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To Katherine "Kitty" Allevato

June 13, 1927 ~ April 25, 2024

I will always regret I didn't get this done in time so you could read it. 

Even though you never got to see how Alice's story ended, I'll always remember you were 

one of my biggest fans. 
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Prologue


Nettle huddled into the farthest corner of her cage as the footsteps came closer. She knew it didn’t do any good, but she couldn’t keep herself from trying to hide. 
“Now, now, I only need a tiny bit more of your wing.” The woman smiled, but her dark eyes were cold. She unlatched the cage and reached towards the bumble faery, who mewled and tried to evade the small hand.
The woman frowned as she chased Nettle around the cage, finally blocking her into a corner and grasping her small body. Nettle wiggled but didn’t bite. She’d learned that wasn’t a good idea the first time she’d tried it and almost died.
The woman flipped her over, and Nettle felt a tugging as the woman clipped off another section of wing. Nettle couldn’t help whimpering, and the woman clucked her tongue. “You Fae have more magic in your smallest finger than we do in our entire bodies. It’s only right you should share a little. I’m not even taking any of your essence this time.”
She tossed Nettle back into the cage and shut the door before turning back to the table where she worked on her formulas. Nettle curled up in the corner. She wasn’t the only captive here, but she didn’t want to know who the others were. Not anymore. Despite what the woman kept saying, Nettle knew she was never leaving this place, at least not while she was still alive.
She sniffed back a tear. It didn’t help and only made her head ache. Instead, she closed her eyes and escaped into sleep.
Nettle wasn’t sure how long she had slept when a cry startled her awake. She froze in her corner, her gaze sweeping around the room. The woman stood at the table, holding up a small gold ring, admiring it. A ruby set in the thin band winked in the sun slanting in from the window. From where the light hit the table, Nettle guessed it was probably afternoon. Not that it mattered.
The woman whirled towards Nettle’s cage, her long white-blonde braid swinging off her shoulder. She lifted the ring towards the bars of Nettle’s cage. “I should thank you, little one. Without your wing dust, this wouldn’t have been possible.”
She reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of colored sugar crystals and tossed them onto the bottom of Nettle’s cage and smiled. “That’s a small thank-you for your donation.” She gave a trill of laughter, her eyes shining, before she almost skipped from the room. A few moments later, Nettle heard the front door open and close.
Nettle crept over to where the crystals lay and gathered them up into her ragged skirt. She wouldn’t eat them all at once. She put one in her mouth and let its sugared sweetness melt on her tongue. A sigh slipped from her lips, and she closed her eyes. For a moment, she could forget she was locked in a cage in a cottage deep in the forest with no hope of escape. She could imagine she was back in the meadow with her sisters and aunts.
A rustling made her eyes pop open. She jerked backwards, spilling her crystals. A pair of bright eyes and a button nose were just visible outside Nettle’s cage. It was the young coinin faery, the latest of the woman’s victims. The girl stood on tiptoe, her long, furred ears sticking straight up and twitching with any small noise. She was trying to reach the latch on Nettle’s cage. “We have to hurry,” she whispered. “I don’t know how long that woman will be gone.”
Not quite able to reach, the girl dragged over a chair and climbed on it.
Fine tremors shook Nettle’s body. “But what if she catches us?”
The girl paused in her work on the latch, and her mouth thinned. “It can’t be worse than what she’s doing to us here.”
Nettle wasn’t so sure about that, but she wasn’t about to turn down freedom. As soon as the door swung open, she tried to buzz out, but she faltered and lost altitude. Only a burst of wing-flapping kept her from crashing to the floor. She twisted to look back at her wings. One of them was half the size of the other.
The girl nodded at the window, even as she moved to the half dozen other cages. “Go out that way.”
Nettle flew up to the table in fits and starts and landed on the sill. Reaching up, she undid the latch and pushed the window open, almost falling out. She glanced over her shoulder. “Aren’t you coming?”
The girl nodded. “As soon as I open the rest of these.”
A loud creak made them both freeze. It was the front door. She was back. The girl waved a hand at Nettle and shimmered out of view. Her voice floated in the empty air. “Go. Hurry.”
The latch of another cage twisted open, seemingly on its own. Nettle hesitated, wondering if she should try to help, but she could hear footsteps moving around the front room. At any moment, that woman could open the door and Nettle had no doubt she’d kill them both.
“Come on,” Nettle whispered, her eyes darting to the door.
There was no response. There were two more cages, but their occupants were lying unmoving on the cage floors. Nettle wasn’t even sure they were still alive, but even if they were, they wouldn’t be for long. 
Nettle waited until she saw each cage door open and heard the patter of the girl’s footsteps coming towards her before she flew out the window. Behind her, there was a shout. She hoped the girl had gotten out, but she didn’t look back. Nettle flew as fast as her mangled wings could take her away from the cottage and the woman who looked like a doll but was really a witch.
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Chapter 1


Alice realized something had gone terribly wrong with the Looking Glass. 
The trees and plants around her glowed an intense, pulsing green, and each bud and flower almost blinded her with their vivid hues—a far cry from the muted colors back home.
However, the biggest clue that this was not Somerset, England, was the tall, blue-skinned man standing a few yards away. He had asked her something, but she had missed it.
“I beg your pardon?” she said.
The man’s lips quirked into a smile. “Have you done something you need to beg pardon for?”
“Of course not,” Alice retorted, and then wanted to bite her tongue. Despite his smile, she didn’t like the gleam in his silver, cat-like eyes. She slid her hand in the pocket of her dress, and her fingers closed over the smooth stone Chess had given her. Its cool weight anchored her racing heart.
The man raised an eyebrow. “There’s no need to be rude. I was merely trying to be friendly.” Amusement lurked in his voice.
“Is that what you call it around here?”
His mouth turned down in an exaggerated frown. “You don’t sound like you believe me. I’m hurt.” He walked closer, and Alice resisted the urge to back up.
Instead, she crossed her arms. “I doubt that. Now, I’d be much obliged if you would tell me where I am because I’m quite sure this isn’t where I meant to go.”
His eyes widened. “You truly have no idea?”
“I think that’s rather obvious.” Alice lifted her gaze to the tree canopy, using the excuse to take several steps away from the man. He had done nothing threatening yet, but she thought it wise to stay out of grabbing distance.
He gave a fancy flourish of his arm. “You, my lovely flower, are in the Faelands, and this is the Greening.” He said it as if it should mean something to her.
