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      “Tell me Alisanne, do you remember what it felt like to fall?”

      I keep my eyes trained on the chess board.

      I don’t like to talk about that and Ever knows it. But instead of getting up and leaving the table, I stay because he’s the only one here that knows how to play this game as well as I do.

      “No,” I mumble, chewing my lower lip. I reach over and pick up my remaining bishop as I narrow my eyes at his end of the board. The Queen—if I take the Queen, then victory is mine.

      “You’re lying,” he replies sounding rather amused. “I can tell because you’re about to eat your lip. That’s what you always do when you’re lying.”

      I raise my eyes slowly and look into his, wondering how it is that he still manages to bug me sometimes after all these years. Ever Hart; big blue eyes, obsidian black hair that falls just below his ears, twenty-two years old, and a sociopath through and through. It’s what landed him here at Carroll’s Home for Troubled Youth. He aged out four years ago, but the courts wouldn’t put him in jail because they felt that he wasn’t responsible for the many crimes he committed in his youth, and gave him another ten years here instead.

      I didn’t mind it at first because it meant another ten years with my friend since I’m probably going to be a lifer here myself. I just wish he’d learn to be a friend more than a foe sometimes.

      “I’m concentrating, this is what I do when I’m concentrating,” I snap at him. He chuckles, shakes his head, and shrugs. I push my long, blonde hair behind my shoulders before I place the bishop back on the board. Suddenly, I’ve lost the urge to play the game.

      That’s what happened last time.

      That’s why I ran.

      It’s also why the Queen thought she had me. She wanted a war because I was an unwelcome stranger in an unknown land. I refused her request to visit her in her palace built on tyranny and blood. It was when she decided that my head would make an excellent addition to the collection in her rose garden.

      The cat … strange, dark, and so damn brilliant. He helped me find my way to the hare and the hatter. The man whose veins flowed with mercury but somehow managed to live. The hare that was just as crazy as him. They told me to seek the counsel of the White Rabbit, who in turn, pointed me toward the caterpillar.

      He was no fun.

      He was a constant barrage of riddles and sarcasm.

      But then the cat showed up again.

      He grinned at me, and without a word, he ran.

      I followed.

      I escaped.

      I angered the Queen.

      And she wants revenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It’s half past midnight and I’m lying in bed staring at the cracked, white ceiling above my head. Insomnia is one of my afflictions, borderline personality disorder being the other. Dr. Carpenter tells me that I have pseudologia fantastica on top of everything else, but I don’t believe him. What I saw was real. What I felt was real. And I managed to escape with my life.

      “Alice.”

      The familiar whisper echoes through my room and I smile slightly. Ever likes to call me Alice even though I’m not fond of it. I prop myself up on my elbows and watch him slip into the room, locking the door behind him, then scoot over as he climbs into bed with me.

      “Sorry about earlier,” he says quietly. “I know you don’t want to talk about it because no one really believes you, but I do. It’s why I ask so many questions, you know?” I turn on my side and look at him as I rest my cheek on my hands and nod. He does believe me and that’s why I have to keep telling him that I don’t remember.

      Ever may be a friend, but he’ll always put his best interests first and I know he’ll want me to take him to where it all happened.

      A daring escape that would land us even longer time here. If that’s possible, I think sadly.

      “Which one is your favorite?” I ask him thoughtfully.

      “The cat. He sounds like he was a lot of fun. What was his name again?” he inquires, turning his face toward mine. The beds we sleep in are small and not made for two people, but I always make room for him, and he does his best not to take up more space than he needs to.

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “Oh.”

      I sigh as he shifts on the bed, clasping his hands behind his back. There are more questions on the tip of his tongue, but we can’t be caught in the same room. That’s against the rules and one of us would end up confined in the White Room for twenty-four hours. A sensory depravity chamber designed to make the inhabitant understand that true madness is only a locked door away. They sit us on a white, cushioned chair, strap us on, and leave the lights on so that there’s nothing to see but the white walls closing in on us.

      We call it the Throne of Insanity.

      They call it a necessity to keep their “troubled youths” in check.

      I’ve only been on the throne once, while Ever has been on it three times. It doesn’t stop us from being friends or hiding in my room together at night. They haven’t found us out yet and we’re much more careful now to ensure that they won’t.

      “What do you want to do tonight, Alice?” he suddenly asks.

      It’s the same question every night that he manages to sneak out of the boys’ dormitory to the girls’ side of the institution.

      “Sleep,” I reply softly.

      It’s the same answer I always give him.

      I know that Ever wants more from me, but outside of the brave girl I was once upon a time in a land unknown, I don’t feel much like anything.

      An empty shell of what I saw that I could be is what I am now.

      Ever lets out a heavy sigh as he slides an arm under my body and pulls me close to him. One day, I’ll be the brave girl again and maybe then, he’ll see me for what I can be instead of what I am.

      Maybe then …
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      I don’t like my sessions with Dr. Carpenter.

      I lay on the chaise lounge, hands clasped firmly on my stomach, my eyes open staring at his ceiling while he asks me the same questions over and over. He tells me that he wants to make a breakthrough with me, to help me understand that it was all in my head, but I don’t believe him.

      Much like he doesn’t believe me.

      Today is different, though.

      He greeted me when I walked into his stuffy office, directed me to lie on the couch, and hasn’t said a word since. I know that he wants me to tell him about all of the things that haunt me, but I don’t feel much like talking about it.

      “Did you get any sleep last night, Miss Gryphon?” he finally asks, clicking his pen rapidly.

      “No.”

      “Have you been following your regimen?” he presses.

      “Yes.”

      Dr. Carpenter blows out his breath. “I think you’re lying. In fact, I know you’re lying. The orderlies tell me that you haven’t shown up the past couple of nights to take your medication. Why is that, Alisanne?”

      “Because I don’t like the way the pills make me feel,” I reply, turning my eyes toward him. His hair is wiry and red, his eyes as green as the garden that I escaped from, and his soul as dull as how I felt when I made my way home. The gold frames of his glasses remind me of the invitation that I was extended and rebuffed. I shudder slightly as I turn my eyes away from him and decide to focus on the clear blue skies outside of his window instead.

      I think part of the reason I’m so uncomfortable around Dr. Carpenter is because he brings back more memories of that damn place than the ones I left with.

      “How are you and Mr. Hart getting along these days?” he prods intrusively. I don’t have to look at him to know that he has an amused smile on his weathered lips. Whenever I refuse to talk about myself, which is more often the case than not, he brings up Ever to see if he can bait me.

