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      I almost wish I hadn't gone down that rabbit-hole

      —and yet—and yet—

      it's rather curious, you know,

      this sort of life.
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        Welcome to Wonderland Academy. Don’t lose your head.

      

      

      Corbin Liddle has always known magic was real. His grandmother Alice raised him on stories of Wonderland. But with Wonderland on the brink of war, Corbin is called to perform an important duty. Alice Lacey Crane, a girl from our world who knows nothing of Wonderland, is the key to the magical kingdom’s future. It’s up to Corbin to protect her at all costs. Even if that means risking his heart.

      Join Corbin in this flipped point of view story, Wonderland Academy: Corbin, Book 1.5 in the Wonderland Academy Series.
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            Nan’s Bar and Grill

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrapped my hand around the mug of beer and lifted it, taking a long drink of the dark liquid. There was one good thing about this place, the Guinness on tap. My eyes flicked toward the back of the bar. From where I was seated, I could catch a glimpse into the kitchen. Once more, I spotted her yellow hair. Make that two good things.

      Noticing the waitress headed my way, I averted my eyes, looking out the window once more. It had been raining for the last three days. The town, with its dull autumn hues, dark skies, and perpetual rain, was depressing. Sitting along Lake Erie, the place was eternally shrouded in mist. The dark waters lapped against the rocky shoreline. I couldn’t remember being in a more depressing place.

      “Here you go, hun,” the waitress said, setting down my plate. “Want another beer?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She smiled at me. “With manners like that, of course.”

      Was it really so hard to say please? Al, my grandmother, had pounded manners into me. And when I didn’t remember, a birch switch tidied them up around the edges. If there was one thing Al couldn’t abide, it was bad manners.

      I huffed a laugh then looked down at my dinner. American pub food wasn’t much different from back home, but this was the first time I’d ever eaten a salad topped with French fries, steak, and cheese. I studied the dish. I was famished, so it would have to do.

      Once more, I looked through the slats in the partition back to the kitchen. She had made the food. I’d seen her working at the oven, preparing the plate. She was quick at her work. Quick, quiet, and beautiful, with her stained apron, messy bun, and all. She hadn’t noticed me. She never looked into the bar. When she did take a break, she’d sip her coffee and stare off into the distance, her mind always somewhere else.

      I pitied her. A bullet train was speeding her way, and she didn’t even know it.

      Grabbing my fork, I took a bite. Crunchy, salty, cheesy, greasy, and delicious. I polished off the last of my beer as I ate.

      “Here you go, my dear,” the waitress said, setting down a fresh mug.

      “Thank you.”

      “Irish, right? I didn’t want to ask before. Thought it might be rude.”

      I nodded.

      “What in the world are you doing in this Podunk middle of nowhere?”

      I flicked my eyes toward the kitchen for just a moment.

      Watching out for her. “Just passing through.”

      She nodded. “I’d pass through too, if I could. Wave if you need anything else.”

      I inclined my head to her, then turned back to my meal. The dish went down a lot easier than I expected, topping off a stomach too full of stout. My head swam, but not more than it should have.

      I eased back into my seat, sipping my drink, then pulled out my pocket watch. It was nearly midnight. The barflies at the bar were whooping it up as some late-night TV host joked. The light in the kitchen went dim, and soon, I heard the rattle of pots and pans as she cleaned up the kitchen for the night. By twelve-thirty, she and the bartender—her mother—would leave. I nursed my drink as the bartender washed up the last of the dirty cups then pulled off her apron. She chatted with the waitress, then turned and headed to the back.

      “Lacey,” the bartender called. “Ready?”

      I couldn’t hear the girl’s reply.

      Lacey.

      They had told me her name was Alice, just like Granny Al. But no one called her that. I was glad. I’d come all this way expecting to find someone just like my grandmother: bullheaded, loud, and tough as nails. Instead, the Alice I’d found was…sad.

      I rose, set some cash on the table, then pulled on my jacket. The waitress waved as I headed out the door.

      It was pouring, the rain coming down in heavy sheets. I pulled up my hood and headed to the parking lot in the back. Slipping into my truck, I shook off the rain then waited. A few minutes later, the back door to Nan’s Bar and Grill opened.

      The bartender and the girl—Lacey—rushed to one of the cars parked outside. I waited until they’d pulled out of the parking lot to follow.

      Watch her. Keep her safe.

      That’s what they’d told me. It didn’t take much imagination to guess who I had to keep her safe from. Wonderland’s operatives were everywhere in Overthere these days. How much the Queen of Hearts knew about Lacey, I had no idea. Very clearly, the girl knew nothing.  But still, I watched.

      Watch her. Keep her safe.

      That’s what they told me to do. That’s what I’d always been told I would do. So that’s what I did.

      Following a discreet distance behind their rusted-out Mustang, I drove down the streets of the little town to the bridge that crossed Tuxedo Creek. It was dark, but I could see the telltale shimmer of the mermaid who lived in the stream. Like all mermaids, she crossed the barrier between this world and Wonderland through the water. Thus far, she was the only Wonderlandian I’d seen. Since she was staying put in her creek, I let her be. But she was there all the same.

      Crossing the bridge, we came to Lacey’s neighborhood once more. I turned off the lights of my truck and coasted to a stop just down the street from their house. They pulled the car into the driveway of the dilapidated two-story house then ran to the door to get out of the rain.

      I was either getting to be a very good spy, or this girl needed all the help she could get. She never suspected I was watching her. Not once did she look my way. She always had this flat expression on her face, like her mind was elsewhere. Where, I didn’t know.

      Yawning, I slid down into the seat. The porch light went out. A few minutes later, a light flickered on upstairs. The odd, upstairs lighting confused me at first, but then I realized she’d strung Christmas lights on her ceiling. I spotted her silhouette against the curtain. She’d let her hair down. The lights went out.

      “Goodnight, Lacey,” I whispered.

      Watch her. Keep her safe.

      I set my pocket watch on the dash of the truck. Just below the face of the watch, numbers ticked down. Soon, I’d need to go back to Wonderland. Soon, we would both be headed to Wonderland.

      But she had no idea.

      One day, we’d meet. One day, she’d know my name. But how would that sad girl react when she finally realized I’d known her all this time? That I knew everything about her, things she didn’t know about herself. I stared at her dark window. An ill-feeling gripped my stomach. No. It wouldn’t go like that. When I finally spoke to her, she wouldn’t be angry or sad, because I was going to do whatever it took to make that girl smile again.
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            Mario’s Sacred Quest

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up late the next morning, my neck cramped from the weird angle I’d slept in. I’d spent two weeks camping out in this truck, and I still hadn’t found a good position in which to rest. I eyed the driveway. The car was still there. She wouldn’t leave until it was time for her shift later that night.

      I yawned tiredly then got out to stretch.

      Across from Lacey’s house was a rundown shell of an old gas station. The building was still intact, but the paint was peeling off, the windows covered in thick dust. The pavement in the parking lot was broken; grass and weeds had taken over once more. The long-dormant gas pumps rusted, a bent streetlight hanging over them. The place had been abandoned so long that when they’d repaved the city street, they’d poured a new curb, blocking the entrance to the parking lot. Nature had retaken the space.

      I headed across the field/parking lot to the abandoned building. Slipping around the back, I found a door with a rusted chain and padlock. Checking my surroundings, I pulled out the wand hidden in my back pocket.

      “Into pieces,” I said, aiming the wand at the lock. The lock and chain shattered with a cloud of rusty, red dust. Opening the door, I slipped inside.

      The old, cracked black-and-white checkered linoleum had seen better days. The place looked like someone had shuttered the doors in 1950 and hadn’t looked back. From the chrome chair behind the ancient cash register to the yellowed poster of a pinup calendar girl half-hanging on the wall, everything screamed of a different era.

      It had been like that at Granny Al’s home too. Except there, everything had screamed Wonderland. As a boy, I hadn’t known anything about Wonderland. I’d just thought Al was…eccentric. No. As a child, I’d thought Al was crazy. And my da just as bad. It was no surprise my mum had run off and left us. Maybe it was because Al and Da were so peculiar. But maybe it was just because of Wonderland.
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        * * *

      

      “All of this,” Mum screamed. “All of it. I’m done with all of it!”

      From my room in the back of Granny Al’s house, I heard the sound of china shattering. I was six at the time. From as far back as I could remember, Mum and Da had fought like they hated one another more than they loved each other. And for some reason, I knew Al was at the heart of it.

      Grabbing my teddy bear, a stuffed brown bear I’d loved so hard I’d worn his button eyes off, I crept from my bedroom to the kitchen to find my mother tossing all the teapots and teacups onto the floor.

      “I’m sick of it. All of it. The two of you are driving me mad. I’m taking Corbin and leaving!”

      They hadn’t seen me. The teddy stuck under my arm, I clung to the doorframe and watched the scene unfold, my body frozen with terror at the thought she’d take me from Da and Granny Al.

      “Pssh,” Al said, blowing air through her lips. “You want to go, go. But you are not taking that boy.”

      My da sat quietly at the kitchen table.

      “Albert,” Mum railed at him. “Someone tried to kill you today. Kill you! The two of you are going to get us all murdered. And for what? Fairy tales.”

      Al laughed then turned to my dad. “Well, Albert?”

      “Lottie,” Da said gently to Mum. “I told you when we got married—”

      “You didn’t tell me everything. Hell, you didn’t really tell me anything!”

      “The boy is not going. So you might as well be on your way,” Al said dismissively.

      Red-faced, tears rolling down her cheeks, my mother grabbed her purse and the suitcase sitting at her feet. “This is your last chance, Albert. Leave this place. Leave her and come with me. We don’t have to live like this. Corbin doesn’t have to grow up like this.”

      “Lottie, please,” my da said, pain in his voice.

      “Ugh,” Mum screamed angrily. She snatched her keys out of the candy dish then marched out of the house.

      “Lottie,” Da called, racing after her. The screen door slapped closed behind him.

      I could hear them arguing in the yard outside.

      “You can come out now, Corbin,” Al said. “Be careful of the broken glass.”

      Tiptoeing around the shards, I went to Granny Al and climbed into her lap. She was a frail thing, all her bones jutting out. Even then, I knew she was old, ancient. But what I didn’t know then was that time in Wonderland worked differently.

      “Is Mum leavin’?” I asked.

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Is she going to come back?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “She didn’t even say goodbye.”

      Al pulled me close and kissed the top of my head. “I know.”

      “Why is she going?”

      “Because…” Granny Al began then paused. “Because some people are born seeing the world black and white. And other people are born seeing the world as a kaleidoscope of moving colors. Your mum sees only black and white.”

      “And Da sees the colors?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you?”

      Granny Al laughed then whispered in my ear, “I’ve seen colors no one even imagined yet.”

      “Do I?” I whispered in a small voice.

      “Hmm,” Al said thoughtfully. “I don’t know. Want to take a test?”

      “Is it hard?”

      “No. Not really. Let me show you something. Tell me what you see. All right?”

      “Okay.”