“The Greening? I’m afraid that doesn’t help me much.”
His eyes narrowed. “You’re telling me that you never heard of the Greening?” 
Alice felt something brush across her senses, and the hair on the back of her neck stood up. Instinctively, she pushed the feeling away, and a frown flitted across the man’s face.
“Willful,” he muttered under his breath.
She wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but she used his moment of distraction to step further away, his sudden suspicion making her nervous. Her heel caught, and she stumbled, catching her balance on a nearby tree, the bark fuzzy under her fingers.
A faint gasp and squeak near the tree’s exposed root pulled her eyes away from the blue man and down to a small, golden-skinned creature. It lay sprawled on its back, half of one of its round wings missing, its tiny face shriveled. The creature shivered, its ragged dress hardly any protection from the mossy, leaf-littered ground. It drew in a shuddering breath and whimpered.
Its obvious pain tugged at Alice, and she turned to examine it more closely. The man behind her made a strangled noise.
She glanced at him over her shoulder. He backed up, and his amused expression had turned into a frown.
“What?” she asked, unable to keep the impatience from her voice.
He swallowed. “Were you aware you have a snark on your skirt?”
Alice straightened, twisting to see, which made her twirl in a rather ridiculous circle. “Wickle?”
“You’ve named it?” His face turned a paler shade of blue.
Alice ignored him as the small bundle of fluff scampered up her back and onto her shoulder. Alice held out her hand and Wickle hopped into her palm. Some of the tension leaked from Alice’s shoulders even as she frowned down at her little friend. She didn’t want to admit how relieved she was to have at least one ally in this place.
“What in the world are you doing here, Wickle? I saw you go into the labyrinth myself.”
No leave my Alice.
Alice’s mouth twitched into a smile. She glanced over at the Fae man who was staring at her as if she had two heads. “Well, my friend, I am glad to see you, even if you shouldn’t be here.” Alice tipped her head in the man’s direction. “Keep an eye on that one, would you? I need to help this little creature.”
Wickle peeked over the edge of her palm. He twittered and let out a loud sigh that blew his blue fringe of bangs upward. Too late for faery. Almost gone.
So, that’s what it was. “I have to at least try.” She knelt next to the little faery and set Wickle on the ground.
Alice leaned closer to inspect the suffering creature and frowned. She wasn’t sure what was wrong with it, but it was clearly badly injured and looked malnourished, its skin sallow and loose.
She laid one hand on its shoulder and put a finger gently on its forehead.
“I don’t think I should let you do that.” The man’s voice buzzed over Alice’s skin. “For all I know, you caused this.”
She shot the man a glare. “Don’t be daft! I’m trying to help her, if you’ll shut your yap long enough to let me concentrate.” She bit her lip. It never failed. Whenever she was nervous or upset, she reverted to the familiar words of her childhood on the streets.
Well, it couldn’t be helped now. She turned back to the little Fae, letting her eyes close as she tried to trace the problem.
Leaves crunched behind her, and Wickle let out a loud hiss, breaking her concentration. Again.
“Do you think it’s possible for you to call off your snark, my sweet?”
She didn’t open her eyes. “No.”
Once again, she focused on the small creature and almost jerked her hands away as the pain flowed into her mind. There was a deep hollow at its very center, but it was mostly empty. A few glowing strands clung in that hollow, but she had an intuitive sense that it should be much fuller. The small body’s life force was flickering, but no matter how much she focused on fanning it, it only got weaker. Whimpers escaped from the creature. The man said something again, but Alice was too busy trying to soothe the Fae’s pain to pay him any attention.
The pain receded. A tiny smile curved the Cupid’s-bow mouth, and the golden eyes slid shut. The creature let out a soft sigh.
And then the flame shimmered and snuffed out.
Alice sat back on her heels, letting her hands fall into her lap. The tiny face, despite its obvious suffering, wore a peaceful smile. At least she’d done that much. Alice’s eyes prickled and the back of her nose burned. She blinked rapidly to clear her vision.
“You’re not what I was expecting.” She looked up to find the man watching her from a safe distance.
Wickle trundled over and clambered up Alice’s arm. She waited until he settled on her shoulder before she answered the Fae man.
“I don’t see how you could expect anything since I’m not supposed to be here. Which I’ve told you several times already.”
Again, that buzz over her skin, stronger this time. “I’m afraid I don’t believe you, my flower.”
Alice got to her feet. “I don’t mean to be rude, but frankly, I don’t care what you believe. I only need you to tell me if I can get to the Red Palace from here.”
Both his eyebrows rose. “So that’s where you’re from—but you should know you can’t walk to the Red Palace from the Faelands.” The full lips, a deeper shade of his purple-blue skin, quirked into a half smile. “Unless, of course, you really aren’t from the Red Palace at all and are just trying to throw me off the trail.”
“Look, I’m very sorry about your friend.” She gestured at the little Fae crumpled on the ground. “Whatever happened to her, she was too far gone to heal, at least by me. I haven’t been doing this very long, so maybe someone more skillful would have been able to help her. It’s quite sad, but I need to go home, and the only way I can do that is if I go back to the Red Palace.” Alice pressed her lips together to stop her babbling.
The silver eyes gleamed with curiosity. “You keep saying home. Just where is this home if it’s not the palace?”
“Somerset,” she said. At his blank expression, she added, “The Mirror World?”
“And what was someone from the Mirror World doing at the Red Palace?” He circled around her. Alice spun with him so she could keep her eyes on him. Wickle hissed again. “Your story is making less and less sense, my sweet. You can’t merely take a wrong turn from the Red Palace and end up here. This is an island, after all.”
No like. Make go away.
“I’m trying,” she muttered.
Alice’s mind churned as she absently patted the snark. How had she ended up here, in the Faelands? The name sounded familiar. The man knew about the Red Palace, so it had to be part of Wonderland, but he also said it was an island. She sighed. Zander had said the Looking Glass could be finicky. It was too bad it had chosen her trip home to malfunction and send her here, of all places. Now, this man seemed to be her only way back to anyone who could actually help her, and she didn’t trust him an inch.
“It’s almost painful to watch.”
Alice glanced up to find the man uncomfortably close again, even though Wickle had puffed up on her shoulder to almost twice his normal size. She narrowed her eyes. “What is?”
“Your mind working so hard to come up with a plausible story.” He smirked. “That is what you’re doing, isn’t it? Trying to decide what to tell me?”