      I haven’t slipped yet, and I don’t plan on giving him more information than he needs to know about me and my friend. It will only give him fuel to drive us apart.

      “Fine.”

      “I’ve been thinking of having him transferred,” he continues conversationally.

      I sit up immediately, a gasp escaping me as I turn to face him. The look in his eyes as he nods tells me that no matter how careful we’ve been, he thinks he’s figured us out. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and get to my feet.

      The one rule Dr. Carpenter has is that if we no longer feel comfortable during our sessions, we’re allowed to leave.

      “I could have the paperwork finalized by Wednesday,” he threatens as I make my way past him.

      I’ve reached the door at this point. My hand is wrapped so tightly around the doorknob that my knuckles are white. I’m becoming angry, and nothing good has ever come from that. It’s how I ended up in the White Room, my first and only time. Dr. Carpenter pushed me too far and I exploded in a rage, attacking him with his stupid notepad, breaking his glasses, and leaving scratches on his face.

      Twenty-four hours is the standard time in that room—my little outburst cost me seventy-two.

      And now, I have forty-eight hours to figure out how to keep Ever here where I need him the most.

      We have to run.
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      It’s eight o’clock at night and the session with Dr. Carpenter is still haunting me.

      He never makes a threat that he doesn’t intend on following through on, and while I know there’s little to no hope of escaping, I have to try.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t see Ever after the session. I asked Miss Lory, the kindest of the orderlies, if she had seen him, and she told me that he was in the boys’ dorms. She said she checked on him an hour before the session and that he was sitting in the common room staring out the window.

      We’re more a like than I care to think, because he’s as much of a dreamer as I am. He once told me what he would have done if he were with me when I was wondering around the Strange Lands, and his dreams are much more full of rage than mine.

      I did what I had to do out of necessity, he would have done the same only because he would have enjoyed it.

      No one would have survived—not even us.

      Maybe he does deserve to be in a different place, one better equipped to deal with his violent tendencies, but this is where I need him and this is where he has to stay.

      I understand that it makes me selfish, but silent games of chess with Ever are the only things that make me happy anymore. Even when he pokes and prods me, wanting every last gory detail, his presence is enough to keep me in the moment and not the memories.

      A soft tap at my door draws my attention, and I prop myself up on my elbows. I’m expecting Ever to sneak into my room, but instead, it’s Miss Lory. She gives me a kind smile as she walks toward me and sits on the edge of the bed.

      “I have something to tell you, honey,” she begins gently.

      My heart begins to race.

      I always think the worse of any situation, because that way, when the worse happens, I won’t feel so let down.

      “Dr. Carpenter wants to transfer Ever,” she says slowly.

      “I know,” I reply dejectedly.

      “I’m going to court tomorrow. I’ll say my piece as best as I can and convince the judge that it’s in his best interest to stay here.”

      I blink back tears.

      No one wants Ever here except for me.

      He’s not very kind to the orderlies, the rest of the “troubled youths” or himself. He’s only kind to me, and those moments can be far and few in between when he wants them to be.

      “Why?” I ask in a shaky whisper.

      “I don’t know,” she answers thoughtfully. “I guess I have a soft spot in my heart for him. I’ve also noticed that ever since the two of you have started spending time together, he’s a lot easier to handle—and so are you,” she finishes with a chuckle. “Honestly, I see it as taking two lonely puppies that bonded in a shelter together and splitting them apart. Neither of you would last very long, and I don’t have the heart to watch you fade away, Alisanne.”

      I wipe away a stray tear and Miss Lory reaches forward to push my hair out of my face. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk and visit with Ever. I think it’ll do both of you some good.”

      As I get to my feet and let her lead me out of my room against the institute’s rules, I know that the only way for us to stay together is to leave tonight.
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      “You didn’t kill her, did you?” I ask Ever in a shrill voice as we run across the back of the property.

      “What?” he asks as he pulls me along. “No! I just knocked her out! She’ll be fine in no time. Keep running, Alice, or they’ll catch us!”

      We crush the freshly cut grass under our bare feet as we run as quickly as we can. I know that soon we’ll come across the high, chain-link fence that we’ll have to figure out how to get over, but Ever is as strong as he is smart and I know it’ll be easier than it should be.

      My foot connects against a hidden stone and I let out a yelp of pain, letting go of his hand and dropping to my knees. Ever scoops me up in his arms and keeps running toward the fence. Maybe it won’t be so easy now that I’ve hurt myself, and I can only hope that he won’t leave me behind. I’m hoping that he’ll find a way to get me over the fence too, but I won’t know until the moment comes.

      “Almost there, kid!” he assures me as he shifts me in his arms. His body is shaking and I can’t tell if it’s from the adrenaline that has to be coursing through his veins, or if the burden of carrying me is starting to wear on him.

      “Fuck,” he mutters when we finally reach the fence. He puts me down on my feet, and I wince slightly wondering if I’ve possibly broken a toe on that stupid rock. “Give me a second to catch my breath,” he says as he leans down and presses his hands against his knees.

      “We don’t have a few seconds, Ever,” I hiss at him.

      “Yeah, you’re right. You first, Alice,” he says, grabbing my arms and hosting me up onto his shoulders. “Grab the links and start climbing.”

      “But my foot—”

      “Go,” he snaps at me as he pushes me up the fence by my bum. I take a deep breath as I begin to pull myself up, gingerly placing my injured foot inside one of the links. It hurts like hell, but this is the only way out and we’ve already come this far. Going back now would get him transferred for sure.

      Ever scales the fence much quicker than I do and props himself up on the top, one leg on either side to steady himself. He reaches down his hands and pulls me up the rest of the way, then shoves me over the side.

      I fall onto the ground.

      Hard.

      I don’t think he’s noticed because once he jumps down, he picks me up and begins running again.

      I think I hit my head and the world is spinning around us, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He doesn’t see the small trail of blood that we’re leaving behind and I won’t tell him.

      Not if I want him to keep going.

      Not if I want us to make it.
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      When I open my eyes again, I can hear a stream somewhere nearby. The birds are chirping, the sun is shining, and the flowers are singing.

      The flowers are ... singing?

      I sit up quickly then groan, placing a hand on the back of my head. A chuckle greets my ears and when I glance to my left, I see Ever sitting on the grass next to me. He looks different somehow, but I can’t quite place it yet.

      “You’ve been out for a while, kid,” he remarks, a grin on his lips. “You okay?”

      I gingerly touch the bump on the back of my head again and nod. “I’m okay. Did we get far?”

