs.
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        * * *

      

      Had I ever felt as content as I did sitting in Melody’s studio apartment with the sunlight streaming through the skylights and hazelnut coffee warming my stomach? I couldn’t think of when. I tucked my legs up on the armchair and took another sip from my mug.

      My best friend started her dishwasher running with a thrum and flopped into the chair across from me. Totally normal chairs that matched the totally normal coffee table.

      With each hour that passed since I’d last been in Wonderland, it was harder to believe my time there hadn’t been a crazy, thrilling, horrible dream. That the story I’d made up about slipping with a butcher knife while I was making dinner hadn’t been the truth.

      I could call a moving company and have all the furniture, including that mirror, packed up by the end of the day. Then it wouldn’t matter what was true, whether there really was some bizarre world alongside ours where trees could grow upside down and queens could lock time away in a pocket watch. It wouldn’t matter whether the Spades’ rebellion succeeded.

      Hatter hadn’t believed I’d see things through anyway. Chess had told me to go home, to escape. I had no way of knowing when the Queen’s efforts to find me would taper off. If I went back, I might tumble into the pond only to meet another dagger, this one at my throat.

      The thought sent an icy shudder through me despite the warmth of the sun.

      I’d caused almost as much harm as good in Wonderland, hadn’t I? Theo’s device was irrevocably broken because of my presence. I’d only been a shortcut to seeing his plan through. He’d figure out another approach. And there were people here who needed me—who needed me with my neck intact.

      When I wet my lips, the pressure of my tongue and the lingering sweetness from the sugar in the coffee brought back a flicker of memory: his mouth against mine as we glided through the air.

      Melody cleared her throat. “You’re going spacey again. Come back to earth!”

      I jerked my thoughts back to the present with a crooked smile. “Sorry. Just thinking.”

      She made a skeptical sound. “Not about that jerk of a neighbor, I hope.” She hadn’t really bought my butcher knife story—I was pretty sure she figured my supposed paramour had something to do with my cut and my scraped knees. “It’s not like you to zone out so much, Lyssa. Are you sure you don’t want to go back to the hospital and ask them to check you out again?”

      “I messed up my arm, not my head,” I reminded her. My fingers traveled over the stitches that dappled the side of my arm. Twenty-four of them. The doctor had announced the number like it was some kind of record. “It’s just the painkillers.”

      The truth was I hadn’t taken any more of the Vicodin I’d been prescribed after the first night. The wooziness had reminded me too much of that moment in the Caterpillar’s Club when my head had stretched up toward the ceiling. I’d rather deal with the now dull ache in my arm than relive that sensation.

      “I have to be at the shoot this afternoon,” Melody said. “Do you want to come along? Or you can just hang out here.”

      I hesitated, my hand drifting from the cut to the key dangling from its chain beneath my shirt. The dagger wound wasn’t the only thing I’d brought back from Wonderland. As much as the last few days with Melody doting on me had been comforting distraction, I couldn’t run away from everything I’d learned. Aunt Alicia was part of this world. She’d had something to give me.

      It couldn’t hurt to find out what. I owed it to her. I owed it to myself to understand what I’d been through better.

      “I thought I’d go back out to the house,” I said cautiously. Melody and I had driven out there the day after the hospital to get my car, but she hadn’t left my side for a second. The woman who’d been looking after the cats when Aunt Alicia was in the hospital had taken over while I was gone, but otherwise no one had been in the place since I’d left it three nights ago.

      “Lyss,” Melody started.

      I waved off her protest. “I’ll be fine. I promise you, there’s nothing to worry about there. I’ve been sponging off you long enough. I’ve got to finish going through the furniture and figuring out what to do with it all, and it was kind of nice having some time in a completely new space. I won’t go see my neighbor again.” Not the fictitious one, at least.

      Melody sighed. “Look, I just…” She made a face at her hands and looked at me again. “I’m really worried about you, Lyssa. I’ve seen a lot of people I’ve worked with crash and burn; I know how quickly things can spiral. I’ve taken it for granted that you’ll always have it together, so maybe I missed things I shouldn’t have. That’s on me. If there’s something else going on, if you need help, please don’t shut me out.”

      My stomach knotted. Oh, Melody. There was no way she could help with this dilemma or the potential dangers on the other side of it. “You encouraged me to take some risks,” I reminded her. “I’m okay. No permanent harm done. These things happen when you let loose, right?”

      “But you’re you,” Melody said. She motioned to my arm. “If you’re going this far… Something’s got to be wrong.”

      An emotion more like frustration prickled up through my chest. I’d taken the risks I had with my eyes wide open. I’d just wanted something different, something weird and wonderful. How could I ever really let loose or strike out in a new direction if everyone in my life was going to step in my way because of the expectations they had of me. Even Melody wanted me to stay the same old careful practical Lyssa.

      Maybe she was right. Maybe I’d already gone too far over my head. I kind of wanted her to order me to stay put so the decision would be made for me. But even more than that, the limits she was trying to set on what I could do, who I could be, made me bristle. She had no idea just how much I’d experienced and survived in the last few days.

      I kept my voice calm. “I promise, nothing’s wrong, Mel. I’m a big girl. A couple more days puttering around a big old house isn’t going to hurt me. I’ll stay away from the kitchen knives.”

      Melody couldn’t help a crooked smile at that. My eleven years of being the responsible one in our friendship could pay off in other ways. She sank back in her chair, giving in.

      “All right,” she grumbled. “But if you somehow manage to open any more gaping wounds, please let me know? After you’ve called an ambulance? I’ll text you when the shoot is finished. It shouldn’t go any later than eight or nine. And you’re mine for the rest of this morning.”

      She fixed me with a steely look there was no arguing with. I held up my hands and managed to laugh.

      After Melody’s version of Lyssa rehabilitation therapy, which involved a meander around a new art exhibition downtown followed by dim sum, she grudgingly released me from her care. My heartbeat picked up speed the second I started the engine on my car, and by the time I was pulling up in front of the Victorian mini-castle Aunt Alicia had called home, it was drumming at the base of my throat.

      I couldn’t lie to myself. The thought of traveling back to Wonderland terrified me, but the mirror called to me at the same time.

      I made myself ignore the spiral staircase, heading straight to the library instead. The box and Aunt Alicia’s note were sitting exactly where I’d left them. I unclasped the chain from around my neck and slid the key off before fitting it into the lock.

      It turned with a click and a tingling quiver over my skin that made me wonder if any locksmith could have forced the thing open. With that symbol on it, this box might have come from Wonderland. Who knew what magic it had on it—or in it?

      I eased the lid open. On the crimson velvet lining, several folded papers and a sphere of gold filigree rested. I recognized Aunt Alicia’s fluid handwriting as I picked the papers up.

      It was a letter, addressed to me. A much longer one this time. The quiet of the house closed in around me as I leaned against the leather-padded back of the chair and started reading.

      

      My dear Lyssa,

      

      If you’re reading this, then you’ve been to Wonderland. I’m sorry I couldn’t explain things earlier. Maybe if I’d made this decision while I was still well enough to attempt the trip myself… But I didn’t, and here we are. I knew you’d find your way to the mirror. Whether a blessing or a curse, that tie runs through the blood in our veins.

      I don’t know what you’ll have found there. It’s difficult for me to imagine how much that place might have changed—or on the other hand, how much it may have stayed exactly the same—since I last set foot there. You can trust the Spades. If you have the key, you must have connected with at least one of them.

      There are two things I need to pass on to you: a token and some insight from one who’s gone and come back and then lived the rest of her life as if she’s never heard of a place called Wonderland.

      I did not treat Wonderland well, Lyssa. I fell through the mirror and got caught up in that wild wicked place: in the thrill of joining a growing rebellion and spurring it on toward victory. I threw myself into their turmoil as if it were an exciting new game, not a struggle where real people might live or die by the outcome.

      I didn’t really know or understand how I fit in there or what my true purpose was. When the pieces all collided, I panicked. I ran away and I shut up that attic room. I kept you away, and I made a hash of things with your mother, all in the name of what I thought was protecting you.

      I was wrong.

      Only you can decide what you do there or whether you return at all. But the truth is that, for me, abandoning Wonderland is my greatest regret. I left behind friends. I broke promises. They were counting on me, on the things I said I’d bring back from this world, and I simply never arrived. Maybe they overcame the Queen of Hearts without me. I’d like to think so. But I can’t comfort myself assuming it.

      I can’t tell you how ashamed I am that I let them down, even after all the decades I tried to bury those memories. It may be I let myself down too. I never got to find out who I could have been, other than a coward. If you see any of them who might remember me—the White Knight, March and May, Hatter, Carpenter—it would mean a lot to me if you told them how sorry I am, and that I realize those words don’t come close to making up for my lack of faith.

      Let me be clear, Lyssa: My mistakes are not yours to fix. I place no load on your shoulders. Even when I knew you, you’d had enough of that. I only want you to be aware of one way a choice can play out. I hope knowing will help guide you as you go forward.

      I wish I could explain more about you and me and the Tenniel family’s connection to the mirror upstairs, but whatever magic runs through our bloodline has strict ideas about what we must discover for ourselves. I can give you the ring. I can warn you that the way won’t be easy. And I can tell you that I wish I’d picked Wonderland.