“No, I’m trying to figure out how to get back home.” She crossed her arms. “If you were a gentleman, you’d help me.”
His smile sharpened. “I don’t recall saying I was a gentleman.” He tilted his head, his silvery hair sliding over one shoulder. Alice’s skin buzzed again, and she swayed towards him. “And I hardly think a lady would go around killing innocent Fae. Bumble faeries can be annoying creatures, but hardly a threat to anyone. So, let’s start again, shall we? Why are you truly here?”
His accusation should alarm her, but the deep timbre of his voice mesmerized her. She couldn’t look away from the sharply sculpted planes of his face. The silver cat’s eyes twinkled, warmth radiating from their depths. She’d been wrong. She could trust him. The words spilled from her lips. “Because they sent me through the Looking Glass.”
The man smiled. “Who sent you, my sweet?”
Wickle wheeked loudly in her ear, and Alice jerked her eyes away from his chest, her face flushing as her thoughts came back into focus. “Were you trying to charm me, just now?”
He chuckled, the sound a deep rumble. “I am quite charming. How kind of you to notice.” 
Alice narrowed her eyes. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
The man shrugged, as if he didn’t care that she’d found him out. “It’s a much easier way to get answers, but I must ask—how does someone from the Mirror World have any knowledge of Fae charms?”
Alice ignored his question, focusing instead on his earlier words. “You don’t have to manipulate answers out of me. I didn’t kill anyone. As I’ve told you at least half a dozen times now, I was supposed to be going home—to the Mirror World—but something happened with the Looking Glass and I ended up here instead.”
He tilted his head. “Are you so sure it was an accident? You said someone sent you.”
Alice blew out a breath. “Yes, because someone did, but not here. I was supposed to go home, to Somerset. How many times do I have to tell you that something went wrong before you’ll believe me?”
He studied her for a long moment. “It does seem odd that you would work to heal the bumble, but you could have merely been doing that to throw off suspicion from being caught red-handed.”
Alice resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “What reason would I possibly have to kill a faery?” She clasped her hands together, trying to gather her thoughts. “Look, I know you don’t have any reason to believe me… erm, sir, but—.”
“Indigo. My name is Indigo, and it’s only fair you tell me yours now.”
“I’m Alice. Prince Zander and his father the Red King are the ones who took me to the Looking Glass.” She figured it wouldn’t hurt to drop a few names.
“So sincere.” Indigo shook his head. “I would almost believe you if I didn’t know that the he died over a year ago and his son has been missing for almost as long.”
Alice’s stomach sank at his words. The Faelands must be in a very isolated part of Wonderland if he hadn’t at least heard about the Great Ballroom Battle. “I’m afraid you’re behind on events, but there’s an easy way to find out if I’m telling the truth. Send a raven to the Red Palace. They’ll confirm what I’m telling you.”
He considered her words for a long moment, and then he bent and scooped up the dead Fae, cradling it in his large hands. “Well, we won’t settle anything out here.” He nodded towards the faint path that wound through the forest. “Come along, then.”
Before Alice could ask where they were going, a voice spoke from behind her, nearly startling her out of her skin. She whirled to find a woman standing several yards away.
The woman jabbed her finger in Alice’s direction. “Indigo? Who is this and what has happened here?”
“This is Alice.” He grinned. “I found her.”
The woman glided closer, her feet skimming soundlessly over the forest floor. She was clearly related to Indigo. She had the same sculpted features, but her skin was a paler blue, without the purple tinge. Her hair, a darker silver shade, was in rows of tight braids interwoven with feathers the same color. She wore stretchy armor that looked as if it were made of leaves, and two feathery wings rose above her shoulders. Alice briefly wondered what the woman’s animal form was. Citrine had told her all Fae had the ability to shift.
The woman’s eyes, the same silver as Indigo’s, narrowed with suspicion. She glanced from the dead Fae Indigo held to Alice and back again before her hand moved to her waist. In one smooth movement, she pulled a sword out. The point stopped about an inch from Alice’s chin.
“I am arresting you for the death of this Fae.”
She’d barely gotten the words out when Wickle let out a vicious snarl, and before Alice could stop him, he launched himself from her shoulder.
Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Wickle’s tiny body flew towards the woman, his fangs extended. The woman’s blade made a graceful arc through the air.
At the last second, Wickle twisted in the air so the flat of the blade smacked into him rather than the sharp edge. Alice watched in horror as he sailed through the air and thudded into a nearby tree trunk, bouncing off before hitting the ground with a sickening slap.
Alice darted towards him, but the sword whipped in front of her, and she skidded to a halt.
“Please, he’s hurt. Let me help him.”
The woman’s face remained impassive. “Check the snark, Indigo.”
“Me? You’re the one that injured it, Azalea.”
The woman made a noise in the back of her throat. “Stop being a child. It’s probably dead, anyway.”
Alice blinked back tears. “If you’ll only let me…”
The woman’s sword flicked up almost to Alice’s chin. “You will stay where you are.” Neither her sword nor her gaze wavered from Alice when she spoke again. “Indigo?”
Alice bit her lip as the man walked over to the blue ball and gingerly poked at it with his foot. Wickle was disturbingly limp. He pushed harder. The small body flopped over, and Alice swallowed down a sob.
“You’re right. I think it’s dead.” A grin spread across the man’s face. “You have always had more than your share of luck, sister.”
“Skill is not luck.” She jerked her chin at Alice. “We will go now.”
Alice repressed the instinct to shake her head, afraid she’d accidentally slit her throat on the sharp blade. Instead, she scowled at the woman. “At least I tried to heal your bumble faery. You killed Wickle.” Her voice cracked, and she blinked rapidly, not wanting to cry in front of either of them.
The woman lifted an eyebrow. “One less snark is a blessing. It is unnatural for you to care about those creatures.”
Anger bubbled up in Alice. “The only reason he attacked you is because you threatened me. He shouldn’t have to die just because he was loyal.” She narrowed her eyes. “The only person who killed anything here is you, and the only thing I’m guilty of is trying to heal someone and failing.”
“Of course, you would try to cover your actions by appearing to help. Nobody announces their evil intentions. I am not so easily fooled by a lovely countenance as my brother.” She waved the sword towards a distant point in the forest. “You will come with me to see King Thorne. Tell your story to him.” She nodded at Indigo. “Bring her.”