      “Farther than I thought we would,” he replies with an eye roll. “Come here,” he says, extending an arm toward me. I scoot over and rest my head on his shoulder as he runs a hand gently over the back of my head. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to hurt you when I tossed you over the fence.”

      “I know,” I say quietly.

      When Ever wants to hurt someone, they know it. He’s not very subtle with his disdain and I’ve seen him in action enough times to believe that he really didn’t mean it. “Where are we?”

      “Take a look around,” he instructs simply.

      I let out a sigh and push away from him, getting to my feet slowly and raise a hand to my eyes to shield them from the sun. It’s beautiful here; the sky is the color azure, the clouds white and fluffy. The grass beneath our feet is emerald green like Dr. Carpenter’s eyes, and the rabbit that’s watching us from the other side of the stream I hadn’t noticed was so close, is as white as snow.

      I take a step backward and bump into Ever who’s now on his feet and standing behind me. He puts his arms on my waist to steady me; to keep me calm. I glance to my left and see a cat, dark, strange, and brilliant. I glance to my right and see the flowers are watching us too now, singing along to a song that I know so well.

      It’s afternoon.

      A golden afternoon.

      I’m a stranger again in a Strange Land.

      Hunted.

      Hated.

      And it will only be a matter of time before the Queen finds out that I’ve returned to the Strange Lands.
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      “Alice,” the cat greets me gleefully as he scurries up the closest tree. “And you’ve brought a friend this time! Oh, she’ll be so delighted to know that she has a second chance.”

      “Shut up,” I hiss at the cat as I take Ever by the arm and steer him toward the tree. “The last thing I need is you announcing it.”

      The cat grins, rolls onto his back and looks at us from his now upside down position. Half his face is orange, the other half black. One of his eyes is blue, the other green, but he can be as pestilential as he is beautiful, and I know to tread carefully around him.

      “What’s your name?” the cat asks Ever, his tail lazily moving from side to side.

      “Um—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I intercede quickly. “He has to go back and I need you to help him like you helped me. Something else I’m sure that the Queen will be delighted to know,” I say dangerously.

      The cat laughs as it turns onto it’s belly and rests on the branch it’s taken up on. I watch as he tilts his head at us, the black side with the green eye watching us closely.

      “In that case, may I suggest the rabbit? He’s still watching you, you know,” he mewls with nod toward the other side of the stream. Goddammit, I think as I lock eyes with the animal. It’s fiercely loyal to the Queen and if we don’t get to him before he can scamper off and sound the alarm, we may as well just sit here and wait for her to show up.

      “I don’t think that’s a very good idea—”

      I gasp.

      The cat is gone.

      I’m talking to an empty branch now and even though I know he’ll show up again eventually, it looks like we’re on our own for now.
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      It’s inconceivable to me that the little girl has returned to Wonderland. When she managed to escape my grasp, she took something with her. She took The Fear that I held over all of the inhabitants here and showed them that there is hope to escape me and I want it back.

      The days have been long, hard, and miserable without being able to instill fear where it’s deserved but now I have a second chance to take back what’s mine.

      I smile down at the White Rabbit, pat it’s head, and nod. It takes no time for it to disappear from my view and while I know I should wonder where he’s going, I don’t care. My mind is obviously preoccupied with other things now.

      Of course, the way to get to Alice is to have her companion stolen from her. My spy has told me that he’s a handsome young man. He says that he stood by her protectively and it makes me wonder just how vigilant he will be when the time comes to be tested. Will he stay loyal when I offer him freedom, or will he take it and run?

      Everyone above Wonderland does what’s best for them. They have no loyalty and when they find themselves in my kingdom, and I exploit it. I’ve watched nations fall at the whim of a simple bargain made with me, and I revel in the power I have on both sides of the plane.

      But this little girl—this Alice has caused me nothing but grief and I plan on returning the favor soon.

      I begin to pace in front of my throne. I have spies everywhere, the rabbit being the most valuable, but his loyalty is easily swayed from side to side depending on his mood.

      “Isabella? Is something wrong?”

      I glance over my shoulder and smile slightly when I see my king approaching. He looks like the boy from what the rabbit tells me and I wonder if this can be used to my advantage somehow.

      “Alice is back.”

      He raises an eyebrow as he approaches and rests a hand on my shoulder. He looks deep into my eyes and takes a moment, choosing his next words carefully. He knows my wrath more terribly than anyone else, because when we first met, I had to bend and break him to my will. Once that was done, I didn’t let him go. I wanted to keep him and he had no choice but to stay. After a while, he accepted it and we’ve gotten along ever since.

      “Are you going after her, Isa?” he asks me softly.

      I nod.

      Once, only once, and it’s enough for him to remove his hand from my shoulder and he takes a step back.

      “Then I’ll do my best to help you, if you allow it,” he concedes quietly.

      He knows that I will accept a concession before I accept a request, and he’s always careful to choose one carefully over the other.

      I smile, genuinely this time, and reach a hand up, resting it on his face.

      “My darling, Henry,” I begin in a low, even tone. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      “We have to kill that fucking rabbit the next time we see it,” I tell Ever as we walk along the side of the banks. “If he hasn’t already told Queen Isabella that we’re here, it’s only a matter of time, and we need a chance to get ready for her.”

      “Why not just throw some singing flowers at her? That had me freaked out for a while,” he responds with a laugh and a shrug.

      It’s obvious to me that he doesn’t understand the danger that we’re in and I won’t worry him with it. Not until I absolutely have to make him understand that our lives are hanging in the balance now that we’re back in the Strange Lands.

      “Don’t be mad at me, okay? This is all kind of a shell-shock right now. I didn’t realize that this place was as real as you said it was and it’s a little freaky, is all.”

      “Wait a minute,” I say as I stop walking. I grab Ever’s arm and turn him to face me. “You said that you believed me.”

      “Because it’s what you needed to hear,” he replies with a shrug. “You needed someone to believe in your words and well, that’s what friends are for, aren’t they?”

      I don’t know whether to be angry with him or try to find some kind of happiness in what he’s said to me. It’s true that I desperately wanted someone to believe me about the Strange Lands, but I guess what I needed more than anything was a friend.

      “We’ll need to find a place to hide soon for the night,” I tell him, deciding to forgive his transgression.

      “What? It looks like it’s barely noon,” he replies as he glances up at the sky.

      “Time moves differently here. And if the rabbit told the Queen that we’re here, time will bend to her will. That stupid mammal gave her The Time Keeper’s Watch the last time I was here. She tried to freeze the Strange Lands with it before I could get away, but the cat …”

      He came through in the end and he saved me, I finish to myself.