      If you’ve remained like the little girl it was my greatest pleasure to help raise, I know you will be strong enough.

      

      Regards and my love, always,

      Alicia

      

      I sat there staring at the last page for several minutes, letting my grand-aunt’s words sink in. Suddenly Hatter’s anger and accusations made a lot more sense. He’d said Aunt Alicia had left not long before the Queen had trapped time. God, was it her fault that Wonderland had ended up trapped in that awful loop?

      Why would he trust me after the last Otherlander he’d known had gone back on her promises?

      Not everything Aunt Alicia had said totally made sense, though. What had she found out that had scared her off? It sounded like she meant more than just the violence that had shaken me. Something to do with our family’s connection to the mirror and Wonderland…

      Had there been other relatives of ours who’d gone through? My gaze drifted to the framed family tree on the wall beyond the nearest bookcase, but it couldn’t tell me anything on that subject.

      I picked up the ball of filigree and found it encircled the top of a gold band. The ring her letter had mentioned. When I found the catch, the sphere snapped open to reveal a large ruby setting. The brilliant gem had the same shape as the symbol on the box and on that ruin near the Topsy Turvy Woods.

      Almost the same. A little point rose up in the middle of the stone. I ran my thumb over it instinctively to test it and let out a yelp at the prick of pain.

      A drop of blood welled from my skin and slid across the ruby’s surface. In that second, a glow rose up through the gem as if from within. A warm shiver shot through my nerves, so potent I almost dropped the ring.

      Then the light faded, the blood vanished, and the stone looked perfectly ordinary. Well, still gorgeous, but hardly magical.

      Okay, then. Aunt Alicia really couldn’t have explained even a little more about that? I glowered at her letter.

      She was right, though. I’d known before I even arrived at the house that I’d be making a choice—if not today, then soon. Because the longer I put off deciding, the more that evasion became a decision in itself, avoiding the fact that Wonderland existed at all.

      I set the key on the desk beside the box and fit the filigree back around the ruby. Then I strung the ring on the chain I’d used to hold the key before. Wearing jewelry that might slice me open if my hands slipped seemed unwise, but I wasn’t going to leave some magical artifact just lying around either.

      If I went back, maybe Theo or one of the others would know what it meant.

      That was the choice right there, wasn’t it? If I went back.

      My body balked. There were so many reasons to say no. The Hearts’ Guard was out for my head. I still didn’t understand much about the world I’d wanted to help. If I went, I didn’t know how easily I could get back again. There might be a hundred guards between me and the Caterpillar’s mirror next time.

      And if I was stuck there too long—God, Mom would get into such a panic. It’d break her heart, thinking something horrific must have happened to me. Melody would freak out too. How could I risk it?

      Even as those worries passed through my head, I was remembering Hatter’s rare smile, the scones and tea left on a bedside table, the intensity in his eyes right after we kissed. Chess’s glib remarks and effervescent grin, the swiftness with which he’d come to my defense over and over again. Theo’s unshakeable certainty that I could be everything he saw in me, the ease with which he’d offered me the freedom I’d needed the other night.

      They’d risked so much for me. How could I not take on a little more in return, when just being there might free them?

      Was I really going to help them, though, when my special powers appeared to be allowing built things to stay built and causing broken things to stay broken, and I’d already broken the wrong thing? Well, and growing and shrinking with the bite of a mushroom, so incredibly useful—

      I paused with my hand braced against the edge of the desk as an idea lit like a spark in my head. Oh. Oh.

      Maybe Theo’s plan to retrieve the pocket watch wasn’t broken after all.

      A rush of resolve coursed through me with my next breath. I let it carry me onto my feet. I didn’t know if the sensation would last, but right then, what I could offer didn’t feel like a burden at all. It felt like a gift.

      This wasn’t about me trying to prop up a floundering family or a failing relationship. This was all of us coming together to set something right that had been horribly wrong for too long. I could see the plan through with Hatter, Chess, and Theo, because that was who I wanted to be, not a woman who’d be writing letters of regret to her grand-niece fifty years from now.

      I paused for just long enough to type out a quick text to Melody to buy me the night—Going to bed early, kind of wiped, didn’t want you to worry if I don’t answer right away!—and then I dashed for the spiral staircase.
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      The first two times I’d swum up through the pond, I’d been aiming for speed. This third time, I spread my arms through the cool water to slow my ascent. The current tickled around me as I floated up toward the rippling surface.

      I didn’t know how safe it was going to be out there, and even if this was the craziest decision I ever made in my life, I intended to hold on to my head, thank you very much.

      Only a thin light danced across the surface of the pond. The still-healing wound on my arm twinged. It’d been more than forty-eight hours since I’d gotten the stitches, but somehow I suspected the doctor hadn’t anticipated me taking a swim in a big salty pond when he’d given his instructions. Oh well.

      When I eased my head above the level of the water with the softest breath I could manage, I saw why. The sky was turning purple with the coming evening. It was later in the day here than it’d been back home. Whatever day this was.

      I swam quietly to the side of the pond rather than heading for the end by the path. My caution paid off a second after I’d slipped out onto the rocks. Just as I ducked into the shelter of the ferns, a couple of guards in red-and-pink uniforms stalked into view over there. One of them scowled.

      “Why does this pond even matter?” he muttered to his companion.

      “The Queen says we guard it, so we guard it,” the other replied.

      They trudged back out of sight along the path. I crouched among the ferns for another minute, watching and listening. My hand came to rest on my chest to check the lump of the ring beneath my shirt and confirm I hadn’t lost it in the fall or the water.

      When the coast seemed reasonably clear, I slunk off through the vegetation with careful steps. I aimed myself on a diagonal to reach the road.

      As the ferns started to thin ahead of me, I slowed and peered between their fronds. Another guard was striding along the blue-and-yellow cobblestones, a baton dangling at one hip and a sword at the other. The skin around my neck quivered.

      I drew back a few paces and set off toward the city parallel to the road. The way had been pretty straight from what I remembered. How I was going to keep out of view once I reached the city, I could figure out there. Clearly the Queen’s search hadn’t been called off completely, however long it’d been since my escape.

      My damp clothes clung to my body, cooling with the evening air. I fought off a shiver. The khakis and baby-blue tank top weren’t bright enough to fit in with Wonderland wear, but I didn’t want to stand out right now anyway. At least they were easy to move in.

      The forest of ferns gave way to a narrow field before the city’s buildings rose up. There was no sign of any guards. I darted through the hissing grass and ducked into the thicker shadow under the awning of a now closed shop.

      Keeping close to the buildings and staying in the shadows as much as I could, I crept through the streets toward the Tower. Whenever any of the locals came into view, I froze until they were out of it again. Thankfully, there weren’t many out on the streets at this hour. I guessed most of the Wonderlanders in the city would have headed to the club already.

      A few members of the Hearts’ Guard marched by, but the city wasn’t flooded with them or anything. They’d loosened up their patrols since my dash out of here.

      I held my breath as I sprinted the last several paces to the base of the Tower, only letting it out when I was safe behind its silvery door. “Twenty-seventh floor, Lyssa coming calling,” I told the elevator.

      The air beneath my feet didn’t budge. “The Inventor is not in,” an automated voice murmured.

      Shit. Where could Theo be? Had they gone out to the palace to make an attempt of some kind without me? Had the Knave realized he’d been sheltering me and brought him to the Queen?

      I hesitated and then tried the only other inhabitant in the building I knew. “Twenty-eighth floor, Lyssa coming calling.”

      The air beneath my feet propelled me upward. I guessed Mirabel was in. I hoped she wouldn’t be disturbed by my unexpected visit.

      When the elevator deposited me at the White Queen’s apartment, I gave the door a couple of careful knocks. “Mirabel? It’s Lyssa. I—”

      Mirabel whipped the door open. She was wearing a silvery dress that looked as if it’d been made out of heaps of tinsel, her hair piled high on her head like before, her eyes wide. “Of course, I wouldn’t delay you,” she said. “I could tell it had to be a short visit.”

      Was she looking backwards through time now? I fumbled for the right thing to say. “I’m looking for Theo. He isn’t in his office. Do you know—?”

      She was already nodding. “That’s right. I’m not sure the exact building, but I know he has his meetings somewhere nearby. I wish I could be of more help.”

      “He’s at a meeting with the Spades?” I said. Thank God—that meant the Knave hadn’t arrested him.

      Mirabel cocked her head with a dreamy smile. “You found the key and brought it with you. Such a good thing you had it on hand.”

      The key? How far into the future—or past—was she looking now?

      “I think I’d better go,” I said. Before Theo launched a plan that might not work without my help. “Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mirabel said, patting my cheek. “I’m sure we can sort this out.”

      I guessed you just didn’t have straight conversations with the White Queen. What did the Queen’s guards make of her?

      I descended the Tower and stepped out just as a guard came around a corner down the street. With a lurch of my heart, I threw myself around the side of the building and flattened myself against the cold metal wall.

      No shout came. I exhaled slowly. When the guard had strode out of sight, I ventured into the street again.

      A meeting place in a building somewhere nearby. None of the stores or houses around me looked particularly more promising than any of the others. I treaded softly down the street, peering through windows.