Indigo rolled his eyes. “That’s where we were going anyway, if you hadn’t interrupted things.” He turned to Alice. “If you are telling the truth, you’ll need Father’s help to return to the mainland, anyway.”
Alice digested the news that these two were some kind of royalty. Her gaze slid back to the woman, and she swallowed. The other woman fairly bristled with weapons. She had another sword on her hip that matched the one in her hand, and she had strapped a dagger to each arm. Between her wings, the top of a bow poked up. Alice scanned the forest, a sense of inevitability weighing her down.
Indigo slid next to Alice and grasped her upper arm, starting up the path. Azalea fell into step behind them. Because he was so tall, Alice had to trot to keep up, but she was afraid to slow down, sure she’d feel the sharp blade of Azalea’s sword if she did.
She only hoped the King was more sensible than these two.
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Chapter 2


Chess wiped his face with the hem of his sweat-soaked shirt, the salty tang stinging his eyes. The soldier he’d been sparring with moved off to get a drink, his boots crunching on the dusty ground. 
Suddenly, the soldiers milling around the practice area straightened, the clank and jingle of their armor filling the air. The Commander came into view and Chess set down the sword he’d been using and trotted over to his father.
“I didn’t expect you back so soon,” he said as he got closer.
The question he really wanted to ask remained stuck in his throat.
“Alice got off safely,” the Commander said.
Chess gave a rueful smile. Apparently, he didn’t have as much of a poker face as he thought. He gave a sharp nod of his head. “Good.” He wanted to say more, to ask if she seemed happy or if she hesitated, even a little, but he kept his lips clamped shut, knowing it would only give his father further fuel to criticize him.
The Commander tipped his head towards the row of practice swords. “Do you want to go a round?”
Emotions buzzed under Chess’s skin. He understood it had been the right choice to send Alice back home, but from the moment he’d said goodbye to her, he couldn’t stay still. Now, the idea of working some of those feelings out on the Commander was oddly appealing.
He nodded. “Yeah, all right.”
The Commander ducked under the fence and strode over to grab a sword, and Chess picked up the sword he’d just been using, the metal cool against his skin as he adjusted the grip in his hand.
He moved to the center of the ring, his boots kicking up dust with each step, and the Commander squared up across from him. Out of the corner of his eye, Chess noticed more soldiers gathering to watch.
They ringed the fence, and their anticipation weighted the air. Chess was sure there were more than a few bets being placed—probably in his father’s favor. He smirked. Well, he was good at exceeding everyone’s very low expectations of him. It was part of his charm, after all.
Instead of taking his own stance, the Commander twisted his sword, seemingly absorbed with its plain handle. “You did the right thing, letting the girl go. I know you cared for her, but it’s for the best.” He took up his ready stance and finally met Chess’s eyes, blue clashing with blue. “Shall we?”
The words threw Chess off-balance, and he almost didn’t block his father’s first strike, the clang of the blades jarring his bones. Trying to make up for his distraction, his feet danced over the hard packed earth as he blocked a flurry of blows.
They separated and circled each other, the snap in the air cooling the sweat on Chess’s back.
“You’d understand all about that, wouldn’t you?” Chess couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice.
“Yes, I do.” The Commander lunged forward and drove Chess towards the fence. Chess’s back hit the wood as their swords clashed and held, the rough boards digging into his spine through his shirt.
His father’s eyes bore into his. “You’re from two different worlds. Trust me—it wouldn’t have worked.”
Chess’s muscles strained as their swords pushed against each other. “Maybe not for you.” His anger gave him fresh energy, hot and bright, and he shoved his father back, making the older man stumble.
Taking advantage of the Commander being off-balance, Chess’ sword became a blur of movement, singing as it sliced the air. To give the Commander his due, the man still managed to block all his strikes, grunting with the effort. Once the Commander found his feet again, he struck Chess’s sword, the impact juddering up Chess’s arm, almost knocking it from his grasp.
“No, not just for me.” The Commander backed up a few steps, wiping a hand across his brow. “I don’t want to see things more difficult for you than they already are.”
Chess’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
His father ran a hand through his hair before he lifted his sword into a ready stance again. “Why must you twist everything I say?”
“Why must you always assume the worst about me?” Chess lunged forward, his sword clanging against the Commander’s.
The Commander’s face twisted as he blocked another of Chess’s strikes. “I’m trying to tell you I’m proud of you.” He blocked another strike. “For not being ruled by your emotions. There’s too much of that lately.”
Chess’s gut twisted, and Alice’s face flashed into his mind. Her big eyes, the purple hue of twilight, looked up at him full of questions. His distraction cost him. The Commander’s sword smacked his arm with a dull thud, making it throb, but he managed to keep his hold on his own sword.
A tiny mocking smile hovered on the Commander’s face. “She’s gone. Stop letting her distract you.” His words hung in the sharp air.
Sweat dripped into Chess’s eyes, and he lunged forward, the metallic sound of swords colliding ringing in his ears. The Commander’s eyes widened at the fury of Chess’s attack.
Chess pushed himself, driving his father across the practice ring with a series of blows until he pressed the Commander up against the fence, the weathered wood creaking and groaning, their swords once again straining against each other.
“I sent Alice back because she needed to go. Not because it was best for me.” Even if it had almost killed him to do it—but he kept that thought to himself.
His savage sword work earned several whoops and whistles from the watching soldiers, and his chest swelled with an unfamiliar sense of pride.
He stared into his father’s eyes. “Unlike you, I want what’s best for the woman I care about.”
Something like hurt flickered over the Commander’s features before he shoved hard, pushing Chess back and freeing his own sword, with a grating rasp of metal on metal.
The Commander slashed his sword towards Chess, but Chess blocked him, knocking the blade aside. He brought his own sword up under the Commander’s chin. The older man let his weapon fall to his side and held up his other hand.
“I give. You’re the winner this time around.” The Commander wiped a hand across his brow, breathing hard. His blond hair was dark with sweat.
Chess stepped back, his own chest heaving with his exertion. Despite his irritation, Chess couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. “Never thought you’d live to see the day, did you, Commander?”
The Commander pushed off the fence and clapped a hand on Chess’s shoulder. “You’re capable—when you make the effort.” He lifted an eyebrow. “The men would follow you if you exerted yourself.”
Chess shrugged off his father’s hand and smirked. “I’ll leave that to Zander. It’s not my style.”