      “I guess he’s on our side, then?” Ever asks thoughtfully.

      “No,” I reply immediately. “He’s on his own side. Do not trust the cat.”

      He nods as he drapes an arm around my shoulders and we continue walking. I honestly wish I remember more about this place than I do because then I’d know which way to go.

      I hate it here. Nothing is ever as it seems, and whatever it does seem, it isn’t.

      We’re trapped in a world full of nonsense.
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      Just like I predicted, night fell in the next blink of an eye. I’d bet my life on the rabbit having reached the Palace before we had a chance to leave the clearing, and the anger that lingers in the air tells me that I’m right.

      It’s how the wind changes when she looses her temper. It’s how the earth around you feels like it’s trying to strangle the life out of you when she screams for the head of infidels.

      Of course, to Queen Isabella, an infidel can simply be someone that looks at her in a way that she doesn’t like.

      I may stolen The Fear when I left the Strange Lands, but she still has much more control over this place than I think she assumes she does.

      Ever has kept a firm grip on my hand since deciding that heading into the woods would probably be the safest place for us. He doesn’t understand that she has spies everywhere and even a leaf blowing lazily in the wind will whisper our whereabouts to her if she deems it so.

      “Do you remember where the hat guy and his bunny friend live?” he asks me nervously as we keep walking aimlessly into the darkness.

      “The Hatter and the Hare,” I correct him quietly. “And no, I never went to their home. I just happened upon their tea party once in the middle of nowhere.”

      I smile slightly at the memory of them. Both of them as mad as the days can be long, but helpful in their own quirky ways. They spoke in riddles and rhymes to keep themselves safe from the Queen’s spies, but simply enough for me to understand what they were saying.

      “Do you know where anyone lives that helped you last time?”

      “No. Everything changes. Nothing is ever in the same place as it was before, Ever. Nothing.”

      He shudders slightly and stops walking, pulling me to a halt with him. I lean my head against his chest when he wraps his arms around me and begins to gently run his hand up and down my back.

      “It’s okay, Alice. We’ll be alright as long as we stick together.”

      "I told you it was her.”

      We both jump and turn to the left. In the dimly lit trees, we can see two pairs of white, vacant eyes peering at us. The voice sounds familiar, but I can’t quite place it.

      “Who’s there?” Ever shouts toward the trees.

      A giggle, an echo that follows it, then two of the most curious creatures I’ve ever seen in my life step into the moonlight.

      It’s the twins.

      Dressed in farmer’s overalls, with blue and black stripes. The white shirts beneath reminding me of the clouds when the skies are clear.

      As they crawl out from where they’ve been watching us, I can feel Ever’s body stiffen slightly, his grip around me becoming firmer still, as I find myself trying to remember.

      The twins.

      Friends or foes?
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      “No. I told you that it was her,” the other says, giving his brother a shove. They look like short, oblong children with dangly limbs as they continue to bicker. Ever tightens his grip on me as they begin to push each other back and forth arguing over who recognized me first.

      “Ease up,” I mutter to him, pulling away slightly. If he holds me any closer, we’ll becoming conjoined, and because we’re in the Strange Lands, we could possibly end up staying that way.

      “What the fuck is their deal?” he asks me quietly.

      “They’re a product of the Strange Lands. Everything is wrong with them,” I reply softly.

      “Friends of yours?” he asks.

      “I can’t remember,” I reply honestly, shaking my head.

      “Can you guys cut that out?” he barks at them. “The last thing we need to do is draw attention.”

      The twins instantly stop pushing each other and drop down onto the forest ground, crossing their legs and peer up at us.

      “Alice, it’s good to have you back,” they say together.

      “Lower your voices!” Ever hisses at them. “There’s not exactly going to be a welcome back party for her from what I understand.”

      “You don’t remember us,” one of them says to him accusingly.

      “What?” I ask in confusion. “Why would he remember you?”

      The twin that spat venom at Ever opens his mouth again, but his brother nudges him in the ribs, shaking his head when he gets his attention. I don’t know if I should believe them or if I should trust that Ever has never been in the Strange Lands before, because this world is designed to confuse anyone that doesn’t belong here.

      The twins jump up to their feet and bow regally toward us before they hold hands and run back into the trees they were watching us from.

      “That was insane,” Ever mutters.

      “No. That’s the Strange Lands,” I reply with a sigh. “We have to keep going, though.”

      I fully pull away from his embrace and take his hand as we continue our walk, hoping beyond hope that maybe someone or something here will be kind enough to give us refuge for the night.

      “Watch your step!”

      Something barks up at us from the ground below and I arch an eyebrow as I look down before letting out a groan.

      “Didn’t you turn into a butterfly?” I ask the caterpillar tiredly.

      “The cycle of life can sometimes be a circle. Once we get to the end, we go back to the beginning and start again,” he replies, slinking by us. I have to fight the urge to raise my foot and crush him under the weight of my anger, but he was helpful once even in his riddles and candor.

      Maybe he can be helpful again.

      “Let’s follow him,” I tell Ever quietly, who nods and tightens his grip on my hand. At this point, I’m willing to talk to anyone that might get us out of here before the Queen finds us.

      “Long time no see,” the caterpillar says when he finally comes to rest on top of a large stone in the next clearing. “Your mind is heavy, child. Deep and crushing like the sea on your side of the plane. Do you understand? Do you … see?”

      I roll my eyes.

      It takes next to nothing for him to speak like he’s some kind of genius when all he really does it repeat himself and talk in nonsensical riddles.

      Ever leans down and peers at the caterpillar who recoils. I smirk; seems he’s not too fond of the new guy in the Strange Lands and I intend to use that to my advantage. “How the hell is it possible that everything here can talk?”

      “How else would you expect me to communicate with you?” the caterpillar snaps at him. “Step back, boy. You’ve never been my favorite.”

      The twins.

      The caterpillar.

      They’ve all eluded to having seen Ever before, but not the cat, and he would have said something by now.

      Wouldn’t he?
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      I sit in the opulent, crushed velvet chair and look around to see who’s gathered. The carpenter, the walrus, the mock turtle with his never-ending tears who I could have done without, among others, but the more the merrier. It’ll be easier to find the trespassers this way.

      “Thank you for coming,” I tell my audience in a loud voice, demanding their attention. “I think you all know why you’re here. It’s been brought to my attention that Alice has returned to Wonderland and it’s very possible that she’s brought The Fear back with her. I want it back.”

      They all look at me quietly for a moment, none daring to speak without being given permission and I smirk. Perhaps, The Fear returned with her and it’s not something that I need to take back.