      I’d only made it past a few when the door of one of the shops ahead of me opened as if by some invisible force.

      Chess? I hurried over as the door tapped shut. At my tug, it opened to a small foyer. The inner door in front of me didn’t budge.

      I paused and looked around. Very little in Wonderland was exactly as it seemed. I traced my hands down the wall to my right, testing it here and there, and then switched to my left.

      My finger hooked into a notch my eyes hadn’t made out. I pressed on it, and a flap opened in the wall by my waist. I crouched down and clambered through.

      The space on the other side was so dim I almost fell down the steps before I realized I’d come out at the top of a staircase. As I eased my way down, voices carried to me from the room below.

      “Is there no plan we can initiate without this Otherlander?” a woman was saying. “We were on the verge of action.”

      “Action doesn’t serve us well if we have no chance of winning,” Theo replied in his smooth baritone. I’d found him—and a meeting of the Spades, it sounded like.

      “We have to do something,” another man said. “The Otherlander obviously isn’t coming back.”

      A fourth voice spoke up in a familiar tenor with a bit of bite to it. “We don’t know that yet.”

      Was that Hatter? Meeting with the Spades? Defending my absence?

      “I told her it might not be safe for her to return for a few days.” That was definitely Chess’s light and languid voice. “Time moves differently between the lands. I agree that we shouldn’t count her out yet—but we need a revised plan either way.”

      My feet hit the floor at the bottom of the steps and sent a stray pebble rattling. “Hey!” someone snapped, just as I came around from the stairwell into the wide low-ceilinged room.

      “Maybe I can make a few suggestions,” I said to the twelve Wonderlanders now gaping at me from where they stood around a big wooden table under jaundiced light.

      Chess was there, and that was Hatter, blinking at me from beneath the shade of his derby hat. Doria bobbed on her toes to catch a glimpse of me over the shoulders of the taller women she was standing near. The stout red-haired guy I’d seen her greet the other day stood near Theo with another young man whose face and hair were identical but the colors on his clothes inverted.

      Theo recovered first, of course. A smile spread across his face, as if he’d never doubted I’d appear and I couldn’t have come at a better time.

      “Lyssa,” he said. “I’m glad you could join us.”

      From what I knew about his device’s crystal and all this talk about revising plans, it didn’t seem like a stretch to say, “Your pocket-watch retriever is out of commission?”

      “I’m afraid so. And it was a rather essential component of our original plan.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, ambling over with my arms crossed loosely over my chest. “I’ve got another idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Theo emptied the pouch that had been hanging at his hip onto a small table in the corner of the room. “Just touch all of these and work your Otherlander magic on them,” he said with an affectionate squeeze of my arm. Then he was swiveling to face the others, his voice turning commanding in an instant.

      He motioned to the redheaded twins. “Dee, Dum, swing by the club and pick up the rest of the supplies we need. Meet us by the wall. Everyone else, make sure you’re clear on your part in the plan and you have whatever you need. We move out in ten minutes.”

      The twins dashed up the stairs. I eyed the devices Theo had laid out: five of them like little eggs with a crinkled metallic surface, a couple of wire-woven cubes, a coil of metallic string, a disc of overlapping steel plates, and a folded cloth that was surprisingly heavy in my grasp.

      I wasn’t sure how any of these were going to come into play, but I trusted that Theo knew what he was doing. I snatched up each of them in turn, holding them for as little time as I figured it’d take for my presence to affect them.

      I was just setting down the last one when Chess sauntered by. “Hey,” I said, darting around the table to catch his arm. I hadn’t gotten a chance to really talk to anyone in the middle of all the planning. Before I thought about what I was doing, I’d pulled him into a hug.

      Chess hugged me back, his mouth curling into its habitual grin where it brushed my temple. “You know,” he murmured in his breezy way, “a small part of me was hoping you’d be smart enough to keep your distance from this mad place. But the rest of me couldn’t be happier to see you, lovely.”

      My throat tightened at those words. I hugged his brawny form harder, remembering the lengths he’d gone to so I could get home. My last memory of him involved a burly ginger tabby cat blinking in and out of sight as it wove all through the line of guards outside the club.

      He’d asked me not to talk about it. Did anyone else here know what he could do? I guessed it didn’t matter. If the passage to the pocket watch wasn’t wide enough to fit an arm through, his cat form would never have made it either.

      “Just so you know, your secret is safe with me,” I said under my breath.

      Chess pulled back, still grinning, and cocked his head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Fair enough.

      He touched the side of my face, his gaze turning serious in a way I’d never seen before. “Are you sure about this, Lyssa? All the way into the palace? I liked our White Knight’s plan with its half measures for you a lot better.”

      “Theo’s plan won’t work anymore,” I pointed out. “This one will. It’s the whole reason I came back, Chess.” I hesitated, letting my cheek rest against his hand. “Well, one of the main reasons, anyway.”

      Something in his expression shifted as our eyes stayed locked together. Something hopeful and maybe a little hungry. He stroked his fingers over my hair, and my heart skipped a beat—and then he pulled back completely, nudging me around.

      “And I expect here’s one of the other reasons heading over to say his piece.”

      Hatter had taken a step toward us, leaving the cluster of Spades he’d been talking with. When I met his gaze, his jaw twitched. He kept walking, lifting his hat off his head and holding it to his chest as he came. He looked as scruffily handsome as ever, and a little naked with the spikes of his dark blond hair completely on display for the first time I could remember.

      I tensed as he came to a stop a couple paces from me, not totally sure what to expect. The last time I’d seen him, after all, he’d been yelling at me about how careless and selfish I supposedly was. He looked down at his hat and then back up at me, so obviously apprehensive himself that I started to relax. I felt more than saw Chess slip away from us.

      “I’m sorry,” Hatter said. “Not that an apology seems enough to cover it. I was unfair and unkind to you, and I’ve felt like an ass about it since pretty much the moment after. I can’t make any excuses, so I won’t.” His gaze dropped to my arm and widened. “Is that from—?”

      The line of the cut prickled as if his attention had grazed the broken skin. “When I was making my dash for Caterpillar’s mirror,” I said. “One of his guards was a little too eager with his dagger, in my humble opinion.”

      He looked up at me again. “And you still came back.”

      His expression turned that prickling into a tingling that seeped right through to my chest. “I had things to do. People to see.” What was I even saying? “I wouldn’t have expected to see you here,” I ventured.

      A faint smile tugged at Hatter’s lips. “No, I suppose not. It occurred to me that if I was going to yell at people for running away, the person I really should start with was myself.” He shifted his hat in his hands. “I looked for you, after you ran off. I was worried about you. I didn’t mean…” He exhaled roughly and grimaced as if he couldn’t quite put the words he wanted together.

      “I think you did,” I said, to spare him his obvious discomfort. I could meet him halfway. “I don’t completely blame you. The only other looking-glass girl you’ve known ran away—at the worst possible time—didn’t she?”

      Hatter’s eyebrows rose. “And you know that now because…?”

      I patted the lump of the ruby ring where the key had once hung. “I opened up the box Aunt Alicia left for me. There was a letter—she explained some things. Not that I’d guess it helps much, but she felt really guilty that she abandoned Wonderland. That’s the whole reason she left the house to me, so I’d have a chance to come through and… make my own choices. She wanted me to apologize, to you and any of the other Spades she knew.”

      “I’m not sure there’s anyone else left who knew her more than in passing,” Hatter said quietly. “The Queen has taken a lot of heads since then.”

      I studied him, thinking of all the reactions I’d observed when the topic of my grand-aunt came up, and decided I had to ask. “You yelled at me because you were angry with Aunt Alicia. Did you kiss me because you’re in love with her?”

      Hatter stiffened. “Did she say that in her letter?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m just making a not-so-wild guess.”

      “Well, that isn’t— It’s hardly—” He sighed and set his hat back on his head where it belonged. “I wasn’t in love with her,” he said. “I didn’t know her well enough to be. If it was anything, it was a boy’s infatuation with the girl I wanted her to be. A girl who didn’t really exist. And that has nothing to do with you.”

      “No?” I said. The tingling came back, a fizzy sensation that filled my lungs as he aimed his intense bright green gaze at me.

      “You’re different,” he said simply. “You’re real, not just a hopeful figment I’ve attached to someone who’ll never live up to it. All the courage and compassion and fire I wanted to believe in—you’re it. You’re here.”

      Guilt clogged my throat even as my pulse fluttered. “I wasn’t sure. I hesitated. I could have ended up staying back at home.”

      Hatter made an incredulous sound. “Are you saying I should judge you based on what you could have done but didn’t, rather than by what you didn’t have to do but did? We’re the choices we make, not the options we had. I should know that as well as anyone.” He paused. “Not that my estimation of you revolves around the fact that you came back. Even with what I said before… I’d have understood, Lyssa. You never asked to be part of this. You never acted like anyone other than who you are. I liked you already.”

      The guilt faded; the fluttering stayed. I suddenly wasn’t sure what to do with any part of my body.

      Maybe he wouldn’t be saying any of this if he realized everything that had happened after the last time we’d spoken.