The Commander frowned, the lines around his mouth deepening. He lowered his voice to a rumbled whisper that Chess had to strain to hear over the clang of swords and grunts of exertion from practicing soldiers. “I don’t believe the men trust him anymore.”
“What does that mean?”
But before his father could answer, the mood among soldiers shifted. The air seemed to thicken with unease. Several drew back, boots scuffing nervously in the dirt. Others stiffened, knuckles whitening on sword hilts.
It was then that Chess saw Zander striding towards them, sunlight glinting off his practice armor.
The Commander nodded towards the uneasy soldiers. “That’s what I mean.”
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Chapter 3


Alice’s whirring thoughts slowed to a halt as they stepped out from the forest into a small clearing dominated by a large hill. A breeze stirred the carpet of candy-colored wildflowers, and a symphony of sweet scents tickled Alice’s nose. 
Instead of going around, they stopped in front of the hill. As she tried to puzzle out why, Indigo let go of her arm and drew shapes in the air with his finger. Each stroke left a shimmering line in its wake. The sunlight glinted off each one as they hung in the air before slowly fading.
With a deep sigh, the earth in front of them split open, revealing a tunnel wrapped in flowers and vines. Even as she watched, several buds swelled and burst into flower, each one a different color, their petals lacy and delicate.
Curiosity and caution warred inside Alice. If she entered that hill, would she ever come out again? She glanced at Indigo to find him watching her lazily.
He swept out his arm. “After you, my sweet.”
Alice hesitated.
Something sharp poked her back. “Do not consider the possibility of fleeing.” Azalea’s voice held none of Indigo’s mesmerizing timbre. Instead, it scraped over Alice’s ears.
Alice turned towards the other woman. “I’m not sure…”
The sword came up again, and Alice swallowed as the tip hovered above her collarbone.
Azalea’s eyes flashed, her voice harsh. “I am sure. You will see the King and explain yourself.” Azalea jabbed her sword towards the tunnel. “Go.”
Indigo pushed the tip of his sister’s sword down with one fingertip. “You are giving our guest an entirely wrong impression of us. How will I convince her to stay if you are threatening her?”
Azalea’s face darkened. “She is not our guest and her opinion of us is of no concern to me. Do not let a pretty face make you a fool, brother.”
Indigo laughed. “Just because I don’t like to play with pointy objects doesn’t make me a fool, sister. Beauty is its own reward.”
Alice’s gaze bounced between the two and then back to the forest. She took a small step sideways, but Indigo grasped her arm.
“Don’t let my sister’s opinion of me sway you.” He leaned down so his lips hovered by her ear. “For instance, I know it would be a mistake to underestimate you despite that beautiful face.” He straightened and smiled down at her.
Alice shivered, suddenly more afraid of Indigo than his sister’s sword. She tried to pull away, but his fingers tightened around her arm like a band of iron. He tugged her forward. “Come along, my flower. We wouldn’t want my sister to get fidgety.”
Alice let him lead her into the tunnel. After all, what choice did she have? Azalea stepped in after them, and the entrance sealed back up. Alice swallowed, and she couldn’t help wondering if she’d ever see the outside again.
She wished Wickle was with her. The memory of his small body crumpled on the ground made her breath catch, and she blinked back the tears that welled in her eyes. She couldn’t think about that now. She needed her wits about her. Grief would have to wait.
Indigo’s hold on her arm loosened, and she glanced up at him. “You know you don’t have to hold on to me. It’s not as if I can run away.”
“No, but Underhill is rather confusing to the uninitiated. Besides, my sister will balk if you aren’t secured.” He rolled his eyes, making it clear what he thought about that idea. “Let’s do this instead.” He took her hand and threaded it through his elbow. “Is that better, my sweet?”
“Maybe if your sister removed her sword from my back,” Alice said, glancing over her shoulder.
Behind them, Azalea snorted. “I will put it away when I am satisfied you are not a threat.”
Alice didn’t waste her breath trying to argue with the woman. It was obvious she wasn’t changing her mind. Instead, Alice lifted her chin and tried to ignore the fact that there was a sharp blade pointed between her shoulder blades.
The tunnel twisted and turned and seemed to wind in all directions. Although they were supposedly underground, it wasn’t dark. A sunny glow lit the passageways that were alive with plant life. There were the flowering vines, but also branches that grew from the walls to arch over them, and several times, Indigo had to part sheets of moss in hues of green and blue that hung from the ceiling.
Periodically, tiny creatures flitted through the tunnels. At first, Alice assumed they were overly large butterflies or dragonflies, but closer inspection revealed that they were tiny people. The further they walked, the more Fae they saw. She couldn’t help her fascination of the variety represented. They seemed to come in all shapes and sizes, some with delicate wings like insects and others with wings that were covered in feathers or leathery like bats. Quite a few, like Indigo, didn’t have any wings at all, at least none that were visible.
Just when Alice wondered if they were going to walk forever, the passageway stopped, and they entered a spacious, circular room. It was bustling with Fae of all kinds, all walking, scurrying, or flying somewhere.
High above her head, a blue sky arched, wispy clouds floating lazily. Since they were underneath a hill, she wasn’t sure how that was even possible, but she didn’t have time to consider it.
There was so much color and activity, Alice’s eyes could hardly take it all in. Eventually, her attention caught on a woman, her features beautiful but sharp. The woman paused and bowed to Azalea and Indigo. Her deep auburn hair flowed to her waist, and two furry triangular ears poked out on the top of her head. Her golden eyes darted to Alice, and when she caught Alice staring, she gave a low growl. Alice hastily dropped her gaze to the ground.
“Almost there, my flower.” Indigo patted her hand and headed towards a passage that opened off the main room like spokes on a wheel.
Alice walked into another passageway similar to the one they had recently come through. Thankfully, this one was much shorter, and it didn’t take long before they reached another room.
Instead of walls, the room was ringed by thick tree trunks, their canopy forming a living green ceiling. Swaths of flowers hung from the branches here and there. As in the tunnels, tiny Fae people flitted here and there, their wings flashing like jewels through the air as they tended the trees and plants. The heady scents of rose and violet mixed with something earthier and wilder.
A large basket chair swayed, making the overhead branch creak. It was only then that Alice realized there was a man lounging on it. As he unwound himself, Alice lowered her eyes. Even without the woven crown on his head, she would have known this was the King. His presence was overwhelming, and Alice had the almost irresistible urge to drop to the ground and bow to this man. Instead, she dipped into a deep curtsey and lowered her head. She stayed in that position until the man spoke.