      Henry takes his place in the chair next to me, resting his hand on top of mine, and I glance at him for a moment, the smirk giving way to a smile as he peers out over our makeshift army.

      “Who will take up arms for the Queen?” he asks them in his deep, booming tone. “Who will help her return The Fear to Wonderland?”

      Before any of them have a chance to answer, I narrow my eyes when I spot something making its way up toward where myself and my King are seated. I remove my hand from under Henry’s and lean forward, resting my arms on my knees as I wait for the cat to finish making his way up the aisle.

      “Glower,” I greet him with a nod as I lean back against the cushions again, “how long has it been now?”

      It’s not his name.

      No one knows what his real name is but I gave it to him based on how he always looks at me and he responds to it each time.

      “Far too long, Your Highness,” he responds, lowering his head toward me. He may not be my favorite in all of Wonderland, but he still treats me with respect. “I’m rather disappointed, though.”

      “Oh?” I ask curiously.

      “I wasn’t invited to this gathering,” he says as he sits back on his haunches and licks his arm, then rubs it over his head. “I’ve seen Alice. I know where she is, and yet … you don’t trust me.”

      “I learned my lesson from last time,” I reply curtly.

      He lips begin to widen into a slow, deliberate grin, and I scoff. To say that I trust him now would be a bigger lie than to say that I’m happy that Alice is back.

      “I’ll just be on my way then,” he replies simply as he gets to all fours and turns his back to me, his tail swishing defiantly in his wake.

      I can feel it coming.

      I can feel my temper starting to go.

      I’ve never come across such an insolent creature in all of my years ruling Wonderland and this animal knows how to test my resolve like no other.

      I get to my feet, fists balled at my sides.

      With as much as I don’t care for Glower, I know that I still need him in a way. He sees everything, knows everything, and he can lead me to Alice much easier than anyone else can.

      But I can’t help myself.

      It’s not in my nature to be kind.

      I take a deep breath, pulling as much air into my lungs as I can, before I give the command that so many are afraid to hear.

      “Off with his head!”

      Glower turns, glancing at me quickly, curls his lip dangerously, a hiss escaping from deep within him.

      As my court charges toward him, he sprints the rest of the way out of my palace leaving me angrier than before.
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      Insomnia has hold of me again.

      Ever is sound asleep against the largest tree we could find deep in the forest, and I’m propped up against him. It’s not fair that he’s here—the Queen will do him harm just to get The Fear back from me and I can’t let that happen.

      Maybe I can find her and try to reason with her. If she agrees to let him leave unharmed, I’ll give her The Fear and be her prisoner so that he can have a chance.

      A rustling in the woods makes me jump, and with as tired as I am, I’m now on high alert. Ever hasn’t heard it. Hell, I don’t think he can hear much of anything right now, and I’m jealous. I’m so damn jealous of him sleeping as peacefully as he is while some new threat is making its way toward us.

      But when I see our potential assailant, I let out a sigh of relief and gently push away from Ever. It’s the cat and for the first time since I can remember meeting him, he looks serious and determined.

      I walk over to him and drop to my knees so that we’re out of Ever’s earshot in case he does wake up. If this isn’t good news, I don’t want him to hear it.

      “She knows you’re here. She’s raised an army to find you. She wants The Fear back, Alice, and she’ll do whatever it takes to get it,” he warns me quietly.

      I look at the cat.

      He’s talking to me and watching me from the orange side of his face, with his blue eye and it makes me wonder if that’s the wisdom in him speaking. I glance over my shoulder at my friend.

      “Can you get him out of here?” I ask, turning back to the cat. “I’ll go to the Palace and face the Queen, but can you get him back to the other plane?”

      “You know as well as I do that he won’t leave you behind,” the cat answers me with the shake of his head. “And to be quite honest with you, I don’t think he should go.”

      I run a hand over my face irritably. How is it that everyone in this place seems to think that they know what’s best for me and Ever than I do?

      “I GOT HIM!”

      I damn near jump out of my skin and the cat arches his back in preparation to attack as we both look over at Ever. He’s awake now and he’s on his feet, looking as victorious as I’ve ever seen him, his eyes visibly wild even in the dim moonlight.

      And in his hand, he’s got the white rabbit by its neck.
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      The cat is up in the tree above Ever now. I’ve convinced him not to harm the rabbit until I’ve had a chance to interrogate it, but I can see it in his eyes that he wants to do it harm desperately.

      “Come on, you little snitch,” he seethes, giving it a violent shake. “Answer her questions and I might make this quick.”

      The rabbit tries to wriggle out of his grip, and for a moment, Ever almost drops him. He quickly rectifies that by grabbing its legs as well and holding it out flat. Almost like one would rock a newborn baby, only not stretched as thinly as he has it.

      “Did you tell her?” I ask, stepping closer and peering down into its red eyes. “Did you tell the Queen that I’m here?”

      The rabbit nods as best as it can and I have to fight the urge to tell Ever to kill the fucking thing. But I have more questions that need answering.

      “Did you tell her that I’m not alone?”

      The rabbit closes its eyes for a moment, then opens them and nods again.

      The Fear that the Queen wants so desperately to regain control of the Strange Lands begins to course through me. If she’s been told that I’m not alone, then she knows she’ll have an upper hand that she didn’t have before.

      A growl escapes from somewhere inside of Ever and I glance up at him, wide-eyed and blinking rapidly. I’ve never heard that sound come from him before but for some reason, it soothes me as much as it frightens me.

      The cat chuckles from the tree above and when I look up at him, he smiles and tilts his head. Black side, green eye—the sign that he knows something I don’t know.

      “Any more questions for this fucking thing, Alice?” Ever asks, his voice dipping low.

      I cross my arms over my chest and think for a moment before I shake my head. He looks at me with this big blue eyes, and grins.

      But there’s something different about him now.

      When confronted with the opportunity to take a life in the Strange Lands, Ever is … changing. His bones begin to crack as his body starts to convulse, and somehow through it all, he manages to keep hold of the rabbit.

      He hunches forward, lets out a guttural growl as his back begins to expand, his bones snapping and popping in a painful symphony.

      Ever lets out a pained scream as his body bucks backward and I watch in horror as his fingers become elongated and claw-like. Thick, coarse fur begins to grow all over his body as he becomes taller, wider; something not quite human.

      Once his transformation is complete, he opens his now overly large mouth and bites the rabbit in half, letting it fall from his claws. I take a step back in fear—The Fear the Queen is so desperate to control again—but his yellow eyes soften when they fall on me. He drops down to all fours and lowers his head, almost in shame, as he turns his gaze away from me.