      She rose, moving me onto her chair. She then removed the teacup she always wore on her belt. Holding it by the handle, she waggled her fingers over the rim. A moment later, I saw something strange. Glimmering pink and gold light steamed out of the cup. Granny Al whispered under her breath and pointed the magical light toward the broken china on the floor. A moment later, wisps of magic flew all around the room. And before my very eyes, the shattered pieces of the teacups and teapots wiggled to life. Slipping across the floor, they reformed once more. When they were done, they flew off the floor and back into the cupboard, the door on the cabinets clapping closed with a bang.

      Outside, I heard Mum’s car engine rev and Da yelling. A moment later, gravel crunched as the vehicle pulled away.

      “There now,” Granny Al said, putting her teacup back on her belt. She clapped her hands then looked at me, her wide blue eyes studying my face. “Now, your test. What did you see?”

      “The cups mended themselves.”

      “No, they didn’t. I mended them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mended them. With magic.”

      “Oh,” I said, then stared at the cupboard. “Where did you learn how to do that?”

      “Wonderland.”

      “Like in the story?”

      “Like in the story.”

      “Is it…is it a real place?”

      Al laughed. “More real than this place.”

      “Can I go there?”

      “Oh, yes. You must. You have an important job to do in Wonderland.”

      “What is it?”

      “You must protect the princess. That’s your job. To protect the princess.”

      “Who told you that?” I asked, not feeling so happy to learn I had to look after some princess.

      “The Caterpillar, of course. It’s your destiny.”

      “But I don’t really like princesses.”

      “Doesn’t that funny little man in your video game save the princess? The Italian chap?”

      “Mario?”

      She chuckled. “Is that his name?”

      I nodded.

      “Good. Then you be like Mario and protect the princess.”

      “But Granny Al, you didn’t tell me.”

      “Didn’t tell you what?”

      “If I passed the test.”

      “You, my boy, were born to see colors. All of them. Even the secret ones no one else sees but me,” she said, then kissed me on the head once more.

      And while my heart was a confused mess about my mum, knowing then that I was special meant everything to me. What Al neglected to tell me was that special people like us had a death sentence hanging over our heads. And in a year’s time, Granny Al’s ability to see all the colors, even the secret ones, would cost her life.
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        * * *

      

      The rev of an engine across the street pulled my attention away. I went to the window of the old service station and looked out.

      The girl’s mother was on her way somewhere.

      No sign of Lacey.

      Never a sign of Lacey.

      Why did the girl keep herself locked up like that? I grinned, thinking of Al’s words. My own Princess Peach. But Lacey was a recluse, a recluse who was about to be sucked into a very mad and very dangerous world: Wonderland.
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            Cork

          

        

      

    

    
      Around three o’clock, she finally emerged. Lacey got back into her car and headed across town. Night shift. Like always. Same routine, day in and day out. They drove to the restaurant, passing over the bridge above Tuxedo Creek once more. It was raining—still. The skies were gray. I hadn’t seen the sun all day. As we drove over the creek, I looked down to see the mermaid sitting there. She stopped combing her hair long enough to watch Lacey’s car pass by. And then she looked at me. Smiling coquettishly, she waved.

      No way, lady. I know how that ends up.

      Driving across town, they reached the bar once more. They pulled their car into the parking lot. I circled the block once, giving them a chance to get inside, then parked my truck in the back.

      At this rate, I was beginning to become a barfly. Not a habit I wanted to encourage. But my stakeout snacks were running thin, and I‘d been thinking about the steak and fries salad all day, despite my hesitations.

      I headed inside.

      They were watching American football—again. The crowd cheered loudly when I entered. I headed to the back once more, taking up the same seat. I was protected from the back and could see the door and the kitchen from this vantage point. Thanks to a divider, Lacey wouldn’t likely notice me.

      The same waitress appeared at my table. “Haven’t left yet?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Unfortunately, no.”

      She chuckled. “What can I get you?”

      “Steak salad and a Guinness.”

      “Keep this up, and next time you can order the usual,” she said with a laugh, then headed off.

      I scanned the room. A couple of the locals eyed me over. I gave them a hard look. They turned away. While Granny Al had taught me to see all the colors, even the invisible ones, what she hadn’t readied me for was life without her—or Da. No one could have prepared me for what was to come or that hard edge I was going to have to build around me to survive it.
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        * * *

      

      The bus dropped me off at the end of the lane. Da, Al, and I had been living on the Isle of Skye for a year, moving there from South Wales right after Mum left. The driveway to Granny Al’s crooked little house was at least two miles long, but she liked it like that. No one ever came to visit. No one ever bothered us. Her house, buried in the woods, was virtually unseen. Which was why no one had noticed the day it caught on fire.

      I smelled smoke in the air long before I even saw the flames. From the moment I got off the bus, I could feel something was wrong. I raced to the house to see the entire place engulfed in flames—blue flames. Black smoke twisted up into the sky.

      I was about to shout for help when someone grabbed me, placing their hand over my mouth.

      “Stay silent,” Da whispered in my ear. “They found us.”

      Da picked me up, and we rushed through the woods away from the house.

      Behind us, I heard hounds braying.

      “But Al,” I whispered.

      “I’ll go back for her, but I need to get you safe.”

      Da carried me through the woods to the creek in the valley. Behind us, the sound of the dogs drew closer.

      “Da,” I whispered, terror in my voice.

      “Look into the water. See how it’s like a mirror? A mirror. Remember that you can always get around through the mirrors. Here, take this,” Da said, pushing the wand Al always carried my way. “Now, take my hand,” Da said. He grabbed my hand and squeezed it tight. “Cork,” he said, then tugged me into the water.

      I was about to protest when a weird feeling swept over me. I felt like someone had tugged me by the front of the shirt and flung me across the room. Colorful light whirled all around me. A moment later, I felt a weird snap. I tumbled forward, falling onto the pavement. Nausea swept over me as I picked myself up. Our feet still wet, Da and I stood on a busy city street. I cast a glance behind me. There was a mirror on a pole in the corner to help the drivers see around the blind spot.

      I swayed.

      “Don’t move for a minute, or you’ll be sick,” Da told me.

      “What happened? Where are we?” I asked.

      “Cork.”

      “Cork…Ireland?”

      Da nodded, then bent down and looked in my eyes. “I’m going back for my mum. You see that coffee shop over there? Go get something to eat. Stay there ’til I come for you. Understand?” he said, then pulled out his wallet, removed the bills, then stuffed them into my shirt pocket.

      “Da,” I protested.

      “Do as I say, boy. And keep this close,” he said, tapping my hand holding the wand. “Now go,” he told me. “Watch for cars.”

      Bewildered and scared, I did what he said. There was a gap in the traffic, so I rushed across the street. Only when I was safely on the other side did I look back.

      My father was gone. I was alone with a fistful of bills and a magic wand. At seven years old, I would never see my da or Granny Al ever again.
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            Some People Have it Coming

          

        

      

    

    
      “Those legs, man. See that?”

      “Forget the legs. Check out that ass.”

      “Tight as a tin drum.”

      I gritted my teeth and leaned back into the shadows, willing myself not to beat the two men at the table nearby to death.

      American football was blasting on the TV, the bar patrons cheering. The pub was busier tonight. Everywhere I looked, people were eating pizza, chicken wings, and fries. The men at the table beside me had been here longer than common sense dictated. They’d spotted her an hour ago when she’d come to the bar to get a fresh cup of coffee. Since then, watching Lacey had become their personal spectator sport.

      “Janet looked like that in high school. Remember? And now…I’m married to Jabba the Hutt,” the guy in the camo jacket said, his eyes firmly glued on Lacey who was working in the kitchen.

      “At least you had Janet when she looked like that. Peg has always been fat. More cushion for the pushin’. But still,” his buddy said, making both of them laugh.

      Were some men just born assholes or was it bred into them? If Al had heard a man say something like that, she would have used her magic wand to shrivel their nuts off. I missed that mean old bird.

      The light went off in the kitchen.

      I pulled out my watch. Midnight again.

      The men looked at one another, their disappointment too evident.

      At least the show was over.

      Pots and pans banged once more. Lacey tidied up the kitchen with practiced ease. It wasn’t long after that she emerged at the bar once more. Her mother wasn’t there tonight. Lacey filled a to-go cup with hours-old coffee then headed toward the back.

      I was just pulling a bill from my wallet when my senses tripped. The two men at the table beside me started talking in low tones. Their gazes shifted toward the kitchen. They rose, the guy in the camo teetering, and headed toward the door.

      Quickly dropping my cash, I followed a discreet distance behind them.

      The rain had caused a thick bank of fog to cover the town. The parking lot was drenched in mist. As I made my way behind the two men, I listened as they whispered. The words I caught on the breeze made a sick feeling grip my stomach. Moving silently, I went to the back of my truck and grabbed the tire iron. Turning, I headed toward her car.

      Golden light gleamed from the back door of the bar. She stuck in her earbuds, the blue light of her cellphone screen casting a glow on her face. Standing in the doorway, a pizza box in one hand, a coffee cup in the other, she called, “Night, Ron,” then closed the door behind her. She headed down the back steps toward her car.

      From the other side of the parking lot, I saw two shadows make their way toward her.

      A murderous rage swept over me. Dodging between the other parked trucks, I moved quickly toward the men.

      “Grab her before she gets in,” the guy in the camo hissed a split second before I dropped the crowbar on his head.

      He yelped in pain, clutching his head.

      “What the fu—” the other man, who’d been wearing a cap, said as he turned around to see what was happening. His word was cut short when I punched him the mouth.

      Behind us, I heard the rumble of the engine and rattle of the rusty muffler on Lacey’s car. Her headlights flicked on.

      Turning, I shoved the man with the hat between two parked vehicles. He swung, but he was drunk. I kicked him in the stomach. He stumbled backward.

      Cursing, the guy in the camo rushed me from behind. I whacked him hard in the side with the iron. And this time, I heard a crack as the man’s rib—or ribs, I really didn’t care which—broke.

      He let out a yelp and recoiled. His buddy rushed me, grabbing my arm. He yanked my hand, slamming it down on the side-mirror of a parked car. The mirror shattered, cutting my hand. I dropped the iron. Turning, I met the guy’s eyes. Blood was trickling from his mouth. Had I broken some teeth? Pulling back, I bashed him with my head. He stumbled and fell.

      I turned as he faced his friend once more. Nursing his ribs, the camo guy rushed me like he was going to throw a punch, but when I lowered my gaze and lifted my bloody fist, he stopped.

      In the parking lot behind us, gravel churned as Lacey pulled away.

      Safe. She was safe.

      “Jesus, Billy. Let’s get the hell out of here,” the man on the ground called as he struggled to his feet.

      I grabbed the man in the camo by the front of his jacket. “You come back here again, you die. You look at that girl again, you die. Both of you. Understand?”

      The drunk winced. “Yeah. Yeah, man. We got it,” he stammered.

      I gave him a hard push. Both men fled. I listened as they retreated into the darkness. A moment later, their tires squealed as they pulled onto the street—in the opposite direction of Lacey.

      Breathing hard, I stood there for a moment, letting my heart calm once more.

      I should have killed them both.