“Rise, my child.” His voice had the same rich timbre as Indigo’s, but there was a comforting warmth to it. “I am King Thorne, and I welcome you to my court.”
Alice had a moment to take in the King’s dark-brown skin, silver hair, and the two antlers that curled out of the top of his head before Azalea jumped in. “We found this human next to a dead bumble faery.” She nodded at the creature still cradled in Indigo’s hand.
A frown wrinkled the man’s face, and his dark eyes drilled into Alice. It was all she could do to keep herself upright under the weight of his stare. A sensation like a thousand ants crawled inside her skull. Instinctively, she pushed against it, and the feeling receded.
The man’s shaggy eyebrows rose. “Hmmm.” He studied her for another long moment before he spoke again. “Tell me how you came to be in the Faelands.”
It wasn’t a question, and again Alice had the impression she wouldn’t be able to resist answering even if she tried. “It was a mistake, Your Majesty.”
“How so, child?”
“The Red King”—at the mention of the name, the frown on the King’s face deepened— “he and Prince Zander escorted me to the Looking Glass. It was supposed to take me to my home in the Mirror World, but something happened.” Alice spread out her hands. “I have no idea why I ended up here, but all I’d truly like to do is go home, sir.”
The King’s gaze flicked to a shadowed corner of the room before returning to Alice. “As the Red King has been dead for over a year, I find your story difficult to accept.”
“Your Majesty, I’m afraid you are not aware of the most recent events. He’s not dead at all.” In her enthusiasm, Alice stepped closer to the King, and Azalea’s sword shot out, blocking her way. Alice looked down at the razor-sharp blade and slid back before continuing. “He was cursed and hidden in the middle of the Wonderland labyrinth.”
The shaggy eyebrows drew down. “Cursed?”
Alice hesitated. She didn’t know how many details she should tell this man. It would be best to keep it simple. “Yes, but we freed him from it, and he is doing well now.”
“I see I am behind the times. And what of his son? The last I had heard, he was missing, and the kingdom was under the rule of the King’s young widow.”
Alice hesitated again, her mind whirring. Were the Faelands really that cut off from news from Wonderland, or were they being kept in the dark for some reason? Again, she kept to the basic facts. The less she said, the less chance she had of putting her foot in it.
“He has been found and is doing well. The Red King and his son are overjoyed to reunite again.”
“And what of the young queen? Is she equally happy to be reunited with her husband and stepson?”
Drat! Alice had hoped to gloss over the Queen and her part in recent events. She had no idea what the relationship was between the Red King and the Fae King. How much of the royal family’s private business should she share with this man?
She hesitated too long, and the King leaned forward. “Did you not understand the question?”
Again, his overwhelming presence bore down on her, and the urge to drop to her knees and tell him everything she knew was almost unbearable. Clenching her hands into fists, she resisted, her gut telling her to tread carefully with this man, no matter his warm demeanor.
“She is gone at the moment. I believe she’s visiting her home in the Northern Estates.”
The King stared at her, his eyes boring into her soul. She smiled, hoping it showed she was sincere, even if she was fudging the truth a bit.
“Your story is easy enough to verify.” He lifted a hand and beckoned. Almost immediately, a Fae creature about the size of a cat zipped to hover close to him, bowing in midair. The jet-black feathers that covered the wings on his back extended in a wide stripe over his head. His skin was a shade lighter than his feathers, and his hooked nose reminded Alice of a beak. He wore a tunic and breeches the same color as his wings, but they looked like leather.
The Fae noticed her staring and crossed his arms, scowling. “Paint a picture, why don’t you?”
Alice felt her cheeks heat, and she averted her gaze.
The King ignored the exchange. “Go see what you can find out at the Red Palace, Zephyr. Make sure nobody sees you.”
Zephyr bowed again and then flew out of the room and down an adjacent tunnel.
The King turned his attention to Azalea and Indigo.
“I’d like to know why you think this human girl has something to do with this most recent death.”
Azalea stepped forward, sheathing her sword. “We discovered this bumble faery in the Greening. She appears as the others we’ve come across, drained of her essence. However, she was still alive when Indigo found her and the human.” She tipped her head in Alice’s direction.
“As much as I appreciate your enthusiasm, daughter, it is unlikely that this girl from the Mirror World possesses the ability to drain one of us.” The glance he gave Alice reminded her of one you’d give a lame dog. “They don’t even acknowledge or demonstrate Gifts in their world.”
Azalea’s expression tightened. “Perhaps not in the Mirror World, but she possesses the Healer Gift. She tried to use it on the bumble.”
The King frowned again and nodded at Indigo, who stepped forward, his languid air gone for the moment.
“Indeed, Father, the human attempted to heal her. But the faery’s life force was too weak. I’m uncertain if even a truly skilled Healer could have saved her. I sincerely question whether a Healer is the person who has been draining our people, especially an unskilled one like this. It goes against their nature to harm.”
The King regarded Alice thoughtfully and gave a nod. “I must agree.” His gaze returned to Azalea. “You made the right decision to bring her here, daughter. Any stranger in the Faelands is troublesome at this moment with these disappearances and deaths.”
He shifted his attention back to Alice. “Even though I doubt your involvement in our current crisis, I won’t be easy until someone at the palace verifies your story. You’ll stay as our guest until we can do that.”
Alice wanted to ask how long that would be, but she closed her mouth tight over the question and instead dipped her head in agreement. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
A smile tipped the man’s lips. “It’s no hardship to have someone as lovely as you grace Underhill.”
He shared a look with Indigo before he waved a hand in her direction. Apparently, she was dismissed. A wave of relief swept through Alice. Even though she’d need to wait, at least she would go home—eventually.
After taking only a few steps, a voice spoke out of the shadows, sending a shiver over Alice’s skin. “Is that wise, Your Majesty?”
A whip-thin man stepped away from among the trees. Alice wasn’t sure how he’d not been visible. His bright auburn hair and dark-gold tunic didn’t lend to blending in with the surrounding foliage. His smile, though filled with warmth and hospitality, failed to reach his golden eyes as he turned towards her. She couldn’t help the way her shoulders curled inward under his gaze.
“I’m sure you’re dying to tell me why you think otherwise, Advisor Solus.” The King lifted a silvery brow.