      From the tree above, the cat makes the formal introduction.

      “Alice, meet the Bandersnatch.”
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      That’s why so many of the Strange Land creatures we’ve come across have said they knew him. That’s why he’s always been so protective of me; it’s how he’s always been.

      “I’ll leave you two to get reacquainted,” the cat says as he hops down from the tree and picks up the pieces of the rabbit. “And I’ll get rid of this,” he mumbles through the gore and fur.

      I wait until he’s gone before I turn my attention back to my only friend. He’s sitting on his haunches, his head lowered, refusing to meet my eyes. I take a deep breath and walk over to him, placing a hand on either side of his face and raise it to look at me.

      “Ever?” I ask softly.

      He lets out a low, pathetic growl and I ran a hand over his head. It makes sense now that he kept asking me about the Strange Lands—he wanted me to remember him; the real him.

      “She did this to you, didn’t she?” I press gently. He looks away again, a tear rolling down the side of his face and I sigh. It would make sense that the Queen sent him out of the Strange Lands to follow me. She cursed him to be a human when she realized that his alliance lied with me. She probably thought she could turn him against me and now … now he’s home and this is where he belongs.

      Without me.

      She played her game well and neither of us realized it, but now I wonder if he’s secretly longed to come home the entire time.

      “It’s okay, I promise,” I whisper, leaning down to nuzzle his face. His fur is much softer than it looks, and it tickles slightly. Ever snakes his tongue out, giving my cheek a gentle lick, and I smile sadly as I sit down in front of him.

      Now I’m facing my fear.

      A world that doesn’t have Ever in it listening to my stories of a place that shouldn’t exist, to play endless games of chess that he always lets me win, and watching the rain fall outside the barred windows of our prison where he belongs.

      A life in Carroll’s Home for Troubled Youth; alone like I’ve always been.

      “You have to stay here. In the Strange Lands, I mean,” I tell him sadly. “When this is over, when I leave, you have to stay, okay? This is where you belong.”

      Ever grunts and pulls away from me. He gets to his paws and walks away from me toward the clearing and sits with his back toward me. Even as a big, hulking creature, he’s stubborn as hell.

      “You’ll always be my best friend, and this won’t be good-bye,” I tell him quietly as I join him in the clearing. “But I can’t watch you go through that again. Not for me.”

      He leans over and nudges me with his head. I turn my gaze toward him and I can see the tears dangerously pooling in his eyes. Something comes over me seeing him so damn vulnerable and I reach over and kiss his cheek softly. It moves something inside of him because he pulls back for a moment, then leans forward and gently licks my face in return.

      I smile and rub the saliva away, but Ever does it again. It’s almost as if he wants me to walk around with Bandersnatch spit on my person and I’m not entirely sure how I feel about that.

      “Stop that, silly,” I tell him, giving him a gentle shove. He nudges me again with his head in response, but this time he does it with such force that I lose my balance and fall on my side. “Ever!” I scold him, but he’s much faster than I am and a hell of a lot stronger now. He moves his body over mine, hovering over me, his eyes showing me a flash of what I’ve seen before on occasion.

      I arch an eyebrow.

      He leans down and licks my face again, this time slowly, deliberately, his breath hot against my skin and I reach up to put my hands on either side of his face again.

      It’s nighttime.

      I have insomnia.

      And I can hear his question now even though he can’t quite ask me. What do you want to do tonight, Alice? His breathing is becoming labored as his mouth hangs slightly open. A small drop of spit lands on my shirt and he looks down at it, then back up at me with curious, wanting eyes.

      I reach a hand down and rest it on the hem of my shirt, sliding it up to expose enough of my belly to entice him. If this is what he wants, for the pain that he’s endured so far, it’s what I’ll offer.

      He moves back slightly, then leans down and uses the tip of his nose to start nudging my shirt up. I reach down and do the rest of the work, pulling it over my head, and tossing it to the side. He lays down on top of me, careful not to crush me with his weight as he runs his tongue up and down my stomach.

      I close my eyes for a moment, putting my hands on his shoulders, before I pull the straps of my bra down. Ever turns his animal eyes up to watch me, the tip of his tongue lingering on my stomach as I pull my breasts free and wait to see what he does.

      He lets out a huffing sound as he licks my nipple, before he begins to suckle. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Because he’s so big in this form, because he’s so fucking hungry for me, it hurts more than it should, but I refuse to tell him. I don’t want to discourage him and I feel like I owe him this much.

      When he’s had his full of suckling, he uses his teeth to gently pull my bra further down my body and I sit up slightly, to undo the strap in the back before he pushes me onto my back again and reaches for my pants with his teeth.

      We ended up here in the same clothes we escaped in so I know I won’t miss them if they’re totally destroyed, but he’s being gentle with them because I’m sure he doesn’t want me walking around the Strange Lands completely naked.

      I hook my thumbs into the waist of my pants, gripping my panties as well, and shimmy out of what’s left of the clothing I’m wearing. He uses his paws to move my legs apart and when I look down, I feel the fear again. He’s much thicker and longer than what any man should be now, but in this moment, he’s no man.

      Not anymore.

      I take a deep breath as he positions his dark red, thick, pointed cock at my opening, and when he hesitates, I do the only thing I can to let him know that it’s okay—I lean up and lick his face. He begins to purr and nips my neck in return as he pushes himself into me.

      It hurts.

      It burns.

      It stings.

      The way his length and girth stretches me scares me and makes me wonder if I should stop him.

      But as he begins to slowly move his beastly cock in and out of me, I can’t help but feel that this wouldn’t feel right between us any other way. Once Ever has his pace, and once I’m able to stand the pain, I wrap my arms around his large back as much as I can and hold him close.

      He’s animalistic, raw, and careful not to hurt me more than necessary.

      Like he’s always been.

      As he continues to piston his hips, I close my eyes and hold on tightly. This won’t end until he’s done and I’m fine with that. It’s what will make him happy. It’s what will pay him back for the years of hell he endured on my side of the plane.

      Ever pulls out of me and nudges me with his head. I nod and roll onto my stomach, then push myself to all fours. He gets up behind me, resting his body on top of mine , an arm wrapped around me to keep me from falling down and he enters me again. I let out a loud moan, my eyes rolling back into my head as he again finds his pace.

      His tongue is hanging out of his mouth now, resting against my shoulder and I lean back as best as I can to lick it. We can’t kiss now, not like this, but I can do the best I can in this moment and let him know that I love him as much as I know he loves me.