      Assholes like that were always lurking everywhere. She needed to be more careful. Why wasn’t she more careful?

      “Fuck,” I swore. Grabbing the tire iron, I headed back across the parking lot to my truck and hopped in. Clicking on the engine, I pulled out onto the street and headed across town. My head was swimming. Bright dots of light appeared before my eyes. No time for that. No time for any of this. I had to make sure she was all right. I gunned the gas, hoping like hell I hadn’t lost her. What if she stopped somewhere? A shop? A friend’s house? No. That wasn’t her. I knew where she was headed.

      Driving down the same familiar roads, I clicked off my light as I pulled up outside the drab gray house once more. The porch light was off, but to my surprise, I caught the blue glow of a cellphone. She was sitting on the broken front porch swing. At one in the morning, she sat there, sipping coffee and eating pizza by herself.

      Her face buried in the screen of her phone, she hadn’t noticed me.

      I exhaled deeply. She was fine. She was safe.

      My hand ached and was bleeding profusely. Grabbing a T-shirt lying on the seat, I wrapped it around my hand. I’d clean the cut later, after she’d gone to sleep. After she was safely inside.

      “Lacey Crane,” I whispered to the girl. “You owe me one.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hit him again,” Tommy yelled. “Kick his ass.”

      I’d let Archie hit me the first time. At this point, I was getting pretty good reeling in the big-mouthed, small-brained boys. Let them think you’re a punk, and then smash the shite out of them.

      Like all the others, Archie swung once more.

      And then, I let him have it. I heard the sound of his nose breaking as the boy flew off his feet.

      The cheers from his friends died in their throats as I pounced on the bully. I grabbed him by the shirt and punched him again, and again, and again.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, what’s happening here?” Sister Katherine called, pushing the other boys aside. “Liddle! Liddle, get off of Archie right now,” she said, pulling me by the back of my shirt.

      I struggled to get in one more smack before Sister Katherine pulled me to my feet.

      Archie lay in the dirt, blood trickling down his nose. That would teach him to talk to me like that.

      “Corbin,” Sister Katherine said, exasperation in her voice. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Beating Archie’s face in,” I replied.

      At that, she grabbed me by the arm and yanked me toward the rectory.

      I shrugged her hand off and followed along behind her. Without another word, she led me to Father O’Toole’s office. She pointed to the seat in front of his big desk, then turned and slammed the door behind her.

      I inhaled deeply, closed my eyes, and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      The door opened and closed. I heard the seat at the desk squeak as Father O’Toole sat down. He shuffled some papers but didn’t say anything. After a few long moments, I looked up. He was filling out some forms and ignoring me completely.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “Well what, Corbin?”

      “What’s my punishment this time?”

      Father O’Toole harrumphed then shuffled some more papers. He signed his name to some forms, removed his glasses, then sat back in his seat. “The way I see it, I have three options. Keep you here until you turn eighteen, send you to juvenile detention, or emancipate you as you have repeatedly requested. Given it is two months from your majority…” he said, then slid some papers across the desk to me.

      He had signed off on my emancipation request.

      “The next time you beat someone up, it’s on your shoulders, not ours. Get your things, and get out.”

      Without another word, I grabbed the papers off his desk and headed out of the office.

      “Corbin,” Father O’Toole called.

      I stopped.

      “I hope, one day, the Lord sees fit to fill that hole inside you. Until then, try to stay out of trouble.”

      Without looking back, I turned and left.

      I had been living at Saint Joseph’s School for Boys since the garda picked me up the day Da left me on the streets of Cork and never came back. Everyone assumed I was an orphan. And I never told them otherwise. My da, I guessed, was dead. My mum missing—might as well have been dead. And Al? Well, even though she was strong, she was old. If Al was still alive, she’d have come for me years ago. But she never did. No one did. At least, no one came that day. But it wouldn’t be long before Wonderland found me once more.
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            Curiouser and Curiouser

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a jolt before dawn the next morning to the sound of someone tapping on my window. I opened my eyes to find an old woman looking at me through the glass.

      Her. It was her. Lacey’s grandmother, whom everyone called Nan, was standing on the street beside my truck. But I knew who she really was, even if Lacey didn’t.

      She made a motion for me to roll down the window.

      I inhaled deeply, feeling the massive pressure in my temples. My head ached. I rolled down the window.

      The old woman frowned at me. “Who sent you?”

      There was no use in lying. “Haberdasher.”

      She nodded as she thought it over. “Watching Lacey?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hearts coming for her?”

      “We don’t know. So I’m here, just in case.”

      “They know who she is?”

      I shook my head. “As far as we can tell, they only know she’s on the recruitment list for Wonderland Academy. Hank hid her name as long as he could.”

      The old woman frowned. “Stay close.”

      “Yes,” I said, then lowered my voice, “Your Majesty,” I added.

      The old woman blew air threw her lips. “Who are you?”

      “Al’s grandson.”

      “Al… Rest her soul. You got a name?”

      “Corbin.”

      The old woman nodded then handed me a plastic grocery store bag. Inside, I found painkillers, bandages, alcohol wipes, bottled water, and a box of energy bars.

      “Be careful, Al’s grandson,” she said, pulled her housecoat tighter around her, then turned and walked back to the house.

      I watched her as she went. The hem of her housecoat was frayed, the pocket flopping where it needed to be sewn. She was wearing a pair of cheap slippers. I shook my head. Here was the heir to the Kingdom of Stars walking down the street in her worn-out housecoat and drugstore slippers. The Kingdom of Hearts had ruined everything. But at least she was still alive. Al had seen to that. At least she was still alive.

      My hand aching, I pulled the alcohol wipes from the bag and got to work cleaning the cut from the mirror. Once the wounds were clean and dressed, I opened the water and took a painkiller. My head was splitting.

      I leaned back into my seat and rested awhile. Once the headache started to pass, I opened one of the energy bars and took a bite. Not bad. Not good either. But I could hardly complain. It wasn’t every day the White Queen brought you a care package. Of course, it was not every day when the average person became aware there was such a thing as a Red and White Queen. I would never forget the day Wonderland had finally come for me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Liddle, you made bail,” the guard called. The metal bars unlocked with a click.

      My head still pounded, and my face ached. But it was worth it. I wasn’t going to let anyone hustle me at pool. After all, that was my con. A little twitch of Al’s wand always made things go my way. Unfortunately, the pool shark and his friend hadn’t taken kindly to my cutting in on their territory. Yet in the end, they’d looked a lot worse than me.

      But they hadn’t gotten arrested.

      “Thanks,” I said, exiting the cell. The garda walked me down a long hall, then left me for processing and to collect my things. When I was done, I exited the holding expecting to find my mate, Laferty, on the other side. What I didn’t expect was to find a stranger dressed in a fancy suit wearing a top hat. He looked like he was about to step on stage to perform a Dickens play.

      I stopped in my tracks.

      Everyone in the station was staring at him.

      But then, I saw it. On his side, he was wearing a teacup. And he was having a full-on conversation with his feet—or something by his feet that no one else could see. Regardless, he was talking in a rapid, hushed tone. A moment later, he abruptly stopped then looked up at me.

      “Corbin,” he said, removing his top hat and bowing to me.

      “I think I’ll go back inside,” I told the officer.

      The officer chuckled. “He paid up, so you’re all his…”

      “If you would,” the stranger told me, motioning to the door.

      I followed the man outside. My senses bristled. The man stank of the weird business that had always surrounded Al.

      He walked toward a massive old Cadillac parked at the side of the station house. The vehicle’s windows were covered in dust, aside from the small clean spot someone had rubbed in the front window.

      “You’re driving that?”

      “In theory. But it would be better if you drove,” the man said, handing me the keys.

      I stared at him. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “Of course not. I’m going with you. Where are we going?”

      I frowned at him. “Look, buddy, I don’t know who you are—”

      “Hank.”

      “Sorry?”

      “My name is not Buddy. It’s Hank.”

      “Okay, Hank. Thanks for bailing me out, but why don’t you get into your massive tugboat and sod off. I don’t know you,” I said, looking at the keys in the man’s outstretched hand.

      “No, but I know you.”

      “And just how do you know me?”

      “I’m your cousin.”

      “I don’t have a cousin.”

      “Sure, you do. I’m the son of Al’s husband…by another woman, but still. We have the same grandfather.”

      Al. He knew Al? “What?”

      “We are cousins, Corbin. I’m Hank. Hank Haberdasher.”

      “You knew Al?”

      “Of her.”

      “So, where have you been hiding all these years?”

      The man grinned mischievously at me. “Wonderland, of course. Now, come on. We have a lot to discuss,” he said then tossed me the keys. “Unless, of course, you don’t want to find out what that wand is for and what happened to Alice.”

      I stared at him. I felt like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over my head. I knew Al was dead. I had seen the blue fire. But how and why she’d died never made sense to me.

      Yet, in a single sentence, this stranger had said enough.

      Wonderland.

      Wonderland had happened to Alice.

      And if I got into that car, it would happen to me too.

      But the allure of answers was too hard to resist.

      “Fine,” I said, then opened the door. I knew very well that I had just opened myself to a world of trouble.

      But sometimes…well, sometimes things were just curiouser and curiouser.
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            The Other Alice

          

        

      

    

    
      The stranger said nothing the entire ride back to my flat. We headed up the stairs to my small apartment. Before I got to the door, I felt something off.

      I paused.

      “It’s all right,” Hank told me. “My associate is inside.”

      “Associate?”

      “Florin,” he said with a grin. “The dormouse.”

      I shook my head, then opened the door. There was a light on in the kitchen.

      “That you, Hank?” someone called in a small voice.

      “It is.”

      “You got Al’s boy?”

      “So I have.”

      A moment later, a slip of a man appeared. He was no more than five feet in height and might have weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet.

      “What in the hell are you doing in my flat?” I asked, anger rumbling through my chest.

      “By the Bandersnatch, he’s a bruiser. Look at all those tattoos,” the little man said. “He’s going to stick out like a sore thumb in Wonderland.”

      “Not much we can do about that. Corbin, this is Florin. Florin, this is Corbin, Al’s grandson.”

      “He’s got Alice’s blue eyes, I see. Takes after her,” Florin said.

      “For all our sakes, let’s hope so,” Hank answered, removing his top hat as he flopped down onto my sofa.

      It was at that exact moment that I’d finally run out of patience. “All right. Enough of this. Who the hell are you people, and what do you want from me?”

      “We’re here to take you to Wonderland, of course,” Florin said.

      “What’s he talking about?”

      Hank frowned then turned to Florin. “I don’t think Al told him anything.”

      “What? That’s impossible. He’s got her wand.”

      Something inside me froze. How did they know about that? “What did you say?”

      “You have Alice’s wand. You must know about Wonderland, don’t you?”

      “I… It’s just a story.”

      At that, Florin sighed heavily, then sat down and held his head with his hands. “This cannot be happening. She didn’t tell him.”

      “Perhaps she never got the chance,” Hank said. “Why don’t you sit, Corbin.”