“As much as I agree with you that the girl is probably harmless, do we want to take any chances? If the Red King is alive”—he glanced at Alice— “not that I doubt you, my dear”—and then turned back to the King—“it doesn’t bode well that we weren’t told about this turn of events.”
“What do you suggest, then? I am loath to punish her for something we don’t know that she has done.” The King’s eyes flickered over Alice, who stiffened in response. “As a Healer, it would be odd indeed if she were our killer.”
Solus lifted his shoulders almost apologetically. “I propose, Your Majesty, that we test her and the deceased Fae for a magical signature. It should be easy enough to tell if there is a match. Then we can know what part she’s played.”
Alice knew she should stay quiet, but she couldn’t keep the words from bursting out. “But I tried to heal her. Of course, you’re going to find my magical-whatever on her.”
Irritation flickered over Solus’s face, but he smoothed his expression back into a smile. “Yes, but if you are innocent, this will undoubtedly prove it. There isn’t any reason you wouldn’t want that, is there?”
“No, of course not,” she stammered, somehow feeling wrong-footed, as if she were guilty.
The King looked at her for a long moment before he made up his mind. “Send for the tester then, Solus. We’ll need to wait for Zephyr to return, anyway. We might as well gather as much information as possible before then. She can be our guest until that time. She might even be here for the Luna Feast.”
“Again, not that I want to question your Majesty…”
“Yet you always do,” Indigo muttered loud enough for everyone to hear him.
Solus ignored the interruption. “It might be best to keep her contained for her own protection. Until we have the proof of her innocence, our people might be… less than friendly once they find out she was found with a dead Fae.” He waved towards the bumble’s body. “Of course, I’d be happy to take charge of her and see to her safety.”
His eyes slid to Alice, and she shrunk back towards Indigo.
The King sighed. “I don’t believe that would serve our interests, Advisor Solus. However, it might be advisable to lock her up in one of the cages and send a message to the Tester.” He turned his attention back to Alice. “You have nothing to fear—if you are telling the truth.”
As Azalea led her out of the King’s room, Alice wasn’t so sure about that. She had a feeling that this Solus character, with his smiles and shrugs, wouldn’t be satisfied until she took the blame for whatever was killing the Fae here. And she’d never get home if that happened.
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Chapter 4


The clank of armor and the clash of metal on metal filled the practice arena, but all Chess could hear was the echo of the Commander’s words about Zander and the soldiers. There wasn’t time to press his father about what he meant by all that, because Zander had almost reached them. The soldiers nearby hastily straightened and bowed in Zander’s direction. 
Zander smiled in greeting and nodded at them, but a good number of the men wouldn’t meet their Prince’s eyes. A cloud passed over Zander’s expression, but his smile didn’t waver as he ducked into the arena.
The Commander dipped his head. “Your Highness.”
Zander smiled at the older man. “Did I miss a good match?” He gestured between Chess and the Commander. “Do I have to ask who won?”
A faint smile curved the Commander’s lips, and he put a hand on Chess’s shoulder. “I’m afraid he bested me this time around.”
Zander’s smile widened into a grin. “Do you mind if I take your place, or perhaps you want another chance?”
The Commander bowed his head again and presented the sword to the Prince. “I’m afraid that will have to wait for another day.” He glanced between Chess and Zander. “Don’t forget that the King is expecting you both in about an hour. We have things to discuss before the Council meeting tomorrow.”
Chess waited until his father was out of earshot. “That reminder was for me, you know.”
Zander pushed his hair off his eyes before he crouched, his sword at the ready. “You always think the worst of him, Chess. I’m sure he was reminding both of us, not only you.”
Chess rolled his eyes. “He’s always expecting that I’ll mess up, even if I’m not at the moment.”
Zander paused before touching his sword to Chess’s. “Well, you beat him today. That has to count for something.” He grinned. “Maybe I don’t want to practice with you.”
Chess smirked. “Don’t worry, cousin. I’ll take it easy on you.”
They circled each other before coming together in a flurry of strikes and parries. While the mock fight wasn’t nearly as intense as it had been with the Commander, Chess still didn’t relax too much. Unlike him, Zander had beaten the Commander—more than once. Of course, Zander also practiced regularly.
They danced around the ring, their swords clashing and clanging. The soldiers drifted away, and Chess could tell Zander noticed by the way his gaze kept skittering back to where the men had been standing. Ever since the Prince had shifted into his Jabberwock form in front of the Council, protecting Alice and the Red King from the Queen’s attack at the labyrinth, word had spread—in the palace, at least. While everyone was still respectful, some of the staff and many of the soldiers acted ill at ease around the Prince. Chess knew it bothered Zander, although he never mentioned it.
Chess blocked a low blow, and before Zander could recover, he hooked his sword underneath Zander’s blade and knocked it out of his hand.
Zander grinned as he stepped back and picked up his sword from the dirt. “Have you been practicing on the sly? It’s not that you weren’t good before, but you seem…” He trailed off when Chess laughed.
“You don’t have to say it. You usually win.” Chess shrugged. “I guess my father’s right. I probably do need to exert myself more often.”
Zander squinted at him. “Should I ask what—or who—made the difference?”
Chess’s face heated, and he was glad that his darker skin hid it. Instead of answering, he changed the subject. “Has the King hinted how he wants to handle things with the Council?”
Zander ducked out from under the fence and hung his sword on a wooden rack that held the other practice swords. “Not in any detail. He’s… well, but he’s still recovering from his ordeal.” A frown creased his face. “Sometimes, he seems like he’s far away, and I’m afraid he remembers too much of what happened in that place.”
Chess placed his sword next to Zander’s. He wanted to reassure his friend, but he clearly recalled the King’s face when he had seen Leander’s remains in the labyrinth. True, the King had been cursed to be turned into a Minotaur at the time, but it didn’t change the fact that he’d torn the Queen’s brother apart. Chess had also noticed the King wasn’t himself, but he imagined you didn’t just move on after an ordeal like his.
He clapped Zander on the back. “You have to give him some time. He was in that labyrinth for over a year.”
Zander’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right. I suppose it’ll take time.”
“I understand it has to be hard, but you basically got your father back from the dead. It can only be up from here, right?”
Zander chuckled. “Always the optimist.”
Chess grinned. “What can I say? I’m not much for doom and gloom. It never gets you anywhere, anyway.”
As they walked back towards the palace, Zander’s expression sobered. “Speaking of doom and gloom, I’m not looking forward to the Council meeting. Lord Beecher, especially, would probably throw me out on my ear if he could.”