      “Hatter,” I said, forcing the words out, “that night, I went to see Theo. I—We—”

      When I faltered, the corner of Hatter’s mouth curved up at a crooked angle. Maybe he’d already put those pieces together. Chess had seemed to guess in an instant.

      “You know,” he said conversationally, “monogamy is a pretty rare concept in Wonderland. As you may have been able to guess from everything you’ve seen here. I don’t think any of us are likely to judge a person on that basis. I’m saying what I wanted to say. What you make of it is up to you.”

      Oh. A surge of affection stole my voice. I opened my mouth and closed it again, and noticed the other Spades were moving toward the stairs. It was time to go.

      If I was going to say anything that mattered, I’d better spit it out now.

      The words tumbled off my tongue. “Is there any chance you’d like to kiss me again? I hear that’s a thing people do before risky situations, for, er, luck or whatever.”

      Hatter gave me one of those brilliant smiles that crinkled the corners of his eyes. With a nimble flick of his wrist, he caught my hand and lifted it to spin me around like he had on the dance floor my first night in Wonderland. Only this time he spun me right up against him and then lowered his mouth to mine.

      He kissed me with all the intensity of that morning at the breakfast table, if not the same urgency. My fingers curled around the lapel of his jacket and clung on while I lost myself in the firm heat of his lips. Yes, this was a reason to have come back. Too bad it couldn’t be the main one.

      “Show-off,” I murmured when he drew back.

      Hatter kept smiling. We fell into step behind the other Spades, and he leaned in to speak by my ear in a low voice. “Just for the record, I’d like to do a lot more than kiss you.”

      A spike of desire shot through me. “Noted on the record,” I said with a grin that was probably giddy, and noticed Theo bringing up the rear of our procession. He scooped his devices off the table and caught my eye with an amused expression. Not a hint of disapproval or jealousy or anything other than pleasure at seeing the two of us together.

      Three cheers for Wonderlandian open-mindedness!

      Now all I had to do was pull off a feat the Spades hadn’t managed to accomplish in fifty years of trying.
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      Theo had brought a watch of his own on the mission, one that as far as I could tell had no magical qualities. He checked the hands by the moonlight that streaked between the leaves of the tree the six of us were perched in, just a short leap from the wall to the palace gardens. The thickest branches stretched out like spokes of a wheel from the center-point I’d settled into. Each of the others was braced against one of the branches.

      The rest of the Spades, including Doria, had dispersed before we’d reached this spot on their own supporting missions. Now only Theo, Chess, Hatter, the red-haired twin named Dee, a sinewy woman whose name I’d gathered was Sally, and I remained for the main event.

      Ten minutes to cross the gardens. Ten more to get to the room from which we could reach the Queen’s pocket watch. Five to retrieve it, and five more to get the hell out of there before the guards caught on. The second the day flipped over, we had to be moving.

      “Ten to midnight,” Theo reported with reined-in impatience. It was the fourth time he’d checked the watch this hour. Now he didn’t even bother tucking it back in his pouch.

      “Put a little butter in it,” Hatter murmured. “Maybe it’ll run faster.”

      A flicker of a smile passed over Theo’s face. “You and March,” he said with a fond shake of his head.

      Hatter’s expression stiffened, but only for a second. I guessed it was some kind of inside joke. Hatter had worked with Theo before, clearly. How long had he associated with the Spades before he’d cut off that part of his life? From the way Doria had talked and the familiarity I could see between him and the others, I was starting to think he’d been a Spade a lot longer than he hadn’t.

      This wasn’t exactly the best time or place for an in-depth conversation on that subject, though.

      Resting the watch on his knee, Theo reached into his pouch and pulled out the heavy cloth I’d worked my powers on earlier. He unfolded it and attached it around his face, and I realized it was a sort of mask. It covered the base of his nose all the way down to his chin with fabric darker than his hair. “There, ready to go,” he said through it, with a faint rasp to his voice.

      Sally gave him a startled look. “Are you coming through to the palace?”

      “I know the way best. You might need my guidance on the ground.” Theo set his hand on my shoulder. “And I’m not sending our Otherlander in there while I hang back here. This mask will filter out the scent.” He added in an explanation I assumed was for my benefit, “I’m allergic to roses. A rather inconvenient weakness in our current situation.”

      No kidding. But he’d found a way to work around that weakness so he could stay at our sides—at my side. A tendril of warmth unfurled in the pit of my stomach.

      It didn’t quite chase away my nerves, but it made me even more determined to master them. These people had been building their rebellion for decades. Giving them one night of my life was barely anything.

      It was a new feeling, preparing for a struggle with allies just as determined to fight as I was. Matching strength with strength instead of holding together everything as well as I could on my own. I wanted to remember this feeling, no matter what happened or where I ended up afterward. I wanted to find it again.

      “Five minutes,” Theo said. “Lean in.”

      I held out my hands, and the other five of them eased off their branch seats to clasp their fingers around mine, Dee snagging only a thumb, Chess catching my ring and baby finger with a hint of a caress. They all shifted closer at the same time, a shin or a thigh or an arm coming to rest against my body. It was a little suffocating, but we had to be sure there was enough contact between me and them to keep them here with me when the day flipped over.

      “The moment I give the word,” Theo said, and we all nodded. His hand, tucked around two of my fingers, gave them a gentle squeeze. I braced myself, wondering what the flip would feel like.

      The breeze rustled through the leaves overhead. The lights beyond the palace wall blinked and swirled. Then all five of the figures around me winced. I didn’t feel anything at all.

      Hatter sucked out a breath hoarse with awe. Theo was already springing to his feet. “Let’s go, let’s go!”

      We leapt after him. He bent for just an instant to attach one of his devices to a knob on the branch. With a jerk of his wrist, he sent the steel plates unfurling out across the space between the branch and the wall to form a narrow bridge.

      It wobbled but held as Theo dashed across it. He turned and held out his hand to me, and I bolted after him with my heart thudding in my ears. It only took three steps, and then he was helping me down the side of the wall.

      The others leapt down around me. Chess and Sally darted off through the gardens in opposite directions. Their job was to divert the few guards who were brought back into the gardens by the flip of the day—the ones who’d been patrolling the night the Queen trapped time. The rest of us ran for the palace.

      Theo led the way. We skirted a cluster of benches and veered away from one path through the hedges and down another. His shoulders tensed as we sprinted beneath the arch of the Queen’s massive rose bush, but his steps didn’t falter. The cloyingly sweet perfume flooded my nose and stuck in my throat with my ragged breaths.

      When we broke from the shadows, the scarlet palace loomed right in front of us. Theo motioned us to the left, around it. Dee, hustling as fast as his short legs could carry his stout body, came up beside him. The White Knight pointed to a wide balcony on the second floor, and the young redhead positioned himself beneath it with his arms outstretched.

      Hatter appeared to know exactly what to do. He hopped onto Dee’s arms, and Dee launched him into the air as if those arms were a springboard. My jaw dropped.

      “We all have our talents,” Dee said with a grin. “Up you go!”

      No hesitating now. I inhaled deeply and leapt. Dee flung me after Hatter.

      I caught the balcony’s marble railing with a jolt that knocked the wind from me and managed to scramble over. Hatter was already crouched by a door at one end of the terrace. His deft fingers were wriggling two bits of metal in the lock.

      As Theo sprang onto the balcony, managing to land on his feet like he leapt buildings on a regular basis, the door popped open. Hatter waved the hatpins he’d been using, a triumphant gleam in his eyes. “We’re in.”

      I guessed no one would think it all that odd if they found him carrying those things. “I didn’t realize your skills included breaking and entering,” I murmured to him as we hurried into the dark room on the other side, Theo taking the lead again.

      Hatter let out a soft chuckle. “It doesn’t come up very often in my usual line of work. There are many uses a nimble set of fingers can be put to.”

      Oh. Um. Maybe if we got past kissing, I could discover new ones for myself. Add another item to my list of reasons for coming back to Wonderland.

      Hatter had still seemed a little hesitant while we were waiting in the tree, but now that we were in motion, the mission had energized him in an unfamiliar but exhilarating way. What must he have been like when he did this kind of thing all the time, before the Queen’s brutality had battered him down?

      How could Aunt Alicia have seen him as nothing more than one in a list of several names?

      Theo held up his hand to halt us when we reached the hall. He peered through the doorway and then beckoned us onward. He moved for all the world as if breaking into palaces was his main line of work, striding across the thick carpet that muffled our footsteps as if he belonged here even more than in that shiny white office of his.

      A row of chandeliers overhead, their crystal fixtures shaped into hearts and roses, lit the long empty hall. Gold leaf gleamed all through the flowery wallpaper, the thorns drawn around the roses so pointed I wondered if they’d prick my fingertips if I touched them. The smell of the garden’s roses lingered even here inside.

      We passed a few paintings with heavy gold frames: a man with a doughy face, a red robe, and a plump crown on his white hair; a skeletal old woman with fierce eyes and an even bigger crown, and then a sort of family portrait.

      Somehow I knew at a glance that the woman sitting in the throne there was the current Queen of Hearts. Her coppery hair looped in coils from her face to beneath her crown; a smile that looked sharp enough to cut stone curved above her square jaw. Her wide-set eyes, which shone with an eerie golden sheen that matched the frame, bored into me in an instant.