      It doesn’t matter that he’s not a man anymore. It doesn’t matter that he’s a beast. Ever Hart has always loved me, and deep in my soul, I know that I’ve always loved him too.
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      I wake up the next morning sore, but happy. Even though I can feel that today will be my last day in the Strange Lands, I was able to give Ever something he’s wanted for so long and I hope he’ll wake up happy too.

      I get to my feet and walk around the clearing, collecting my clothes, deciding that I should probably take a dip in the stream while Ever sleeps. I don’t want to smell like a Bandersnatch all day, and I hope he’ll find a way to understand.

      The cool air feels euphoric against my bare skin and when I clear the trees, I find myself confronted by the twins who are sitting on the edge of the woods.

      It’s almost as if they were waiting for me.

      I quickly use my hands to cover myself, and take a step back, but there’s something different about them. They’re unusually calm and aren’t the least bit chatty which is not in their character at all.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe as I take a step closer.

      And the closer I get, the more I realize why they aren’t themselves today.

      They’re dead.

      Propped up in their favorite seated position, leaned against each other, and watching me with those white, vacant eyes that really are full of vacancy now. I can see the wooden spikes that have been driven through their bodies, helping them stay seated like broken marionettes.

      I can see their insides have been hollowed out and how their entrails are neatly piled by either side of them.

      I can see their mouths twisted in silent agony, and even though they’re obviously dead, I can almost feel it too.

      I realize immediately that I can’t stay here and turn to run back toward the woods, when I bump into the cat again.

      “It’s about time you shed that skin,” he tells me indifferently. “I never understood why humans wear so many layers of skin.”

      “The twins …” I say in a shaky voice.

      “I know. I watched it happen.”

      “The Queen?” I ask quietly.

      “Her minions,” he says as he sits down and begins to bathe. “They almost found you and the Bandersnatch, but his howl scared them away. Why did he howl like that?”

      My face turns crimson red.

      They almost found us when he reached the height of his euphoria and howled when he released his seed deep inside of me.

      The cat chuckles as he continues to bathe himself.

      “I thought that might happen. It’s why I left. Coincidentally, I buried what was left of the rabbit. You’re welcome,” he continues when he finally finishes cleaning himself.

      “I have to go back to Ever. I have to get him out of here. If she’s coming, he needs to go somewhere safe,” I say erratically as I turn away from the shore and begin to make my way quickly back into the woods. The cat catches up to me in no time, keeping pace at my side, offering no words of wisdom, of sarcasm, of any kind.

      But he’s not there when we get back.

      The Ever that I left sleeping is gone now and the huge pool of blood where his body peacefully rested begins to boil a rage inside of me that I’m not sure I’ve felt in my entire life.

      “Seem that we’re too late,” the cat finally says as he walks past me and disappears up into the trees.
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      I was delighted when the walrus and carpenter worked together to bring the Bandersnatch in. They told me they waited until Alice left him alone, then took a hammer to his head repeatedly until he was no longer able to fight. That’s how they were able to drag him back to me.

      I may reward them eventually, but for now, they need to understand that they were just doing the jobs as assigned to them.

      My mind wanders back to the Bandersnatch as I drum my fingers on the arm of my throne.

      He’ll wake up with a headache, but he should be thankful that he’s the monster I always knew him to be. If he were human, one well placed blow would have taken his life. Not that it will stop me from following through; I just want his beloved Alice here to watch it happen.

      “She’s on her way,” the eaglet announces as she comes flying into the throne room. I get to my feet and begin my walk down the aisle. I’ve told Henry to stay inside, that this fight is mine, and that no one will end this little bitch but me.

      “Tell your King to bring the Bandersnatch,” I call back to her as I reach the palace doors.

      A sadistic smile begins to take over my face and I can feel myself becoming manic. In the distance, I see the long flowing, white-blonde hair. I can see the form of the girl that escaped so many years ago and the closer she gets, the more I see her for what she really is.

      A thief and an intruder.

      She’s the price to be paid to restore Wonderland to order, and I will have my due before I watch the life slip from her thieving eyes.
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      We’ve been staring each other in equal defiance for about ten minutes, neither of us having given a word to the other. Not in anger, in greeting—in anything. We’re locked in a silent war of dominance and I know that this little bitch will crumble soon.

      “Where is he?” she finally asks in a low, even tone.

      I give her a smug look, as I cross my arms loosely over my chest.

      “Where I please,” I snap at her.

      Alice looks away for a moment, before turning her eyes back to mine. “If I give you The Fear, will you let Ever go?”

      “I might,” I muse, tapping my chin thoughtfully. “But of course, you’ll have to show me that you have it.”

      She looks at me through narrowed eyes, before she sighs heavily and reaches into the waistband of her pants. I suck in my breath as she pulls out a small locket with a beating black heart encased in the thick, tempered glass.

      The Fear.

      “Give it here, girl,” I demand, holding out my hand, but the defiant little bitch, closes her fist tightly around it, and moves a step down.

      “Ever first,” she replies evenly.

      “Bring the Bandersnatch,” I call out over my shoulder.

      The rustling of heavy chains scraping along the palatial floor makes me smirk. I know he looks beaten half to death, disoriented, and bloodied, but this will show the girl how serious I am about reclaiming what’s mine.

      She looks ready to cry her poor little eyes out when Henry stops at the top of the staircase with her beloved beast and I hold my hand out again. “Give me The Fear or watch him die.”

      With shaking hands, she opens her fist and I reach for The Fear.

      Just as I’m mere inches away from reclaiming what’s mine, it’s stolen from me again.

      This time by Glower.

      He’s appeared out of nowhere, jumped between us, and stolen The Fear from her precious little hand.

      I turn to give Henry the command to cut the Bandersnatch’s throat, but scream in absolute terror when I see that Glower has already reached him at an inconceivable speed, and is attacking him viciously; gouging out his eyes, leaving him in a bloody, blinded heap at the top of the stairs.

      “Henry!” I scream as I turn and attempt to run up toward him.

      I don’t want to save him because I love him—I honestly don’t think I ever have. I want to save him because I need him to help me control The Fear. If he dies, it’ll be harder than ever before since The Fear requires two voices to command it and not just one. It requires a union of sorts to be used properly and Henry serves that purpose well.

      It’s a secret that I’ve kept with my King. If the creatures of Wonderland knew this, they would have attacked him long ago.

      “No!” I screech, as I climb the stairs as quickly as I can, but I’m stopped short of reaching him.

      A strong hand grabs my hair, balling it into a fist, and pulls me back so violently that I almost tumble down the stairs.