“Everyone knows he’s a big blowhard. Besides, your father supports you, and everyone also knows that.”
Zander shoved his hands in his pockets. “Beecher might be the most vocal, but I’m afraid the others feel the same way. They’re just too polite or too afraid of Father’s reaction to say anything.”
“Well, he is the King. That should go a long way for your cause.” Chess didn’t add he was also worried about the Council’s reaction. It wasn’t only that Zander had the Drifter Gene, but everyone in the Council had very recent memories of the Great Ballroom Battle. It was almost impossible not to make comparisons with the long-ago prince who was the original cause for banning the Drifter Gene in the first place. Zander acting like he had done something wrong didn’t help things.
Zander interrupted his thoughts. “I’m not sure that will be enough if this gets out to the Kingdom.” He ran a hand through his shaggy bronze hair. “I might still get run out of Wonderland and be lucky not to be tarred and feathered in the bargain.”
Chess rolled his eyes. “You’re borrowing trouble, friend. They might not like that you have the Drifter Gene, but the people love you. Besides, tarring and feathering is so last season.”
Zander didn’t even smile at his jest. Instead, he frowned. “It might not be enough.” He paused before they reached the steps to the Red Palace. “Perhaps there’s still a chance I can keep it from the general population.”
Chess rolled his eyes. “You have a better chance of convincing everyone your creature form is a unicorn. Gossip is practically a Gift in this Kingdom.”
Zander’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed.
Chess stopped at the foot of the palace steps. “Look, Zan, I’m not saying you aren’t in a tough spot, but the people will follow your lead on this.”
“What does that mean? It’s not like I can help that I have the Drifter Gene. If I could get rid of it, I would.”
“But would you? Really? Or are you only saying that because you’re afraid of how people will react?”
Zander threw up his hands. “I already know how they’ll react. I’m not blind. Don’t think I didn’t notice everyone’s reaction at the practice ring, and I’ve trained beside those men for years. If they’re uncomfortable around me, how will the general populace feel?”
“Well, maybe if you confronted them, made them say out loud what exactly they’re afraid of, they’d be able to see past it. See that you’re still the man they’ve always known.”
Zander crossed his arms. “Sure, as if it’s that easy.”
“I’m not saying that it’ll be easy, but you’ve been walking around here like you’ve done something wrong. It only makes people more suspicious.”
“I hate to tell you this, but I’ve already confirmed their suspicions, and it’s worse than doing something wrong.” He breathed out a short laugh, his mouth tipping into a bitter smile. “I was born wrong.” He whirled and jogged up the steps.
Chess rubbed a hand over his face. That had gone well. With a sigh, he ran to catch up to Zander.
He caught up to him in the palace entryway. “Look, Zander, I—”
The sound of raised voices coming from the King’s study made him stop. He and Zander exchanged looks. Without saying a word, they both headed towards the noise.
.
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Chapter 5


Azalea led Alice back into the passageway using a side tunnel. Before they stepped through, she glanced at her brother. 
“You do not have to come with us, Indigo. In fact, it would be better if you flitted off somewhere and amused yourself with something other than the human.”
Indigo laughed. “You can’t get rid of me that easily. Besides, I’m bored.”
Azalea rolled her eyes. “You should be working on the centerpiece with the Feast coming up.”
Indigo tugged on one of his sister’s braids. “You worry too much about shoulds. I have plenty of time to finish the centerpiece.” He winked at Alice. “I find this far more entertaining.”
His sister stared at him for a long moment and then relented. “Oh, all right. It is more trouble than it is worth to dissuade you, but you can be the one to tell Father if you do not get your work finished.”
A lazy smile spread across his face. “Your concern for my welfare is touching, sister, but you needn’t worry. I’ve never let the feastgoers down yet, have I?”
Azalea humphed, but when she turned away a tiny smile hovered on her lips.
Indigo fell into step beside Alice as they followed his sister. Alice couldn’t help staring at Azalea’s feathered wings, which reached almost to her knees. The light flickered over their various shades of silver and grey, and Alice wondered again what type of animal the Fae woman was able to shift into. The question was on the tip of her tongue, but she bit it back, afraid she’d make Azalea dislike her more than the other woman already seemed to.
Still, her curiosity got the better of her. Trying not to be too obvious, she discreetly examined Indigo’s back, but she didn’t see any trace of a bulge under his billowy shirt. That seemed odd, since the two siblings otherwise resembled each other.
Alice reined in the questions buzzing through her brain. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be here long enough for the answers to matter. She slipped her hand into the pocket of her dress, her fingers running over the smooth edges of the stone Chess had given her.
She hoped both Azalea and Indigo would leave once they locked her up so she could contact Chess. She was reasonably sure King Thorne would let her go—eventually—but that didn’t mean she was going to wait around, either.
A touch on her hair interrupted her thoughts. Indigo was examining one of her curls. She stopped, pulling her hair away from him. “Do you mind?”
He grinned. “Not really.” 
When she glared at him, he held up both hands, but his amusement was still evident.  “My apologies, but your hair is such an interesting color—not a true black, but not brown either.”
Before she could respond to this, Azalea snapped, “Leave her alone, Indigo. She is a prisoner, not one of your pets.”
Indigo’s mouth turned down into a playful pout. “Stop being such a spoilsport, Sister.” He nudged Alice’s shoulder. “Tell Azalea you’d rather be my pet than her prisoner.” His eyes danced. “I treat my pets like queens. The same can’t be said for prisoners.”
Azalea gave him an irritated look. “She does not have that choice, Indigo. She is our prisoner.” 
“Not if I can convince Father otherwise.” Indigo winked at his sister. 
She ignored him, and they came to a halt in front of a wooden door. She twisted open the large lock, and with a creaking sigh, it swung inward. Alice’s gaze fell to the inside of the door where a keyhole was visible. She swallowed when she realized what that meant: the door locked from the outside. Once she went inside, she’d be stuck—unless she had a key. Azalea walked through, gesturing for Alice to follow. It was too narrow for two people, so Indigo hung back to let Alice go first.
She hesitated, her stomach clenching with nerves. Something silky brushed against her shoulder, and Indigo’s warm breath tickled her cheek as he leaned over and spoke into her ear.
“Don’t worry, my sweet. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“Come along,” said Azalea, her tone curt as she shot an annoyed look at her brother.
Alice stepped through the door and found herself at the base of a stone staircase that twisted upwards
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