      I stared at the man. My mind swept back to when I was a little boy, watching Granny Al repair all the broken teacups with the wiggle of her fingers. I remembered. I remembered the magic…and a story about a princess.

      “Why don’t we start with six impossible things,” Hank said. “First, there is another world beyond your world. Wonderland. Like the book. Second, your grandmother Alice was the Alice. That Alice. Third, you are the grandson of the Mad Hatter. So am I. Fourth, there is an immortal Caterpillar who wants to speak to you. He is a prophet, so he probably has something important to say. Fifth, Wonderland is at war, and Alice’s heir is prophesized to help protect the Kingdom of Stars, and sixth, magic is real.”

      I stared at him.

      “Any of this ringing a bell?” Florin asked.

      Hank sighed, then pulled the teacup from his belt and waggled his fingers over it like I’d seen Al do a million times before. The teapot on the oven—apparently the little man had made himself a pot—lifted and floated across the room. Hank set down his cup. The floating pot poured him a cup of tea. “Oh, and sugar, please,” Hank called, motioning to my pantry. The cupboard opened, and the sugar bowl gently floated across the room and daintily added two lumps of sugar into the cup.

      “Thank you,” Hank said, then stirred the sugar, his finger moving clockwise above the cup. The liquid in the cup spun.

      Florin cleared his throat. “Corbin, once, long ago, Alice tried to save Wonderland. She tried and failed. There were terrible consequences for our people. The White Kingdom, the Kingdom of Stars, was destroyed—cursed. The Red Kingdom, Hearts, rules Wonderland with a merciless hand. Alice knew this terror was coming. She tried to stop it. She barely escaped Wonderland with her life. But the Caterpillar said that one day, Alice’s heir would return. We thought it would be your father, but—”

      “My grandmother…is she…?”

      Hank nodded.

      “And my father. Where is he?” I asked.

      Florin looked at Hank.

      “We don’t know,” Hank said.

      “Is he still alive?”

      “We believe so, but we cannot find him,” Florin said.

      “Please, come to Wonderland. See what the Caterpillar wants. Surely, you must have learned something all these years. Saw something. Maybe Alice told you something?” Hank said.

      “A princess…” I whispered.

      Hank smiled. “Yes. That’s right. There is a princess, and she needs our help.”

      “Who is she? Some girl in Wonderland?”

      Hank shook his head. “She’s like you. She’s here. And she has no idea what or who she is. We have made arrangements to bring her to Wonderland. She will study at Wonderland Academy. Very soon, she will be brought through the looking glass.”

      “Unless Hearts gets to her first,” Florin said.

      Hank frowned at him.

      “This girl…what’s her name?” I asked.

      “They named her Alice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Through the Looking Glass

          

        

      

    

    
      “How, exactly, does this work?” I asked.

      It was like a joke. Three gents walk into a bathroom: a tattooed ruffian, a modern-day dandy in a top hat, and a mouse-sized mouth-breather.

      “You say where you want to go, then step through the looking glass,” Hank explained.

      “Looking glass,” I whispered, remembering my father at the side of the stream. He’d used the water as a reflective glass. “Can it be anything mirrored?”

      “I suppose,” Hank said with a shrug, then took my arm.

      I yanked my arm back.

      “Cousin,” Hank said gently. “We must go together.”

      I frowned then let him hold on to me.

      Florin set his hand on Hank’s shoulder. “Let’s get on with it then,” he said.

      Hank nodded. “Right. To the Caterpillar.”

      The mirror above my bathroom sink wavered. Hank reached out and touched it. And then, the mirror sucked us in. The feeling that swept over me was like riding a fast roller coaster. I felt like I was spinning and whirling, being stretched and pulled in every direction, my head feeling like it was being crushed in a vice. A moment later, the mirror spat me out.

      I landed with a thud onto the ground.

      It took me a moment to get my bearings. I looked up to see Hank staring down at me. He held out his hand to help me up.

      Frowning at him, I rose on my own. I didn’t know the man. While, apparently, he was family, I didn’t much care for him. I’d always had good instincts about people, and something about my cousin put me off.

      Brushing off my clothes, I looked around.

      I was standing in the middle of the woods. Tall trees surrounded me. A cobblestone path led off before us. Flickering gaslamps lit the trail. I looked behind me to find a tarnished mirror. The beveled glass was pocked and yellowed around the edges. The forest was eerily quiet.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Neverwood,” Hank replied. “This is the closest mirror. Come on.”

      I turned to look for Florin, but was surprised to find a mouse—a real mouse—standing there. The mouse was strutting before us on his hind legs, wearing the same clothes the man in my apartment had worn.

      A laugh erupted from my lips.

      Hank looked back at me. “What is it?”

      “I must be bloody mad to dream up the likes of the two of you.”

      “You’re not dreaming. Sorry.”

      I looked at the mouse. “Florin?”

      Florin sighed. “Yes.”

      “So, you’re telling me Wonderland is real? Just like the kids’ book?”

      “Yes and no. Lewis Carroll is considered a nuisance here. He did come to Wonderland. He did see things. But he didn’t understand anything. And then he ran off and concocted his own version of events, most of it fiction.”

      “But wait, there is no way Granny Al was old enough to be the Alice in Carroll’s story.”

      “Time works very differently in Wonderland. Carroll fussed about with time and space and got himself quite confused. He understood there was an Alice, but he didn’t quite understand our Alice.”

      “He got a few things right,” the dormouse protested. “At least he understood what Hearts was all about.”

      “That he did.”

      “And the talking animals,” I said.

      At that, both Hank and the dormouse stopped.

      Florin turned and glared at me. “We are not talking animals. We are cursed men.”

      “Don’t be angry, Florin. Al didn’t tell him anything,” Hank said then turned to me. “There are six kingdoms in Wonderland. Red and White—Hearts and Stars—are the two largest. Then Diamonds, Clubs, Spades, and Roses. The White Kingdom, however, was decimated in the war known as the Greatest of Disasters. The descendants of Stars, like Florin, are cursed to stay in their shifted form. All people from the Kingdom of Stars are shapeshifters.”

      “So that’s why you were a man there,” I said, pointing to the mirror behind me.

      “Overthere,” Hank said.

      “Sorry?”

      “Your world. We call it Overthere.”

      “Fine. Overthere.”

      “Yes, that’s why,” Florin explained. “Now, how about we cut the chitchat before we wake up something in these woods that we’re better off leaving asleep.”

      “Like the Bandersnatch,” Hank said with a mischievous grin.

      “Yes, the Bandersnatch,” the dormouse replied.

      “Right,” Hank agreed with a grin then said nothing more.

      I had no idea what a Bandersnatch was, but I wasn’t interested in finding out.

      I followed along behind the odd pair as we wove through the woods into a glade where the trees were slowly replaced by what I realized were tree-sized mushrooms.

      Oh, yeah, I was definitely dreaming.

      Mushrooms? Had someone slipped me something in the pub?

      There was an odd hush in the woods, and just underneath that, the soft sound of whispering voices.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Could be any number of things,” Hank said with a shrug. “Fairies. Flowers. Cheshire cats. Or…other creatures. We are on the borderland with the old Kingdom of Stars. There are many strange things still roaming about the ruins of this old land.”

      “Then, no one lives here anymore?”

      Hank shook his head. “Those who survived left the lands of the White Kingdom, went with Diamonds or Clubs. A few to Spades,” he said.

      Florin, who’d been leading the way, looked back at him, a warning glance in his eyes.

      Hank shrugged.

      Now, what was that about?

      Following the path, we moved into an area that was dense with fog. As we walked, the bank of mist thickened. Soon, we reached an old, wrought iron gate.

      Hank opened it, the gate swinging wide with s squeak.

      “You go in,” he said, motioning for me to step inside.

      “Why?”

      “Because the Caterpillar asked for you, not us. Go on. We’ll wait here for you.”

      I frowned at him. I didn’t like the bloke, and especially didn’t like the sense that I was probably hallucinating. Despite Granny Al’s stories, I was never much for the whimsical. And this was whimsical beyond any stretch of my imagination.

      I headed inside the gate and into the fog, following the cobblestone path. Soon, I spotted two yellow lights before me. They blinked off and on. But as I grew closer, the fog began to thin.

      And then, I saw.

      Those were not lights at all.

      They were eyes.

      There, sitting on top of a mushroom, was a dog-sized caterpillar wearing a pair of spectacles and smoking a hookah.

      “Hello, Corbin,” he said in a low voice. He took a toke then blew a smoke ring at me. “Welcome, at last, to Wonderland.”
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            What the Caterpillar Said

          

        

      

    

    
      I coughed, waving the smoke away. If what they were saying about Lewis Carroll was true, there was one thing the author had gotten right. The Caterpillar perched before me was every bit the creature from the book.

      “Who are you?” I asked him.

      “The Caterpillar. And who are you?”

      “You already know my name.”

      “I do. I know you are Corbin. But are you Corbin from Overthere or Corbin from Wonderland?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Corbin from Overthere is not a very useful Corbin. Corbin from Wonderland, however, has an important task ahead of him.”

      “Which is?”

      “To protect the princess. To watch her. To keep her safe. In fact, you might say, aside from being the princess, you have the most important job in all the land.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because, you fool”—he said then blew another smoke ring at me—“without the princess, Wonderland has no future.”

      “You expect me to believe all this? You expect me to think any of this is real?”

      “No. Not at all. Not you. You must decide everything for yourself. Things like a prophecy don’t mean much to you, do they? Not even if it’s a prophecy you’ve heard before. Yet here you are, aren’t you?”

      I frowned at him. How did he know the story Granny Al had told me? “And what is it, exactly, you expect me to do?”

      “What you were told you would do.”

      “Protect the princess.”

      “Protect the princess,” the Caterpillar agreed. “Is that so hard? Is it below you to keep a young woman safe from harm?”

      “You see my face, don’t you?”

      At that, the Caterpillar chuckled. “So I do. Now, don’t you think it’s time to do the job you’re destined for?”

      “But I don’t know anything about this place, this world.”

      “Admitting what you don’t know is an excellent way to start. I’ll see you soon, Corbin from…well, we’ll see about that,” the Caterpillar said, then blew smoke at me once more. When the cloud cleared, he was gone.

      “Terrific,” I grumbled.

      Turning, I headed back to join the others.

      Al had told me that one day I would be in charge of looking out for a princess. I thought it had been a bloody metaphor for my wife. Now they were telling me there was a real princess who needed me? What the hell?

      When I reached the gate, I found Hank and Florin waiting for me.

      “Well?” Hank asked.

      “He told me to go protect the princess.”

      Hank nodded. “Then that’s what you’ll do. Ever been to the States before?”

      “The States?”

      At that, Hank Haberdasher, the Mad Hatter’s grandson, gave me a wild grin, the kind that unnerved me to my very core.
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            Of Teapots, Giraffes, and Wands at the Ready

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lift the wand like this,” Hank said, showing me how to hold Al’s wand. The wand, which had made me the target of a lot of teasing when I was just a boy, was the only thing I had left of Da or Granny Al. My da had pushed me through a lake, landing me in the middle of Cork, and had never come back. After wandering the streets for a few days, the garda had picked me up. I’d stayed in foster homes or group homes for boys after that. Now, this stranger who had sucked me into a world I didn’t even recognize, was trying to teach me how to use my wand for real, to conjure real magic, not just to help me with a hustle.