      My arms pinwheel at my sides and I manage to regain my footing, reaching for my attacker.

      If I tumble down these stairs, then I’ll take her with me.

      A turn.

      A shove stronger than I thought her ever capable of, and I see the flash of white-blonde hair run past me and toward the beast in chains.

      I’m just about to regain my footing again when Glower grins at me, leans back on his haunches, then jumps, landing squarely against my chest and ensuring my death by knocking me off my feet and sending me tumbling down the stairs.
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      “Wake up, kid!”

      A hard smack against the side of my face makes me gasp and open my eyes. Ever is sitting on the edge of the bed next to me and watching me with slightly frightened eyes.

      Ever—not the Bandersnatch.

      “What? Where am I?” I ask sitting up in abject fear, then pitching forward against him. A wave of nausea crashed over me almost making me vomit, but Ever’s hands are strong and kind as he holds me against him and chuckles.

      “I watched you tumble down the front steps. I think you hit your head. You were out cold for a while; scared the shit out of me.”

      “Out of all of us,” Miss Lory chimes in softly.

      I glance up at the white, cracked ceiling of my bedroom and sigh. If I was in bed, then he didn’t really have to slap me to wake me up.

      “What were you doing outside alone, Alisanne?” Miss Lory asks in a sterner tone. “You know you can’t go out there without permission.”

      “Uh. The Queen wanted The Fear. I was … trying to save … and the cat …”

      “You tripped over that stray cat again?” Ever asks loudly. I wince and look over at him and he’s giving me a harsh stare. I nod as I lay back down. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Well, I think you taught yourself a lesson then. I won’t tell Dr. Carpenter about this little incident, but you go out there alone again and I’ll turn you in, understand?” I nod as does Miss Lory before she gets to her feet and leaves Ever in the room with me, telling him that he has ten minutes before she comes to collect him.

      “Sorry about that,” he says once she leaves.

      “About what?” I ask him tiredly.

      “Pow,” he says softly miming the slap that woke me up.

      I smile and close my eyes. “It’s okay. I was having a nightmare so I honestly don’t mind.”

      Ever chuckles slightly as a thought crosses my mind.

      “Miss Lory; how did you talk your way out of what you did to her?” I inquire curiously.

      “This place has wet floors all the damn time; everyone knows that. She must have slipped and fell down,” he replies with a wink.

      I giggle despite the pain I feel in my head as he makes a face at me.

      He never ceases to amaze me with how he gets his way.

      “Alright, well I probably shouldn’t overstay my welcome. I’ll come back later and we can finish that game of chess we started earlier, okay?”

      “Wait. One more thing. How did I get back in here?” I ask, grabbing his arm.

      “Huh? Oh, when you hit your head, I freaked out and brought us back over the fence. I didn’t know how bad it was and I’m not exactly medically trained, so I kind of left you outside until Miss Lory found you.”

      I sigh.

      We almost made it out of here.

      “You get some sleep kid, I’ll be back later for ya,” he says leaning down. Ever hovers over me for just a moment, his eyes reminding me of the beast in my nightmare. I smile slightly and reach up to push his hair out of his eyes, when he leans down closer still, and then gently licks the side of my face.

      When stand back up to his full height and turns to walk toward the door, I sit up immediately and reach for him, which he easily managed to sidestep.

      “Wait a sec—”

      But Ever cuts me off, by holding something up to his lips and winking before he leaves the room. A small locket with a beating black heart encased in the thick, tempered glass.

      Maybe it wasn’t a nightmare after all.

      Maybe this time, Ever saved me, just like he was always destined to do.

      Maybe it isn’t over.

      Not by a long shot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Glimpse at The Black Queen Coming this winter

          

          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      It’s been three years since we came back from the Strange Lands. Ever Hart, my knight in shining fur and razor sharp fangs has yet to leave my side. He’s been progressing and becoming a better person, but he still won’t give me The Fear.

      He tells me that it’s for my own good, and that as long as he holds onto it, the nightmares will stop. Even now, even after all we’ve been through, he’s gone back to trying to make me think that the Strange Lands were nothing more than a nightmare.

      I don’t understand.

      After what we shared there, after all we went through, after almost losing him …

      “Are you coming or are you going to stand there like a statue all day, Alisanne?” Ever asks me impatiently.

      I blink a few times and realize that I’ve been standing at the top of the staircase to Carroll’s Home for Troubled Youth with a leg in the air, and staring into oblivion.

      He stopped calling me Alice when he decided that the best thing for my “recovery” would be forgetting about the Strange Lands.

      But he’s wrong.

      Pretending isn’t what I need.

      It’s not doing either of us any good to try and chalk up what happened to nightmares and fairy tales. Not when there’s still work to be done in the Strange Lands.

      Isabella, the Queen of Hearts, fell to her death when the cat charged at her, but something deep inside of me tells me that’s not the end of her.

      “Sorry,” I tell him softly as I do my best to push the thoughts from my mind. They’re muddling our time outside together and we’ve both worked hard over the past years to be allowed to go outside for one hour each day. I let Ever take my hand, but I hesitate for a moment as I turn to look at the door and see our favorite caretaker watching me curiously.

      Miss Lory still works here; she watches us from the doorway while we take our walks, and I know that there are other orderlies around. They stay out of sight, though. She wants us to feel as normal as we possibly can when we’re on the other side of the doors, and she’s even forgiven Ever for that nasty blow to the head when we tried to escape.

      He spent some time in the White Room for what he did, but she wasn’t too angry when he told her he just wanted to help me.

      I still don’t know what lie he told her about why we were outside or how I hit my head, but she believed him. That’s part of Ever’s charm—he can damn near talk his way out of anything.

      “You’re eating up our time by standing around, let’s go,” he complains, giving my hand a gentle, but firm tug.

      Something about the way he gently squeezes my hand tells me that he’s not really as exasperated with me as he’s pretending.

      Something in the way he looks at me with that sly grin of his curling the edges of his lips tells me that he there’s going to be more to this walk today than I probably will be able to deal with.

      But like I said; that’s Ever. He can talk his way in and out of anything he wants.

      Ever Hart.

      Twenty-five years old, and a sociopath through and through.
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      Lanie Olson is a strangeling that likes all things dark and macabre. She enjoys the original Twilight Zone episodes, Tod Browning’s FREAKS, and black and white horror everything.

      A firm believer that not all monsters are human, she delights in bringing the things that go bump in the night to her readers with a dash of horror, a little hope, and a wicked twist.

      You can keep in touch with her on Facebook.
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