      A man with pasty skin and a matching crown stood beside her throne, his shoulders stooped as he rested one hand on its side. And at the woman’s feet, his head tipped against the satin draped over her knees, a little boy sat with a gold circlet of his own, only a little brighter than his tawny brown curls.

      Was that the prince who’d been murdered? He’d already been a boy, then, when this painting had been hung before time had frozen. Doria had said he’d been thirteen when he was murdered, but I couldn’t stop my mind from picturing that toddler’s head lying in a pool of blood. My stomach lurched, and I yanked my gaze away.

      Theo pointed to a door. Hatter dropped down in front of it, the hairpins spinning in his fingers. With a jiggle and a click, he’d popped the deadbolt.

      The door swung open into a room like an over-crowded gallery, mahogany frames pressed together all across the walls. As we stepped inside, I realized they weren’t any kind of artwork. They were doors themselves, dozens of them in every shade of wood, fit up against each other from floor to ceiling. Most of them I could have fit through by crawling, a few by standing, but the smaller ones scattered the spaces between those, a child would have struggled to fit through.

      Theo tapped his foot against the smallest, a tiny oak door barely the size of my hand, with an even tinier lock. Hatter had to hunker down on the floor to prod its keyhole. Theo turned to me.

      “You’d better prepare. He’ll have it open quick.”

      I nodded, my mouth gone dry. I urged a little saliva onto my tongue as I reached for the pieces of mushroom Dee and Dum had brought us.

      Right pocket smaller, left pocket larger, I reminded myself. Dear God, this had better work again. All the Spades, all of Wonderland, was counting on my spark of untested inspiration.

      I placed one slice from my right pocket into my mouth and chewed. A prickling sour flavor coated my tongue. I swallowed the whole thing, clutching a second piece in case I needed it. A jolt ran through my body.

      I blinked and found my gaze at the height of Theo’s chest and falling. My legs were dwindling under me, my chest contracting. I gasped a breath, and dropped to the height of his hip. My pulse raced frantically through my shrinking veins. I held on to my composure with an iron grip.

      This had all been part of the plan. My plan. I could do this, for all the heads that had rolled, for the Caterpillar’s leers and the cut on my arm, for the freedom I’d thought I’d found here that should have belonged to everyone.

      My descent halted around the level of Theo’s knees. Hatter muttered to himself as he worked at the lock. I still wasn’t going to fit through that passage once he got it open. I popped another half a slice into my mouth, hoping that wasn’t too much.

      My body plummeted in on itself with a lurch. The floor came into sharper view, the bits of dust clinging to the thick red carpet suddenly large as pebbles.

      With a squeak, the little door swung open. I didn’t wait for any command. The way was clear. With my hands clenched tight, I dashed through the doorway.

      The red-walled passage on the other side was even narrower than the door. I hurried along it, feeling as if I were racing down an artery churning blood. My stomach was certainly churning.

      Then I stumbled out into a bare red room. The space looked enormous to me at my current size, but judging from the size of the passage, it was probably only a few feet high and around. It held nothing but a wooden platform a little taller than I was, on which loomed a curved glass case that contained a closed brass pocket watch.

      “I found it!” I called back, not sure how well my equally tiny voice would carry. Now I just had to get the watch out. The case wouldn’t fit through the narrow passage, and I sure as hell couldn’t break it while I couldn’t even reach the top of the platform it was perched on.

      I grabbed a piece of mushroom from my left pocket and ate half, and then another quarter, until I’d shot up to the low ceiling. I aimed one foot at the case and gave it a solid kick.

      The case smacked against the wall with a thump but not a single crack in the glass. Frowning, I grabbed it and bashed it against the floor, against the side of the platform. The cut on my arm throbbed with the effort, and the watch jostled around inside, but the thick glinting surface held.

      “Lyssa?” Theo said, and at the same time another sound reached me. A distant shout that couldn’t possibly be one of our people. My pulse hiccupped.

      “I just have to break the case,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. I slammed the glass structure into the wall with all the strength I had. It bounced off and rolled on the floor, solid as ever.

      A door in the other room rattled as someone tried the knob. Panic shot through me. I snatched up the case again, and my thumb caught on the corner, right on the spot where the ring’s ruby had pierced it this afternoon.

      Mirabel’s voice echoed through my head. You found the key and brought it with you. Could she have actually meant…?

      I dug the ruby ring out from under my shirt. Maybe this was a ridiculous idea, but it was the only one I had left. I popped open the filigree shell and pressed the gem to the side of the glass case, scraping it as hard as I could down the whole length.

      The stone sliced into the smooth surface. Not all the way through, but with a crack that spidered around the edges as I dug the ruby in even harder. A victory cry catching in my throat, I hurled the case at the floor one more time.

      It shattered apart. The watch tumbled amid the shards. Someone was banging on that outer door now, and beyond the thud of that fist and the muffled hollering, a raw throaty voice cut through the air like a machete, with all the authority of a queen.

      “Break it! Break it now!”

      A cold sweat broke out on my back. I snatched up the pocket watch and pushed at the clasp on the cover. It was made of several tiny bits of metal, and none of them shifted.

      Theo had said it might not open easily—that he’d handle it if that was the case. With a shaky breath, I tossed the watch down the passage toward the other room as far as I could fling it. Then I stuffed one of the shrinking mushrooms into my mouth.

      My body shot back to the floor so fast my head reeled. I threw myself past the suddenly boulder-like chunks of glass toward the little hallway.

      Theo’s hand swept down to meet me. I clung to his thumb as he caught me up. “Get down,” he ordered, tucking me into his shirt pocket. Then he wrenched the shuddering door open and tossed one of those egg-like devices at the guards on the other side.

      It burst open with a billow of black smoke. He ran into the haze, Hatter right behind us. As I ducked down within the white linen fabric, a shriek pierced my ears, vibrating with shock and rage.
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        Theo

      

      

      The Queen’s scream sliced through my nerves as painfully as the smell of the roses would have without my mask. My stomach turned over with a queasy shudder, but determination kept my feet steady.

      Her guards had fallen back in the wake of the smoke bomb. I tossed another and grabbed the sleeve of Hatter’s jacket, yanking him with me through the doorway across the hall. Lands willing, it would still be a guest bedroom and unoccupied.

      The guards charged after us with a roar, just a few steps behind us. Lyssa, in her tiny state, had curled into a ball in my shirt pocket, her body a spot of warmth on my chest. The pocket watch bumped against my thigh as my carry pouch jostled. I intended to get both out of the palace and off its grounds safely.

      Just before we reached the window at the other end of the room, I flung a skitter cube behind me. It crackled into a hundred slippery slivers scattering the floor. Bodies thumped as the guards skidded and toppled.

      Letting them get this close hadn’t been in the plan. But then, my plan had needed a lot of reworking in the last couple days.

      I snapped the hooks out from my steel-wound rope and snagged them on the window ledge. “Come right after me,” I said to Hatter as I scrambled out the window. “It’ll hold us both.” Then I tossed one more smoke bomb into the room for good measure.

      Hatter coughed as he clambered down. The string sped through my fingers. I leaned to the side away from my shirt pocket to make sure I didn’t bump the wall at the wrong angle.

      The second Hatter’s feet hit the ground next to mine, I detached the rope with a jerk of my hands.

      “Still okay, Lyssa?” I asked. She nodded, a whisper of movement against my chest.

      Dee caught up with us as we raced through the gardens. A ripple of leaves along the side of a hedge told me Chess had rejoined us too, invisibly. “Sally?” I said.

      “I don’t know,” Chess said without reappearing. “I heard a little yelling from that end of the garden. She’ll find her way out if she’s able.”

      “She wouldn’t want us hanging back waiting for her,” Dee added, his breath coming rough.

      The garden’s lights had brightened into spotlights that swept across the bushes and benches. We ducked low to dodge one, my hand coming up to protect Lyssa’s hiding place. Shouts were echoing all across the grounds now.

      The wall came into view. Dee pushed ahead with a fresh burst of speed and readied his arms to vault us over. I motioned the other three past me and spun to take in the grounds.

      Footsteps thundered somewhere near us, but the Queen’s prized rosebush shielded us from sight. For now.

      “White Knight,” Dee called. The others were already over. I bounded off his arms onto the top of the wall and hooked the rope there for him to climb after us.

      Compared to the lights washing over the garden, the forest was pitch black. We hustled over the hill and across its downward slope to the stand of chittering trees. With the rose bushes far behind us now, I tugged down my mask to drink in the fresh night air.

      A few of our fellow Spades were waiting there in a pool of moonlight, their expressions tight. Relief washed over their faces when we dashed into their midst.

      “You got it?” Dum asked.

      I nodded. “Let’s end this.” But first I slid my hand into my pocket so Lyssa could cling on. I set her carefully on the ground. “I’m sure you’d like to get back to regular size.”

      “Thank you,” she said in a wisp of a voice. She must have had a slice of mushroom at the ready, because an instant later her body started shooting up among us.

      I tugged the pocket watch from my pouch. Power thrummed through it, tingling against my palm. For a second, I could only stare at its tarnished brass surface.