      Hank modeled the pose then handed the wand to me.

      “Why don’t you have a wand?” I asked him.

      “I prefer the teacup. It’s more…elegant.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “There are many tools a person can use to conjure magic in Wonderland. Teacups, wands, staves, even weapons. In fact, almost any object can be used as a conduit. You will learn. Now, aim the wand at the pot and say, into pieces,” Hank said, pointing at a teapot sitting on a table in the garden of his Wonderland home.

      After we’d left the Caterpillar, Hank had brought Florin and me to his home in Wonderland, a tiny, crooked cottage in the middle of the garden on the outskirts of somewhere called Rose Kingdom.

      I aimed the wand. “Into pieces,” I repeated.

      The end of the wand sparked, but nothing else happened.

      “Ugh, it’s no use,” Florin, who was sitting on the top of the shovel, said with a shake of his head.

      “On the contrary, that wand nearly liberated Wonderland the first time. The Tumtum tree, which gave its branch to Alice, knew what it was doing. Corbin will learn,” Hank said then turned to me once more. “You have to feel it, imagine it in your mind. See the pot shatter into pieces.”

      I frowned at the dormouse. I didn’t like it when people doubted me. People had doubted me my whole life.

      I lifted the wand once more. Steadying it, I stared at the pot. My mind flew back in time, seeing Mum smash all of Al’s china. That day, she’d shattered my life into pieces too.

      “Into pieces,” I said firmly.

      A blot of blue light shot from the wand toward the pot, which shattered in a puff of plaster dust.

      “Huzzah!” Hank yelled. “Now you have it, cousin. By the Bandersnatch, there’s nothing but dust left.”

      I gave Florin a knowing look.

      He shrugged.

      “Now, a Wonderland wand can be used to cast any spell. The trick is putting your thoughts, your feelings behind it. That is where the magic lies—the feelings, not the words. That’s why you can cast almost anything your mind imagines. For example,” he said, then pulled out his teacup. He waggled his fingers over the teacup then said, “In the shape of a giraffe.” He lobbed the glimmering ball of magic that had formed above his teacup at a nearby tree.

      The moment the magic touched the tree, the limbs and roots changed shape, the tree reforming into the shape of a giraffe.

      Hank grinned then swirled his hand over the cup once more. “Now, watch this. Become a giraffe,” he said, then sent another blast of magic sailing.

      The tree stilled. It glimmered golden for a moment, then with a pop, the magic transformed the tree into a giraffe.

      “Make it pink,” Florin called.

      “You make it pink,” Hank replied, then turned to me. “Now, fix the pot,” he said, motioning to the spot where the teapot had been sitting. A heap of dust lay on the table. I looked from the dust to the giraffe.

      “You going to do something about that?” I asked, motioning to the giraffe who, accepting his surroundings, had simply turned and started eating fruit—some odd-looking apple that was purple-colored—from the nearby tree.

      “Let’s have him get lunch first. Now, the teapot?”

      I shook my head then lifted the wand once more. “What do I say?”

      “Anything you want. You just need to mean it.”

      I inhaled slowly and deeply. I remembered Granny Al fixing the broken china, how the pieces had wiggled and slid across the table. “Whole again,” I said.

      Again, glimmering light shot from the wand. The golden light engulfed the broken dust and pieces, repairing the pot once more.

      “Well done,” Hank said, clapping me on the back. “Remember, you can cast anything with this wand. It already wants to work with you. You just need to see it in your mind’s eye, feel it. That is the only way.”

      I nodded.

      “Good,” Hank said, then clapped his hands. He pulled out his pocket watch. “That should be enough.”

      “Enough of what?”

      “Training. Now, we will return you to Overthere. I have the address of the princess. Your job is to keep an eye on her until she leaves for Wonderland Academy.”

      “And what am I supposed to do then?”

      “Oh, well, you’ll be attending the academy as well.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Oh, yes. You’re on the recruitment list. When it’s time, Florin will come with your acceptance letter.”

      “I’m not going to some bloody magic school. Do I look like the boy who lived to you?”

      Hank’s brow flexed. “What are you talking about?”

      I shook my head. “Nevermind. I’m not going. It’s…ludicrous.”

      “But how else will you keep an eye on the princess?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Get me a job there. Or I can just skulk around.”

      Hank shook his head. “I hate to tell you, but you and Wonderland Academy are destined. I’m not the one forcing you to go. Your name was already on the recruitment list.”

      “And where, exactly, does that list come from?”

      “It’s generated.”

      “By what?”

      “A device at the academy that produces a list of recruits. These recruits are sent admissions letters. The letters bring the students to Wonderland. Simple.”

      “I see. And this device, how does it work, exactly?”

      “Oh, I have no idea. It’s all very secret. A person couldn’t possibly whisper to it and suggest people for recruitment. Or enchant it or anything like that,” Hank said with a wink.

      I looked at Hank. I accepted that we had the same grandfather. But it was abundantly clear to me that I was much more like Alice and Hank was far more like the Hatter. But Al had always said her love was a madman. And her eyes glimmered with delight every time she remembered him. It was her memory I believed more than the man in front of me. Hank Haberdasher, the Hatter’s grandson, was not the Hatter. And he was hiding something. What, I didn’t know.

      “And what, exactly, am I supposed to do at the academy?”

      “Study. There will be people there who know who you are, associates of ours. We will keep an eye out for you. You will know us by our code phrase: Why is a raven like a writing desk.”

      “I have no idea.”

      “What? Oh. Why is a raven like a writing desk is the code phrase.”

      “Okay, so what’s the answer?”

      “Because they both produce notes that are flat. Obviously.”

      Obviously. Right. “I see.”

      “Now, while you do need to study, your true mission is to protect the princess.”

      “Any suggestions about how I go about that?”

      “Befriend her. Get close to her. Do whatever you have to do to keep her close to you.”

      “You’re asking me to manipulate some girl I don’t even know. That’s not me.”

      “Does it help to know that if you don’t, and if they find out who she is, they’ll probably behead her?”

      I frowned.

      “Do what you need to do. Stay close. I’ve seen to it that you share a few classes with her. The rest is up to you.”

      I didn’t like the idea that they wanted me to get close to some girl under false pretense. It just wasn’t right.

      “Now, we have everything set up. She lives in a town called Chancellor, in New York. You’ll watch her before it’s time to depart for Wonderland. We’ve arranged for a vehicle for you,” Hank said, handing me some keys. He pushed the envelope at me. It was full of money.

      “Christ,” I muttered. There must have been five grand in there.

      “The girl…she goes by the name of Lacey. Here is her address,” Hank said.

      “What, exactly, am I supposed to be watching for?”

      “Anything. Everything. But most specifically, someone from Wonderland. The Queen of Hearts’ agents have been murdering the new recruits for Wonderland Academy. They don’t have Lacey’s name yet, but just in case. And, of course, the worst-case scenario is that they figure out who she is.”

      “The heir to the White Kingdom.”

      Hank nodded. “In which case, they will definitely try to murder her.”

      “You said they are murdering Wonderland Academy recruits. Why doesn’t someone do something? Why doesn’t someone try to stop them?”

      “What do you think we’re doing?” Florin asked.

      “Wonderland is at its breaking point, Corbin. Bringing you and Lacey to Wonderland is the most important thing right now. If we fail…keep her safe,” Hank told me. “And keep this close by. Remember what I taught you,” Hank said, tapping my hand holding the wand.

      I nodded. “Seems a gun might be more feasible.”

      “Ugh, Overthereians,” Florin said. “Can’t turn a man into stone with a gun, can you?”

      “You can do that?”

      “With a wand, yes,” Florin said.

      Hank pulled a pocket watch from his pocket. “People from Overthere have to return to their last entry point in time. It’s a rule. Time is…confusing between here and there. It moves differently. We Wonderlandians can come and go as we please. But you,” he said, then set the watch time to when we had left my world to come to Wonderland. “Set the time to your last point. Click the watch then use a mirror to return to Overthere. To get back here, you only need a mirror. Any mirror works. Remember that. Just say where you want to go and come through.”

      “How will I know when it’s time to come back?”

      “We’ll send for you.”

      “And if something goes wrong?”

      “If something goes wrong… just remember your task. Keep her safe. The rest…well, the Caterpillar chose you for a reason. Just listen to your gut.”

      My gut was telling me a lot of things in that moment, but I wasn’t sure if Hank would appreciate the sentiment.

      From his pocket, Hank produced a small hand mirror. He held it in front of me. My face was still bruised, a dark ring under my eye.

      “Chancellor,” Hank told me. “To Lacey.”

      I nodded. “Right then. Chancellor. To Lacey,” I said then set my hand on the glass.

      With a tug, the looking glass grabbed me, transporting me once more to my own world—Overthere.
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      I woke to the sound of a muffler rumbling. I opened my eyes in time to see Lacey pull out of the driveway. It was still early morning. Sunrise hues of pink and red colored the sky.

      “Shit,” I whispered, turning on the engine. When I reached up to grab the steering wheel, I felt the ache in my fingers, but at least my head didn’t hurt anymore. I pulled out onto the street and followed along behind her.

      “Now, where are you off to?” I wondered. Lacey never went anywhere. Home. Work. Starbucks. That was about it. The same rounds over and over again.

      Following along, I drove behind her into the small town. When she pulled into the pharmacy, I parked on the street nearby. Maybe it was the headache. Maybe it was because I was still feeling paranoid because of what happened the night before, but my senses were on edge. The day started off too early, and I had a gnawing ache in my stomach. I could blame the feeling on a lot of different things. But in the end, I knew what it meant. Something or someone from Wonderland was nearby—and not just the mermaid.

      I eyed the streets. It was morning. With the local community college campus not far away, students were bustling past to get coffee or breakfast at the fast-food joint on the corner. Otherwise, it was relatively quiet. Nothing seemed afoot. But, of course, nothing ever seemed wrong unless you knew what to look for. I waited.

      I could just catch sight of her inside the pharmacy. She was waiting in line. She gave the pharmacist a weak attempt at a smile when it was her turn. When she was done, she turned, white paper bags filled with medicines in her hand, then headed back outside.

      She was wearing jeans that were ripped at the knees and on a hoodie that looked like it belonged to someone much taller than her. As always, she had that distracted expression on her face. In the days I had been watching over her, I had never seen her truly smile. I knew who she was: Alice Lacey Crane, the girl I was destined to protect, a girl with a great destiny about which she knew nothing. I knew more about her than she knew about herself. And at the same time, I didn’t know her at all. Why did she look so sad?

      She stuffed the prescriptions into her pocket, then headed down the street to the Starbucks.

      My stomach twisted again.

      She crossed the street but paused when she neared the coffee shop, her steps slowing. And then I saw why. Standing just outside the café was a panhandler. Or, at least, someone dressed as a panhandler. A couple passed her and went inside. People from Overthere almost never saw Wonderlandians. Lacey did.