      My entire life, I’d gone without Time. I was about to experience its proper passage as I never had before.

      The latch that held the cover shut was a multilayered one, but I’d seen enough of the Queen’s toys to find the pattern. My thumb slid and pressed against the notches. A hush fell over our little group as my companions watched.

      The latch clicked apart. I held the watch out into the space between us. “We will be bound no longer,” I announced, and flipped the cover open.

      A whistling rushing sound louder than the chittering leaves whirled around us. The wave of contained power whipped past our faces, licked over our clothes and hair, and streamed out across the landscape. The second hand on the watch started to tick along.

      Time had returned to Wonderland.

      My people caught their breaths with a collective gasp. We couldn’t feel the change in any major way yet, but a glitter of hope had come into their eyes—more hope than I’d seen in the entire time I’d moved among the Spades and Clubbers before now. The twins beamed at me. Even Hatter looked delighted.

      I’d done what I’d come here to do. I’d put this one very wrong thing right. It wasn’t enough, and I still had a lot of work ahead of me, but it made every hard choice I’d been faced with undeniably worth it.

      My gaze found Lyssa, who was just taking a tiny nibble of mushroom to shrink her a couple inches back to exactly her regular height. She tossed the rest of the slice away and turned to me, her face so bright with joy that my heart stuttered.

      I hadn’t known how much her smile would mean to me. When she’d come to me a couple nights ago, I’d been glad to hear that she was playing the field, that I wasn’t the only man on her mind. We’d indulged in what had felt like simple mutual attraction and admiration without my having to worry that I was taking advantage of her in a much more cruel fashion than I’d ever wanted to. Not to mention that multiple points of attraction meant more ties to draw her back here.

      And yet right now, I found myself wishing she’d save that smile only for me.

      “You were amazing,” I said honestly. “We couldn’t have done it without you.” I turned to the others. “We should get moving before the guards extend their search this far. As soon as we’re back in the city, they’ll have no proof we had anything to do with that theft.”

      As we all started walking, I fell into step beside Lyssa. Her fine pale hair was mussed from all the shrinking and growing and running around. I couldn’t stop myself from brushing a stray lock back behind her ear. She eased a little closer to me at my touch, aiming a small but equally bright smile at me. It set off a glow in my chest.

      This woman was something special, wasn’t she? In more than one way. In the back of my mind, my Inventor’s instincts were already spinning through the possibilities of how we could use her presence and her Otherlander quirks to serve the rebellion in other ways.

      I didn’t think persuading her to stay with us would even be that hard. Lay on the admiration and the awe, let her absorb the exhilaration of being a hero, and I wouldn’t need more than a nudge.

      Perhaps that was the right thing to do if we were judging right by the greatest good to the greatest number of people, regardless of what it meant for Lyssa. But, Hearts take me, the thought of continuing down that road made me queasy. As if she’d taken a piece of my heart as her own.

      I had missed her, those days when she’d been gone. I’d missed that smile and her easy candidness and the sense that she might have understood a lot more of who I was than anyone else around me if I’d been able to let her in.

      If I pushed her too far and the horrors of this place broke her, I wasn’t sure the knowledge of what I’d done wouldn’t break me too.

      “You saw us through our mission,” I said. “Your mission, I should probably say. What do you want to do now?”

      “What are my options?” Lyssa asked. “The guards were still searching the city for me. Is there any chance I could get home right now?”

      If I delayed her even an hour, most likely not. The words wavered on my tongue. I worked my jaw and forced them out.

      “Everyone in the city was reset back to their starting points a half hour ago. If we head for the club right now, I’d imagine we can get you through.”

      “Really? I think…” She exhaled shakily. “I’m not saying I wouldn’t want to come back. There’s a lot in this place I’d miss. But I’ve already caused kind of a commotion in the Otherland and here, so maybe it’s better if I go back home and let things calm down in both lands before I make the trip again.”

      I traced my fingers down her forearm to twine with hers. “I do hope you make it again.” I meant that honestly too, and not just for the cause.

      “As you should be able to tell by now, it’ll take more than a mad queen and her army of guards to stop me.”

      “Then to the club it is.”

      Her smile came back, wider than before. I might have righted two wrongs tonight.

      When we reached the edge of the city, I waved my companions off. “Get home, get to bed like you’re meant to be. I’m taking Lyssa to her path home, and then I’ll be making my way to mine.”

      Hatter’s head snapped around. “You’re leaving?” he asked Lyssa, with a hint of hesitation.

      “Just for a little while,” she said. “I’m planning on coming back. There’s still an awful lot I’d like to do here.”

      A faint flush colored his neck as he grinned back at her. I’d never seen Hatter smitten before. It was rather extraordinary. No doubt we had to thank Lyssa for his assistance tonight too.

      “If you don’t mind the company,” Chess said to me in his languid voice, “it seems to me that three might be better than two should any obstacles present themselves.”

      “And one more even better?” Hatter suggested.

      A chuckle slipped out of me. “Come on, then, before those obstacles multiply beyond even the capabilities of four.”

      The streets were always quiet at this time with so many Wonderlanders tossed back into sleep no matter what they’d been doing. Dum was woken by a falling branch shortly after midnight every night, so he’d been able to rouse those few Spades to be ready if we needed additional help, but everyone else slumbered. For this last time.

      Tomorrow, they’d get to decide where they slept and where they woke, because of me. Because of us.

      A movement near the club caught my eye. I held out my hands to stop the others. A figure loped away from the club—a palace guard by his uniform, the moonlight catching on the pleated stripes. Where was he going?

      “There might be more inside,” I murmured to the others. “Chess, can you check what we’re up against?”

      He tipped his head to me and vanished. When he returned a few moments later, his expression was pleased but puzzled. “The place is empty. I could hear Caterpillar snoring in the upper rooms. Let’s dance by right under him, shall we?”

      The dance floor was indeed vacant, only a dim purple light drifting over us from a single fixture still lit on the ceiling. At the basement door, I glanced at the others. “Wait here. Shout if anyone comes.”

      Hatter’s mouth slanted as if he wanted to argue, but he just grasped Lyssa’s hand. “Safe travels, until next time.”

      “I’m already looking forward to it,” she said, and the corners of his lips twitched upward to answer her smile.

      Chess claimed her hand next and pressed a kiss to her knuckles with a sweeping bow. “May the journey be smooth both there and back, lovely.”

      I pushed open the door and slipped into the hall right behind her. Lyssa followed the path with practiced steps, to one side and the other, up the stairs and catching herself just before she tumbled down off them, through the thicker darkness of a low tunnel that made my back start to cramp. Her steps sped up as we passed the stairs again. I knew with a sudden shiver of awareness that we were almost there.

      Before I’d quite thought through what I was doing, I caught her elbow. With one swift step, I’d pressed her up against the wall and lowered my mouth to hers.

      Lyssa leaned into the kiss with an eager sound that sparked through every nerve in my body. Her lips were soft and pliant, a faintly sweet flavor lingering on them that I could have enjoyed for hours, if we’d had that long.

      I might not mind if she enjoyed the company of other men, but I could admit I had a competitive streak. Perhaps it was genetic. When she thought about Wonderland, when she dwelled in the memories that called her back, I wanted my touch to be the one she missed most.

      Her fingertips teased up my neck to graze my jaw, and I coaxed another pleased murmur from her throat. When I eased back, her hand fell to my chest.

      “If you’re trying to convince me to stay, you make a very good argument,” she said teasingly.

      “I’ll make plenty more the next time you’re here.”

      “Good. I’m starting to think I’m not going to be able to hang back for very long at all.” She slipped ahead of me again, down the second tunnel. “You had perfect timing. The mirror is right—”

      She cut herself off with a little cry. I stopped in my tracks at the edge of the little room.

      The looking-glass was there waiting for us still. Only it waited in broken shards on the floor. Someone had smashed the mirror right out of its golden frame.

      As a chill washed over my skin, my mind darted back to the guard hustling away. To the Queen’s harsh shout while the other guards had battered at the door. Break it! Break it now!

      She hadn’t been talking about the door.

      Lyssa recoiled from the pieces as if afraid of stepping on them, and then froze. A pained laugh spilled out of her.

      “It doesn’t matter if I touch them,” she said. “Time is freed. The mirror will never reset. It’s just broken.”

      That was true. My throat constricted, but underneath my dismay, a tendril of relief unfurled.

      I got to keep her, without the guilt—other than the guilt that thought sent prickling through me.

      I shoved those conflicting emotions away as I moved to her side and touched her arm.

      “Lyssa, there are other looking-glasses.”

      “Any we have any chance of reaching tonight?”

      “No,” I had to admit.

      “Okay. It’s okay.” She rubbed her hands over her face. A breath trembled out of her. Then she drew herself up as determined and regal as a queen—the kind of queen we should have had. She even managed a wry smile. “I guess my next time here is happening right now.”
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      Somehow or other, we all ended up in a little rooftop garden I hadn’t known existed at the top of the Tower. The city’s lights created a cloud-like haze beneath us, and stars I’d never seen before glittered across the vast expanse of the sky over our heads. No sound rose that high except the whisper of the breeze through the plots of flowers.

      I sprawled on the soft grass, leaning against Theo’s side with his arm tucked around my waist, absorbing his warmth. Hatter sat nearby, stripping the leaves from a daffodil he’d plucked, his expression pensive. Chess lolled on his back as he gazed up at the night sky.

      “One more predictable day,” he said. “After that, we won’t be able to count on sunny blue skies anymore. We might even get seasons again. I believe we used to have seasons. Maybe it’ll rain—I can’t wait.”

      A giggle tickled out of my throat. “You’ll probably get tired of clouds and rain pretty quickly.”

      Chess shook his head. “Not a chance. I will savor every shadow and every drop. Especially the ones that dampen the helms of the Hearts’ Guard.” He grinned.

      That remark made me shiver. “The Queen of Hearts couldn’t capture time all over again, could she?”

      Theo’s thumb stroked over my hip with a reassuring pressure. “Definitely not. It won’t be tricked like that more than once.”

      “Lands only know what new act of tyranny she’ll come up with next,” Hatter muttered.

      I nudged him with my foot. “Let’s not talk about that right now, okay?”

      He glanced up, regret stark in his gaze. “I’m sorry.”

      He wasn’t just talking about the comment. He meant that I was stuck here at all. I swallowed hard. But the truth was, when I’d seen the shattered mess of the mirror, something in me had been a little… glad.

      The choice had been taken away from me. And maybe this was the choice I’d have wanted to make after all, if I’d let myself think just about what would make me happy and not how everyone back home might react. Based on how time had passed during my last two visits, I’d have a couple weeks here before Melody expected to hear from me.

      A little more time to see how wonderful this land could be as we pushed back against the Queen. A little more time to explore the weird but exhilarating emotions these three guys had stirred up in me.

      Which meant it might be a good thing to make sure we were all on the same page.

      I lifted my head, reaching to tilt Theo’s mouth toward me. Without a second’s hesitation, he claimed my lips. His kiss flooded me with warmth, and a quiver of excitement raced through my chest, knowing the other two were watching us. Knowing that if I had my way, next it’d be Theo watching me with them.

      As I drew back from the White Knight, Hatter swallowed audibly. I shifted onto my knees and reached for him. A flicker of surprise passed through his eyes, and then he was moving to meet me, tugging me even closer as his mouth found mine.

      Theo’s hand trailed up my back as Hatter parted my lips with his tongue, and it was a miracle I didn’t melt into a puddle of goo right then. Ecstatic goo.

      When Hatter released me, my cheeks were flushed, my pulse thrumming through my body. I turned to face Chess. He was still stretched casually on his back, his head propped on one arm as he took in our PDA. I still couldn’t read his expression well enough to know for sure whether he wanted to be part of it. But his gaze didn’t leave mine as I scooted closer, stopping just shy of touching his side.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be trying to decipher his reaction. I could simply own mine, and let him do with it what he would.

      “Chess… I want you too,” I said, my cheeks flaring as the words came out.

      Chess hesitated for the space of a heartbeat, long enough that I was already bracing against my disappointment when that beautiful grin stretched across his face.

      “Then come have me, lovely,” he said in his lilting voice.

      My pulse skipped a beat. I leaned over him, and he pushed himself up a little higher, sliding his fingers into my hair as our lips met. His kiss was gentle yet intoxicating, as if I were drinking down a glass of sweet liqueur. When I eased back, I’d lost my breath.

      They were all mine, if only just for this moment. I didn’t know how I’d gotten so freaking lucky.

      I settled down onto the grass between them, not wanting or needing anything more than those kisses right now. My head was getting fuzzy with exhaustion. Just lounging there surrounded by the three most fascinating men I’d ever met was a thrill in itself.

      I should have been content to leave things there for the night, but I was still Lyssa Tenniel, Miss Organized and Prepared. When the question started niggling at me, I knew it wasn’t going to back down until I got an answer. So I had to glance over at Theo and ask, “Where exactly are these other looking-glasses, and how hard is it going to be for me to get to one?”

      Theo grimaced. “I actually only know of one with any certainty,” he said. “And the last I knew of it, the Queen was keeping it in her private chambers, which are always tightly guarded.”

      His words sank in slowly. “The Queen of Hearts?” I said.

      “That would be the one.”

      Oh, fuck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      When the Queen of Hearts retaliates viciously and earth-shaking secrets are revealed, how will Lyssa and her men hold on to hope—and each other? Find out in Wrathful Wonderland, the second book in the Looking-Glass Curse trilogy. Get it now!

      

      If you’re a fan of reverse harem paranormal romance, why not check out Eva’s new series, The Witch’s Consorts? You can grab the prequel story FREE here!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hatter’s Favorite Honey-Pineapple-Coriander Scones
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        (Recipe makes approximately 8 scones)

      

      

      
        
        Ingredients:

      

        

      
        2 cups flour

        2 teaspoons baking powder

        1/2 cup butter, cubed

        3/4 cup crushed pineapple (for lighter scones, use 1/2 cup)

        2 tablespoons fresh cilantro, chopped

        1/2 teaspoon ground coriander

        2 tablespoons honey

        3/4 teaspoon salt

        1/2 cup milk, plus more for brushing on top

      

      

      

      
        	Preheat the oven to 425° F. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

        	Combine flour and baking powder in a mixing bowl. Using your fingers, massage in the butter until the mixture looks like fine crumbs.

        	Stir in the pineapple, cilantro, coriander, honey, and salt. Add the milk a little at a time, stirring until the dough is soft. You might not need all of the milk.

        	Shape the dough into balls about 2 inches thick and roll them on a floured surface. Place on the baking sheet and flatten to about 1 inch. Brush the tops lightly with milk.

        	Bake for 15 to 20 minutes until golden brown. Let sit 10 minutes before serving.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Next in the Looking-Glass Curse trilogy
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        Wrathful Wonderland (The Looking-Glass Curse #2)

      

      

      Four ways to piss off the Queen of Hearts:

      
        	Have a name that sounds kind of like Alice.

        	Change the decor in her favorite club.

        	Destroy the magic she's used to hold Wonderland in her cruel grasp.

        	Fail to offer your head in penance.

      

      I didn't come to this bizarre, intoxicating place looking for trouble, but I've sure as hell found it. As the Queen retaliates viciously against the Spades' rebellion, it's up to me and the three alluring men I've allied with to save Wonderland before so many innocents lose their heads.

      Easier said than done. With Hatter tapping into his inner Mad, Chess pulling a vanishing act, and the White Knight revealing secrets darker than I could have imagined, everything I counted on here has turned upside down. When the swords come out, will I even be able to save myself?

      
        
        Get it now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Consort of Secrets excerpt

          

        

      

    

    
      Want to get a taste of Consort of Secrets, my gothic-flavored witchy reverse harem paranormal romance? Enjoy the first chapter below…

      

      
        
        CONSORT OF SECRETS

      

      

      
        
        1

      

      

      
        
        Rose

      

      

      To a stranger, Hallowell Manor would have looked like the kind of place where dark deeds happened. You know: skeletons bricked up behind the tall foreboding walls. A madman prowling in the attic beneath the steeply sloped roof. Cheating lovers pushed from the turrets’ arched windows to their death. Although as far as I knew none of those things had actually happened there.

      Let’s just say the house had a lot of character.

      My father pushed the control on the Bentley’s dash, and the automated gate whirred shut behind us. The car turned along the drive through the falling twilight. As the house loomed over us, my heart lifted with anticipation.

      I wasn’t a stranger, and to me this place was home. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t set foot on our country estate in more than eleven years. The manor and the massive property around it had set the stage for my fondest childhood memories. Through all that time in Portland, through my studies and the dinner parties and the strolls through fenced back gardens, part of me had always been waiting for the moment when I’d return here.

      “That is an eyeful and a half, now isn’t it?” Philomena said in her lilting British accent. She craned her neck as she peered out the window. “Just ripe for adventure.”

      “I’m supposed to be settling back in, not stirring up trouble,” I said.

      “Oh, I’m sure we can find time enough for both, Rose.” She shot me the classic Phil expression: lips curved, brows lightly arched, brown eyes sparkling with mischief.

      Dad parked by the garage. A couple of the staff were already hustling over to retrieve the few pieces of luggage we’d brought with us instead of sending it ahead. My stepmother let out a slow breath, her pale blue gaze fixed on the house.

      “Well, here we are,” she said. Her tone was so dry I couldn’t tell whether she was expressing relief or trepidation.

      I found it safest to care about Celestine’s feelings about as little as she cared about mine—which was essentially not at all. Ignoring her comment, I pushed open the door and stepped out onto the pavement. The cool breeze of the early spring evening teased through my hair. I pushed the black tumble of those locks back over my shoulders and drank in the lush green scents of home.

      The tang of fresh paint reached my nose. The staff must have been touching up the outer buildings to prepare for our arrival. The once-green slats of the garage walls now glowered a deep maroon.

      Something deep in my chest twisted. The change jarred with my memories. But it couldn’t stop the image from rising up in my head of the last time I’d seen the boys, standing just a few paces from where I stood now, watching a car very much like this one carry me away.