      Shite.

      Popping open my glove box, I grabbed the wand hidden there and slipped it into my back pocket. I opened the door to my truck and headed out.

      Lacey skirted around the vagabond, pretending he wasn’t there, pretending she hadn’t seen him, and then headed inside.

      But she had seen him.

      Lucky for her, so had I.

      So focused on his task, the agent from Hearts hadn’t noticed me. How many students who’d been identified for recruitment had gone dead or missing in the last few weeks? The Queen of Hearts was closing Wonderland one murder at a time. And since no one in Wonderland paid any attention to what happened in Overthere, what did it matter? Hearts had been killing their way through this world, and no one from Wonderland even knew.

      Well, almost no one.

      But the bloody queen wasn’t going to get her way today.

      The vagabond watched Lacey through the glass of the café window. Moving slowly, he pulled a dagger from the back of his pants and slipped it up the sleeve of his shirt. And then, he waited.

      Moving silently, I slipped up behind him. I pulled out my wand and pressed it onto the back of his neck. “Think again,” I whispered.

      The man grew perfectly still. “Put it down,” he growled.

      “I think you’ve got that backward, Hearts. You’re the one who’s screwed here.”

      The man stiffened then turned on me. I wrenched the dagger from his hand then dragged him to the nearby alley, shoving him to the ground. When he fell, I spotted the telltale black-and-red uniform hiding under the ragged coat he was wearing.

      “Reckoning trash,” he hissed at me, and then from the pocket of his coat, he pulled out a teacup. Whispering an incantation, he waggled his fingers over the cup. A golden orb began to form.

      Oh, hell no.

      Rushing him, I knocked the cup from his hand and pushed him to the ground. It occurred to me that one good thing about dealing with people from Wonderland was that they wouldn’t expect a real fight. Magic? Yes. A punch in the face? No.

      The man struggled to get up, but I hit him again.

      He reeled then squirmed away from me, hopping back on his feet once more. Dipping into his pocket, he pulled out a handful of powder.

      “Sleep,” he said, blowing it at me.

      I pulled out my wand. “Like a shield,” I called. An instant later, a shield made of white-blue magic popped up before me, deflecting the concoction.

      Pissed, I rushed the man, grabbing him and bashing him against the wall. I set my wand on the man’s neck. “Confused,” I said.

      A blast of silver light exploded from my wand.

      The agent, who’d been struggling to escape, suddenly went limp.

      He gazed all around him. “Where am I? Who are you?”

      “Shite,” I whispered. What to do now?

      “Do I know you? Where are we?” he asked.

      The bell above the door to the café rung. Before I even saw her, I knew it was Lacey. Turning, I aimed my wand toward the end of the alleyway, “As it was before,” I said, willing the alleyway to appear to her just as she had seen it.

      “What’s that? Is that a stick? What did you just do? Why is everything so…glittery?”

      Lacey passed by, drinks in both hands. She slowed as she passed the alley, staring down the narrow space.

      I stood not ten feet from her, but she didn’t see me.

      Scrunching up her brow like she was confused, she turned then headed back to her vehicle.

      “Hey, I think I know that girl,” the agent said.

      I needed to get the bastard out of here.

      “Come on,” I told the agent, tugging him behind me.

      “Is that yours?” he asked, eyeing the teacup on the ground.

      “No. It’s just rubbish. Come on,” I said.

      When we reached the end of the alleyway, I waited until Lacey pulled out. She turned her car back in the direction of her house. She was headed home. Of course, she was. At least with this bastard in my grip, she was safe…for the moment.

      Taking the man by the arm, I led him across the street to my truck and pushed him in. I slid into the seat beside him.

      “Where are we going?” the agent asked. “Oh, are those energy bars? Can I have one?”

      “No, they’re mine.” I started scooping up my belongings, including the energy bars the White Queen had given me.

      “What are we doing?”

      “We’re going on a trip. Here, see this? Look in here,” I said, angling the rearview mirror, so it reflected both of us. I grabbed the man by the arm.

      “Wait, I think I—” he began, but then I interrupted him.

      “Wonderland. To Haberdasher,” I said, setting mine and the man’s hand on the mirror.

      The reflective surface of the mirror wavered, and a moment later, we fell through the looking glass.
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      I felt like my head was being crushed in a vice. The sensation of being pulled and squeezed wracked me. A moment later, I tumbled through the mirror back into Wonderland, the agent from Hearts alongside me.

      “Corbin,” someone called.

      I recognized Hank’s voice, but I didn’t recognize the place. I was in the massive chamber of a castle. Wide stone columns carved with swirling designs reached to the ceiling. The place was dark, lit only by candlelight from the candelabras spread around the room. There was a damp, dank feeling to the place.

      Hank rushed to me, helping me up. His eyes went from me to the agent on the ground. The operative from Hearts was passed out cold. Given I was barely on my feet, I didn’t blame him. White dots appeared before my eyes. I breathed in slowly and deeply and willed myself not to faint.

      Behind Hank, another figure came into view. A woman with black hair that trailed to the ground, her skin a hue of white so pale it was blue, rose from a throne. Her eyes glowing yellow, she stared at me.

      “Who is this?” she asked Hank.

      “Corbin…the Hatter’s other grandson. The one we told you about.”

      “Where is the girl?” the woman asked.

      “Corbin, where is Lacey?”

      “The agent tried to jump her,” I said. “I…I wasn’t sure what to do. I brought him here.”

      “Hearts operative,” Hank told the woman.

      “He can’t be here,” the woman hissed. “Hank, he can’t be here. Do something.”

      Hank pulled out his teacup. In a low voice, he whispered, “Made of stone.” An ebony-colored orb hovered above the cup. Hank grabbed it then hurled it at the man.

      The operative grunted once then turned to solid stone.

      “Toss him into the pit,” the woman said, motioning behind her. Guards came to alert. The creatures, who were little more than skeletons wearing tatters of clothes and ancient armor, crossed the room. They lifted the stone man like he weighed nothing then carried him off.

      “What about Lacey Crane? Is she all right?” Hank asked.

      I nodded. “For the moment. But she shouldn’t be left on her own. Last night…I need to go back.”

      “Send for the white rabbit,” the woman told Hank.

      He nodded. “Florin,” he called.

      From somewhere not far away, the dormouse suddenly appeared.

      “Corbin?” he asked. “What’s happening?”

      “Go to Wonderland Academy. Tell Natter it’s time.”

      The dormouse nodded then headed to a full-length mirror hanging on the wall. “Wonderland Academy,” Florin said then hopped through the looking glass.

      “Send me back. I can watch over her until someone gets there,” I told Hank.

      Hank shook his head. “No. We were going to pull you anyway. Lacey will be called for Orientation soon, and you need to get ready too.”

      “How soon? Hearts may send someone else.”

      Hank looked me over. “What happened to your hand?”

      I looked down at my bloody knuckles. “I told you. That girl isn’t safe. I need to go back.”

      “You will stay, Corbin. Natter will go,” the woman told me.

      I stared at her.

      “Corbin, this is Cahya, the Queen of Spades,” Hank said.

      Not knowing what else to do, I inclined my head.  “Your Majesty.”

      “Welcome to the Kingdom of Spades, Corbin.”

      Hank frowned at me. “No one knows that Cahya is in league with us, that she is part of the effort to lead a rebellion in Wonderland. You’ve just blundered into the third biggest secret in the entire realm,” Hank said with a laugh.

      “Third biggest?”

      “First, being that an Alice is about to return to Wonderland. And the second…is you.”

      “Then I guess he’s in good company,” the Queen told me.

      I smiled softly at her then turned to Hank once more. “But, Lacey…”

      “Our associate, Natter, will go. We will adjust the time. She won’t be alone for long.”

      I scowled at him.

      “Don’t worry, Corbin. We will look after Lacey. You’ve done very well,” the Queen of Spades said, turning to return to her throne.

      Frowning, I exchanged a glance with my cousin. It was all very well for him to move us around like we were chess pieces, but he was risking Lacey’s life in the interim.

      “Hank—”

      “Natter is one of the best spellcasters in Wonderland,” he reassured me.

      Given what I’d seen, that wasn’t good enough. I was about to open my mouth to say so when the Queen asked, “Did she see the agent from Hearts? Alice…Lacey.”

      “Yes and no. I think she did, but she ignored him.”

      “And did she see you?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. She seems…distracted.”

      “She does not believe what she sees is real. She never has. That will change soon enough,” the Queen said wistfully.

      I frowned. I wouldn’t disrespect the Queen by disagreeing with her, but having spent most of my life in Overthere, I didn’t think it was right to suck Lacey into Wonderland without at least warning her that her presence here was nothing short of a death warrant. She was already going to be confused and scared. I didn’t like it.

      “Hank,” I protested again.

      Ignoring me, Hank turned to the Queen. “Your Majesty, I think it might be wise to take Corbin back to my home to get him ready for the Academy.”

      “As you wish.”

      “Can we be of any further assistance to you?”

      The Queen stared at us both for a very long time. Her glowing eyes were fixed on me. She drummed her fingers on the arm of her throne, which was decorated with skulls.

      “I assume Corbin knows secrets are meant to be kept,” she said finally.

      “If he values his life, then it is certain,” Hank answered.

      “I know how to keep my mouth shut,” I reassured her.

      She smiled then crossed her long legs, revealing the length of the blue skin on her shapely legs in the process.

      “We shall see,” she said then nodded to Hank.

      Hank pulled a round mirror from his pocket then grabbed my arm. “Home,” he said, then we were pulled away once more.
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      For the next three days, Hank tutored me on wand usage and all things Wonderland while I worried about Lacey. There was no news at all, which set me on edge. I understood that time moved differently here, but I hated that I’d just left like that. I didn’t know the person they’d sent to watch over Lacey, but I did know he wasn’t me. And that meant she wasn’t safe. One morning, on the third day of my stay at my cousin’s crooked little house in Rose Kingdom, I woke to hear Hank talking loudly, worry peppering his words. I knew I had to leave for Wonderland Academy that morning. But that hardly mattered. Something was wrong.

      I flung off the covers to feel the chill of cold in the air.

      Downstairs, I could hear Hank and Florin, a regular visitor at Hank’s house, and the voice of a newcomer.

      I redressed quickly, then headed downstairs.

      “We told you to watch!” Hank said angrily.

      I was surprised to find a very nervous-looking rabbit standing there, his pink eyes bugging out of his head.  “She was already locked in the ward by the time I got there. There was nothing to do but wait. The White Queen has the letter. She will get her to the Academy on time. From what I learned, it’s a seventy-two-hour watch. Once they clear her, she’ll be able to leave, and the White Queen will get her the letter. In fact, I need to go now.”

      Something inside my chest froze. “Who is this? What’s happening?”

      “Get on with you,” Hank said, flinging his hand at the rabbit, a frustrated sound in his voice. “And make sure she gets there on time!”

      The rabbit quickly pulled out his mirror, and in a flash, he disappeared.

      “Corbin. There you are. Time to go,” Hank told me, motioning to my backpack sitting by the front door.

      “Did something happen to Lacey?”