      I jerked my gaze away before Dad or Celestine could notice me looking. It was the company I’d been keeping all those years ago that had prompted our move to the city. Better if neither my father nor my stepmother suspected how much those memories still meant to me.

      Dad typed a quick message into his phone and tucked it into his slacks pocket. Probably letting one of the many people he did business with know he’d be available for conversation and negotiations within the hour. Celestine smoothed her hand over her sleek silver-blond bob and wrapped her slender fingers around his. He directed a quick but warm smile over his shoulder at me, and we started toward the house.

      “Good Lord, it looks even bigger from out here,” Philomena said, clutching her expansive skirts with one gloved hand while she braced the back of the other against her forehead. She stared up at the manor. “Are you absolutely sure you didn’t forget to tell me you’re a duchess or a marchioness or some such?”

      I swallowed a laugh. “I promise, I’m nothing by regular standards. In witching society, I guess we’re about on the level of a viscount?”

      “Hmm.” She glanced at Dad. “I hope you’ll forgive me for saying I have always thought your father would look rather tempting in a proper tailcoat and cravat.”

      “Ugh. I’ll forgive you if you promise to never mention finding him ‘tempting’ ever again.”

      Philomena just smirked at me. It really was a good thing she was only a figment of my imagination and not someone Dad could actually overhear.

      Phil’s insatiable exuberance had practically made her leap out of the book she starred in during the gazillion times I’d read it in the last seven years. I hugely admired her habit of speaking her mind unfiltered. But it wouldn’t have gone over any better in my society than it should have in hers, if her regency romance had been particularly true-to-reality.

      Trust me, if you’d met the company I’d had in Portland, you wouldn’t blame me for plucking my best friend out of the pages of my favorite novel instead. The girls from the witching families around the city had all been as alternately judgmental and fawning as my older stepsisters. As far as they’d been concerned, I was either a country rube to look down on or a Hallowell they should suck up to. Sometimes both at the same time, which had thrown more than one of them for a loop.

      But they didn’t matter now. I was home.

      The staff had opened up the manor’s broad front door. Golden light spilled down over the front steps. My gaze caught on the tiny crack that ran through the second from the bottom.

      How many times, long ago, had I sat there and traced my finger along that spidery line? A voice that wasn’t Philomena’s swam up in my head from the past. Are those stairs a lot more fascinating than they look, or do you figure you’d like to come have some real fun?

      My fingers curled toward the sleeve of my sweater. I had one of my ribbons wrapped around my left wrist, like always. “Rose’s little fashion trend,” my stepsisters had liked to comment with a giggle.

      We stepped into the grand front hall. The porters hefted our luggage up the wide, velvet-carpeted staircase to the second floor. The cherry wood of the banisters and the wall paneling gleamed.

      “I hope the journey was smooth, Master and Lady Hallowell,” our estate manager, Meredith, said, welcoming us in. She’d come ahead with the rest of the key staff that moved with the family when we relocated from one property to another. They’d have spent all day setting the house in order for our arrival.

      “And for Rosalind as well,” she added with a quick wink. Now with only a few streaks of gray left in her white, braided hair, Meredith had been with the Hallowells for generations. You could say she’d raised me alongside my father.

      My stepmother considered the grand front hall and sniffed. “I don’t like to see a painting askew the moment I step inside,” she said in the icy voice she usually used when speaking to Meredith.

      She glanced around to confirm none of the unsparked staff were nearby and motioned the gold-framed artwork that had provoked her displeasure. The gesture turned into a quick flick of magic. The painting shifted straight without so much as a touch.

      Celestine looked at Meredith with a slight arch of her eyebrows, as if to remind the manager that a lesser witch like her couldn’t afford to use her own magic that flippantly. “I hope the rest of the house is in better shape. Double-check the main floor rooms, will you?”

      The corners of Meredith’s mouth tightened only a smidge. “Yes, Lady Hallowell.” Her gaze slid past my stepmother to my father, the man she considered her real employer. He nodded, but he gave her a wry smile at the same time as if to apologize.

      As Meredith bustled away, a sallow, gangly figure appeared at the top of the staircase. “I’ve seen to it that all your office materials are as they should be, Lady Hallowell,” Douglas, my stepmother’s primary assistant, called down.

      “Excellent,” Celestine said with a wave to dismiss him.

      From the depths of the house, the chime of our ancient grandfather clock rang out. Seven o’clock. A lump lodged in my throat. The familiar smell of the manor, wood polish and aged plaster, had drifted all around me, but it only made the ache in my chest deepen.

      This place was home, but it felt abruptly empty.

      “From what I understand, your Derek plans to arrive tomorrow morning,” my stepmother said to me. “You did pack some of your nicer clothes, didn’t you, Rosalind?”

      “I did,” I said without looking at her. Although I wasn’t sure why it mattered. Derek was my Derek because he’d already agreed to the betrothal. In two months he’d become both my husband and my consort in magic. Spending this time on the Hallowell estate together was only meant to give us a grounding for that bond, the final step before the official ceremony we were already committed to. I couldn’t imagine how horrible an outfit he’d have to see me in to back out now.

      A persnickety part of me kind of wanted to experiment to find out. And to see the look on my stepmother’s face.

      “Well, make sure to get out something appropriate for his arrival,” Celestine said.

      “I’m sure Rose knows how to dress herself by now, dear one.” My father patted both of us on the shoulders as if we’d been having an affectionate conversation. “I believe dinner is nearly ready. Shall we freshen up and assemble in the dining room?”

      The thought of walking deeper into the house made my chest clench tighter. An excuse tumbled out of me. “I think I forgot something in the car. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      I managed to walk at a normal pace out the door and down the steps. Then I hurried toward the gate. My fingers dug under my sleeve, unwinding the ribbon as I went.

      The tall wrought-iron bars glowered down at me. I clutched the ribbon—white, the one I’d always thought of as mine among its five companions of other colors. My pulse hitched. Then I reached up and tied the ribbon by one of the hinges. Loosely, roughly, as if it might have blown away and simply gotten tangled there.

      “What’s that meant to accomplish?” Philomena asked, cocking her head.

      I stepped back with a breath that came easier. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I guess we’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      The leaves on the oak outside my bedroom window rustled with the rising wind. I drew my feet up under me on the armchair where I was curled up with a book. After dinner, I’d told Dad and Celestine I was heading right to bed, but instead I’d started unpacking my library.

      The built-in shelves around the room were only half full. I’d gotten sucked into one novel along the way. The rest could wait.

      “I’m sure that story can’t be half so exciting as mine,” Philomena said where she’d flopped down on my bed. She was slightly prone to envy. One of her very few faults, she liked to say.

      “I don’t know,” I teased. “It’s pretty good. Maybe I’ll have a new favorite.”

      She stuck her tongue out at me.

      “Oh, very lady-like.” I waggled the book at her. “Haven’t you always said that a girl needs a little variety?”

      “In men,” Phil said. “Not novels. And even when it comes to men, I did settle down with one in the end.”

      “I’m pretty sure that library you snuck into for your trysts had more than one book in it.”

      She huffed, but she was smiling. “Well, perhaps.”

      “Anyway, this is the only way I’m getting any variety of men,” I said.

      “Which really is a shame. You could be the talk of the ton.”

      “There isn’t a ‘ton’ anymore,” I pointed out.

      “You know what I mean, Rose.”

      I did. There was a reason that for all my diverse literary interests, about half of my collection was romances both historical and modern. I was three months shy of twenty-five, and I’d never even kissed a guy. On the lips, anyway.

      That kind of intimacy was supposed to be reserved for my consort, to kindle the spark inside me that would bring me my power. But I was hoping that Derek and I could generate other sorts of sparks once we were finally allowed to get down to it. The witching men were discouraged from much physical intimacy with any witch until the consorting was complete. We women would have a lot less incentive to settle down if we were getting our spark lit wherever we wanted.

      Until our time ran out, at least.

      “I can have plenty of fun still, when the time comes,” I said to Philomena, and waved the bad boy billionaire romance I was racing through again. “This is research as much as entertainment.”

      “Hmm,” Phil said as if she wasn’t totally convinced. To be fair, I wasn’t either. The couples in these books always seemed to be blown away by their attraction just looking at each other. Derek, well… He’d been the most appealing of the options I’d had. So I would make the best of it. This was real life. Passion could take time to kindle.

      It wasn’t as if I had a lot of choice in the matter.

      Thinking about that, about seeing him tomorrow and starting the preparations for the consort ceremony, made me feel twice as tired as I’d been from the drive. I set down the book on the arm of the chair and turned off the lamp.

      “All right, you got your wish. I’m leaving Claudia and her domineering lover behind for the night. Now shove over.”

      Phil scooted over to the far end of the bed, where she sat primly propped up against the headboard. I crawled under the feather duvet and buried my head in the pillow.

      The tension inside me unraveled with each slow inhale and exhale. I was drifting away when a branch of the oak tree rapped right against the window. The wind must have picked up even more.

      Then the rapping came again, more insistently. My heart skipped. That wasn’t a branch.

      I sat up and turned to the window. The pale moonlight outside caught on a hovering face—and the line of my white ribbon pressed against the glass.
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more of Rose’s story? It’s free with Kindle Unlimited! Grab Consort of Secrets here.
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