      “I was about to get you up. It’s time for you to leave for Wonderland Academy now.”

      “You didn’t answer me.”

      “There was an incident, but she’s fine. She’s on her way to the Academy now. You need to go.”

      “What kind of incident? She’s all right, isn’t she?”

      Hank handed me an envelope. “Open it.”

      “I’ll meet you at the Hall of Doors,” Florin told me.

      “What happened to Lacey?” I demanded of Hank.

      “You have your wand and pocket watch?”

      “Yes. Now, what happened to Lacey?”

      “Quit arguing and get a move on,” Florin said, throwing up his hands in exasperation.

      “Open that first, then we’ll talk,” Hank told me.

      “Fine,” I said with a huff. I looked down at the envelope. On the outside, I saw the name Corbin Daniels. Daniels had been my mum’s maiden name.

      “Daniels?”

      “You will go by Daniels at the Academy. Now…if you please,” Hank said, motioning to the envelope.

      I shook my head then stuck my finger in the corner. “And just what’s so special about this letter that—”

      But even as I spoke the words, golden light blasted from the envelope, a whoosh of air surrounding it. The room around me dimmed. The clocks on the walls began to bong. The room started to bend and twist strangely.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      Hank and Florin’s shapes stretched and turned like in funhouse mirrors. The cuckoo clock on the wall called and called.

      “Go now,” Hank told Florin. “I’ll meet you later.”

      “Hank,” I called.

      “Corbin, keep an eye out for Lacey. Watch out for Lacey,” Hank told me. “She needs you.”

      A black dot opened on the floor below me.

      “Hank?”

      But then, the bottom dropped out. The hole that had appeared below my feet sucked me into the darkness.
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      I fell for what felt like an eternity, spinning in the dark space. I hung on to my backpack as I twirled. As I fell, I passed odd things floating past. A rocking chair. A cabinet filled with jars of jam. A bookshelf. Paintings floating upside down. I couldn’t make sense of any of it.

      And then, without warning, I landed hard on the ground, crashing onto a black-and-white checkered floor with a thud. The wind knocked out of me, I lay there for a long moment.

      Slowly, I sat up. I was in a round room with a domed roof. The roof had been painted to look like the night sky. Colorful lanterns hung from the ceiling, casting a rainbow of colors on the wall. Taking a breath, I stood and surveyed the place. As I looked around, I saw five doors and an odd little curtain that hung low to the ground.

      “Florin?” I called.

      My voice echoed around the room, but there was no sign of the dormouse anywhere.

      “Florin?”

      Nothing.

      I grabbed my backpack then went to check each of the doors. They were all locked. Bending low, and expecting to find a window, I pushed the curtains aside only to find a tiny door at the base of the wall. It was a foot high—no more.

      “Wonderful,” I grumbled.

      I heard an odd sound like someone had dropped a coin.

      I looked back to find a round table sitting in the middle of the room. On it was a large, golden key that jiggled like someone had just tossed it there.

      Crossing the room, I picked up the key. It was a clunky old antique. On one side, someone had written, Open Me. On the other side it read, Find your Destiny. The end of the key was an open oval, a magical spark at the center.

      I had already had my fill of Wonderland’s whimsy. Snatching up the key, I went to the doors. On each on was a symbol: hearts, diamonds, clubs, spades, and stars. I stuck my key in the door for diamonds. The key didn’t unlock the door. I then tried clubs. Nothing. I bent low, examining the little door. On it was a rose insignia, but my key was far too large for that door. When I reached the door for hearts, I paused. Something told me things were about to go very badly if my key fit in this door. Regardless, I gave it a try. Nothing. Two doors left. Spades. Inhaling deeply, and hoping the key would work, I slipped it inside. Again, the lock didn’t turn. I turned to the last door. It was ancient, the handle and lock tarnished with age. I slipped my key into the door for stars. This time, the lock clicked.

      I grabbed the handle and gave it a push. Nothing happened. It wouldn’t budge.

      I was startled when I heard a rap on one of the doors.

      “Corbin,” someone called. “Corbin, can you hear me?”

      It was Florin.

      “Florin?”

      “Here. I’m here,” Florin called.

      I traced his voice back to the door marked with the spades symbol.

      “Corbin?”

      “Florin, I can’t get out.”

      “Use this door,” Florin told me.

      “It won’t unlock. Only the door with the star unlocks.”

      “Balderdash. By the Bandersnatch, don’t use that door. Come this way. Look in the front pocket of your backpack,” Florin said.

      Setting down my pack, I opened the front compartment. Inside, I found a key identical to the one in my hand. Only this time, the key had my name written on the side. And in the oval, rather than the spark of magic, was the symbol for spades.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Use the key for spades. And come on. You’re getting late.”

      “Florin, is this a fake key?”

      “Just come on,” Florin called.

      Shoving the magical key into my backpack, I took the fake and went to the door for spades. The key slipped in, but when I tried to unlock the door, it resisted.

      “What are you waiting for?” Florin called.

      “It’s not opening.”

      On the other side of the door, I heard Florin curse. After a moment, he whispered. “Use the wand.”

      I pulled the wand out of my back pocket and aimed it at the door. For a brief moment, I cast a glance back toward the door marked with a star. The pale blue door was glimmering with silvery light.

      I turned back to the spades door. I aimed Granny Al’s wand at the key. “Unlock for me,” I said, envisioning in my mind the lock mechanism turning, the door opening.

      The tumblers inside the door unlocked with a groan. And a moment later, the door opened. An inch. I went to the door and gave it a hard shove. It resisted like a hundred men were pushing back on the other side. I opened it just enough to get through. Once I’d passed, the door slapped closed behind me.

      Outside, I found Florin pacing. He sighed with relief when he saw me.

      I looked back to see, not a building with a bunch of doors, but a mirror. “Wait, where did the Hall of Doors go?”

      “It’s there. It’s just…oh, it’s hard to explain. It’s magic. Now, let’s go. And for the love of all thing sacred, hide that wand.”

      “Did I just break into Wonderland?” I asked the mouse, lifting him so I could set him on my shoulder.

      “No. You’re supposed to be here. It’s just…no one can enter through the star door. It’s barred with magic from this side,” Florin said, then added with a whisper. “It’s illegal.”

      “Wait, so what if someone from Overthere tries to come through that door? Someone who doesn’t know anything about this place or have a dormouse waiting for them on the other side?”

      “Hearts will round them up later and then…”

      “And then?”

      The mouse traced his finger along his neck. “Off with their heads. No new recruits for stars.”

      “That’s murder!”

      “And that is the current status of Wonderland. Don’t tell anyone about that door. Not a soul. You are a Spade. You will live in Spades Chambers, where you will be safe.”

      “Because their queen is—“

      The dormouse yanked on my earlobe. “Their queen is nothing. You know nothing about her. You are Corbin Daniels from Ireland. I recruited you here, me and Natter, the white rabbit. You were sucked into Wonderland for the first time today. You are a new student who knows nothing about this world.”

      “I don’t know anything about this world, not really.”

      “Well then, I guess you’ll make a convincing liar.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Orientation.”

      “You have to be kidding me.”

      “Look,” Florin said, pointing.

      Ahead of me was an odd-shaped building. It was round, but the top of it was peaked in the shape of a carousel. Multicolored pennants fluttered in the breeze. Beyond that, I saw the campus. A tall, round building stood at the center. Not far from it, was a platform at which were docked a number of airships. I looked overhead, surprised to see other balloons floating across the sky. The campus buildings were made of stone, reminding me of the old boarding schools and colleges back in Ireland.

      I turned once more to the building to which Florin had gestured. There was a crowd outside. Other students were also hurrying across the garden toward the building. Many of them were in uniforms, the guys in pants, dress shirts, ties, and waistcoats. The girls wore schoolgirl-style uniforms. There were other animals like Florin. I spotted a bear and a cheetah in the crowd.

      “Florin, what in the hell should I do?”

      “Keep your head down. Learn what you can. Get close to that girl. Watch her. Keep her safe.”

      “How?”

      “Are you daft? Lord, I didn’t think Al’s grandson could possibly be so dense.”

      “Very brave words from someone I could throw like a baseball.”

      Florin shook his head. “Look, Corbin. You need to do whatever you can to keep that girl close to you and away from problems. You're not a bad-looking chap. I mean…do whatever you have to.”

      “Not like that.”

      “You want her dead?”

      “No. But I’m not going to manipulate her either.”

      “Oh, yes you are. You will lie to her until you are told otherwise. You know nothing about that girl, remember? You’re just as new here as she is. Two strangers in this strange world. Now, put me down.”

      I stopped and set Florin on the ground.

      “Go on,” he said, motioning to the building. “We’ll contact you soon,” he said, then turned and disappeared into the crowd.

      “This way, students. This way,” called a woman wearing an orange-and-purple uniform standing on stilts just outside the entrance to the building. “In you go. Orientation is about to begin. Enter, please.”

      I scanned the crowd. No sign of Lacey.

      “This way. New students, this way to court. Existing students, please proceed to the galleries and sit with your chambers. Guests, in the balconies behind the chambers,” the university attendant called.

      Sighing, I turned and headed into the building.

      Time for orientation.
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      Once inside, the crowd dispersed. I moved with the other new students to the center of the rotunda. Before us, on a high platform, was a podium. Everyone was talking, looking around the room. In the seats in the galleries, the students chatted and eyed over the crowd.

      I hated being new, feeling like I was on display. I felt eyes on me. I’d been so caught up in trying to understand what was happening and worrying about Lacey, that I hadn’t even thought about the fact that I was here to attend college. Magic school. What. The. Hell. Hank didn’t actually expect me to study, did he? I mean, what in the hell kind of degree did you get from a place like this? I wasn’t stupid, but I had never really found my calling. I could do the schoolwork the nuns wanted me to do, but I just didn’t want to. Things came naturally to me. I frustrated the sisters to no end by falling asleep in class and never taking a note. It was all just so dull. All you had to do was read and listen. Not hard.

      I quickly eyed the others around me. A group of girls not far away was looking me over. They were already in their academy uniforms. Granted, the uniforms were not hard to look at, but that wasn’t why I was there. I caught the words tattoos and hot from their low chatter. I met one of the girl’s eyes. She was pretty enough with auburn brown hair and big, brown eyes. She beamed a smile at me.

      I inclined my head then turned away.

      Not today, Satan. I already had enough trouble.

      I scanned the room once more, trying to avoid looking at the flirty girl again. But then, through the crowd, I spotted strands of gold.

      My heart leaped to my throat.

      She was standing not far from the girl with auburn-colored hair.

      Lacey.

      She had a confused and frustrated expression on her face. It looked like they’d simply yanked her from Overthere. She was dressed in jeans that were ripped at the knees and a Batman T-shirt. A suitcase sat by her feet. Was she was wearing fluffy unicorn slippers? Oh, good lord. Really, Natter?

      She was here.

      She was fine.

      But she looked paled and tired. Why did she look pale and tired?

      Lacey.

      She turned then and looked back at me, her eyes meeting mine.

      Quieting the squirming sensation in my stomach, I forced myself to play it cool. I gave her a warm half-smile, inclined my chin, then looked back toward the front.

      Nothing worse than getting caught staring at someone.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her turn back. I glanced her way again, only to see her trip and fall into another student. I moved toward her, but then the boy she bumped into helped her right herself. The auburn-haired girl said something to Lacey that made her frown, but the boy who’d helped her—why was he still holding on to her, she was fine—retorted back to the flirty girl.

      Relax, Corbin. She’s fine.

      I frowned at the scene. Why was he still holding on to her? Who in the hell was he, anyway?

      I turned to the guy beside me. He was already in uniform, a Spade pin on his lapel. “Hey, mate, who’s that guy?” I asked.

      The other student eyed me over. “You from Overthere?”

      I nodded.

      He followed my gaze. “Him? In the red and black?”

      I nodded.

      “Oh, yeah. He draws a crowd everywhere he goes. That’s Aden Cerise,” the boy replied. “Future King of Wonderland, son of Hearts. That’s his sister, Amber, beside him. Twins.”

      “What chamber did you get?” the guy asked me.

      I gestured to his lapel. “Spades. Like you.”

      He nodded, then stuck out his hand. “Lucas.”

      “Corbin.”

      “Welcome to Wonderland, Corbin. Just a small piece of advice. Stay away from Hearts if you want to keep your head.”

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded.

      A moment later, a woman climbed the steps to the podium. She wore orange and purple like the other academy attendants, but her hair was rainbow-colored. She smiled at the crowd.

      “Good afternoon, Wonderland Academy. May I have silence in the chamber?”

      In the seats above us, the audience gabbed on. The rest of the students around me, however, grew silent.

      “I said mute,” the woman at the podium said. She pulled out a TV remote and waved it at the crowd, who fell silent. That was a neat trick.

      “Welcome, new students. I am Vice President Whistle. We at Wonderland Academy are delighted to have you join our esteemed ranks. When you arrived at the Academy today, the Hall of Doors selected your school chamber. For those of you from Overthere who are making your first visit to Wonderland today, please be aware that any confusion you might be feeling will soon pass. Once all students are seated with their chambers, we will commence with orientation. Students, please take out your keys and lift them over your heads.

      I pulled out the key Florin had given me. A nervous feeling rocked my stomach. This was not the key I was supposed to be using. That other key was hidden away in my backpack. This was the moment when things could go terribly wrong. Regardless, I raised the counterfeit key above my head.

      “Very good,” Vice President Whistle called. She scanned the room, nodding as she made sure we had all complied. “Students, please raise your keys. Raise them high. Let’s get everyone seated. On the count of three. One, two, three,” she said, then twirled her remote once more. A moment later, a weird shimmer passed over the room.

      Then, I felt it. A draft of air whooshed across the floor. Suddenly, thousands of small bubbles appeared from below our feet and lifted us into the air.

      Around me, the other students were laughing as the bubbles picked us up and began maneuvering us toward the benches at the front of the room.

      I felt instantly irritated. What was the point of all this? Couldn’t we just be directed to our seats? This wasn’t logical.

      Around me, some of the students tumbled toward their seats, the bubbles dropping them indecorously onto the benches. The whole thing was ludicrous and humiliating. I floated along, landing with a thud as the magical bubbles dropped me onto the benches seated near the banner for Spades Chambers.

      As the bubbles cleared, I looked for around for Lacey. I thought for sure she’d be in Spades too. But she wasn’t there. Looking around the room, I spotted her seated with four other students, including a girl with very pink hair, under the banner for Rose Chambers.

      She’d come through that little door.

      How in the hell had she come through the little door?

      She must have felt me looking at her then, because she turned and looked my way.

      Feeling like a creeper, I looked back before I met her glance.

      Staring at her was only going to scare her. I needed to find another way.

      Everyone settled in, the students whispering to one another. Lucas had been dropped to my left, a girl with very black hair with blue highlights and even blacker eyeliner on my right. I glanced at her. She was wearing jeans and a ripped and faded The Pixies T-shirt. She had a nose ring and was wearing about a thousand silver rings. Definitely not from Wonderland.

      “Nice ink,” she said, motioning to the tattoos on my arm. “Is that Mario?” the girl asked with a half-laugh. “I love that game. Nice.”

      I looked down at my forearm. On my left arm, I’d had the artist ink in the game character. While Hank thought he’d had to convince me that I had a job to do, I’d never forgotten Granny Al’s story. Like Mario, I had a princess to keep safe. Hidden under my sleeve on my upper arm was Princess Peach in her tower.

      “Thanks,” I told the girl.

      “I’m Nova,” the girl told me.

      “Corbin.”

      “Corbin…where you from?”

      “Ireland.”

      “I am from nowhere, Montana. But, apparently, I’ve been recruited to magic school. Somebody get me a butterbeer.”

      I huffed a laugh.

      “What’s butterbeer?” Lucas asked.

      “This is Lucas,” I told Nova.

      “Hey,” Lucas said, giving her a nod.

      At that moment, I felt like something had yanked hard on my heart. Without thinking, I turned and looked back toward Lacey in time to see her look away. She had been looking at me.

      “What happens now?” Nova asked Lucas.

      “The orientation will start,” Lucas said then pointed to the academy vice president once more.

      “Students,” the vice president called. Was her hair purple? Hadn’t it been rainbow-colored a minute ago? “You are all very welcome at Wonderland Academy. I’m sure I will get to know all of you in no time. Today, however, we will begin with a brief orientation. Afterward, you will meet with your academic advisors and begin your educational journey. Wonderland Academy is the home of the elite. Only the best students are offered admission to this academy. Through our rigorous selection process, we have determined that you possess the most talent, intellect, creativity, magical aptitude, and moxie to be a student at this institution. Those of you from Overthere have joined a world like none other. As you acclimate to Wonderland—and Wonderland Academy—you will come to see how truly blessed you are to walk our hallowed halls. But for now, we shall begin the orientation. Students, please place your bags between your feet and stow any loose items you might be holding.”

      I looked at Nova, who shrugged, and then set my backpack between my feet.

      “Very good. Now, arms up. Attendants, please give them a check,” the vice president called.

      “What the bloody hell is this?” I asked.

      “The orientation carousel,” Lucas explained.

      Nova laughed. “It’s like a ride. Look,” she said, pointing.

      I watched as the other students’ seats started shifting. The platform underneath us shuddered, and row by row, the bars in front of us lowered. Doors under the platforms slid up, boxing the students in. What had looked like a row of benches suddenly became a car in what appeared to be a carnival ride.

      On the far left wall, a curtain swung back to reveal a track for the carts.

      “You will now begin the orientation process,” Vice President Whistle called. “Good luck.”

      I watched as Lacey’s cart turned toward the opening that had been hidden behind the drape.

      “Students, please stay seated until your orientation is complete. For your safety, once the orientation begins, do not extend your arms, hands, or legs beyond your seat. No flash photography permitted. Enjoy your orientation,” the vice president called.

      “In other words, buckle up your seatbelt, Dorothy, ’cause Kansas is going bye-bye,” Nova said with a laugh.

      A moment later, the platform under our seats shuddered.

      I held onto the bar in front of me.

      What the hell was happening now?
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      As our cart left the main orientation room and turned to follow the track, I looked back into the hall. The parents and other students were already departing. As they went, I spotted a familiar face. Seated at the very top of the galley was Hank. He was talking to some others who were dressed in robes that looked like graduation gowns—apparently, they were other teachers or Academy officials.

      He must have felt my eyes on him because he looked my way.

      Giving me the briefest of nods, he turned back to his colleagues.

      The cart shuddered then pulled us forward on the track. Ahead of Spades, I spotted the cart for Diamonds. They stopped down the track not far from us. They were watching something. I could hear the sound of a recorded voice, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      A trumpet sounded, and our cart turned to face a screen. Music played, and the Wonderland Academy crest appeared on the screen. A moment later, the image faded to reveal a man wearing a plum-colored suit and black-rimmed glasses sitting at a desk.

      He cleared his throat, then began. “Welcome to Wonderland Academy. I am Bartholomew Snark, President of Wonderland Academy. We are delighted to have you begin your education at our esteemed institution. At Wonderland Academy, you will learn skills to help you become leaders in the Wonderland community. Achieving entrance into Wonderland Academy is an honor bestowed on the select few, both from Wonderland and from our sister realm, Overthere. Those of you from Overthere might be feeling a little confused right now,” the man said.

      He got up then and went and sat on the corner of this desk.

      “Let me assure you, Wonderland is very real. In the 1800s, a man named Charles Dodgson—you will know him better as Lewis Carroll—our world and returned to Overthere with tales of Wonderland. But he was not the first visitor here. People from Overthere have lived in Wonderland since the beginning of memory. In Wonderland, magic is a part of our daily lives. Students from both Overthere and Wonderland are here to refine their skills in magic, learn, and become experts in their chosen vocations. Now, let’s get started,” he said, and with the snap of his fingers, he disappeared.

      Our cart shook again, and we turned and rolled toward the next station.

      “Maybe if all my education took place on a carnival ride, I would have paid more attention in school,” Nova whispered.

      The cart halted before a scene that depicted a meeting table. The lights grew bright, and the president appeared once more.

      “As new students, you might be wondering about the history of our fine institution. More than three hundred years ago, the Kingdoms of Hearts, Diamonds, Clubs, Spades, Roses, and Stars joined together in a cooperative spirit to form a singular, elite academy of magic,” the founder said then waved his hand toward the table.

      Holograms of the Kings and Queens of Wonderland appeared at the table.

      “Only the finest students are admitted to Wonderland Academy. That includes you,” President Snark said then went and stood behind the King of Stars. “But the construction of the Academy, a common endeavor, was the last time the kingdoms were truly at peace.” The lights turned off.

      The cart moved to the next scene. This time, the president was in a hot air balloon.

      “Come with me, students,” he said.

      The ride lurched forward.

      “Ugh,” Lucas groaned.

      I felt a strange sensation. A wave of magic rolled over me. Our cart and the president’s balloon soared into the air, giving the effect we were flying.

      “Wonderland. A peaceful realm until the Kingdom of Stars rebelled. War ensued. Many perished in the Kingdom of Star’s pursuit of power. Even Wonderland Academy failed to remain unscathed.”

      I looked over the edge of the cart. Either a hologram or some kind of magical recreation of a battle was taking place below. It took me a moment to realize that we were flying over the grounds of the Academy—which were under siege. The armies of Hearts and Stars battled one another.

      “Seeking dominance over the other kingdoms, the King and Queen of the Kingdom of Stars consulted the Caterpillar, searching for the perfect weapon to use in their war. They found it. An unmatched magic user from Overthere, Alice the Merciless, led the Kingdom of Stars in a war against the other kingdoms of Wonderland.”

      I felt the heat as fire blasted around me.

      “Whoa,” Nova whispered.

      A moment later, there she was. Flying on the back of a dragon, her wild tangle of blonde hair floating around her, was Granny Al.

      Alice the Merciless.

      My grandmother, the dragon-riding badass, flew by, an army behind her. While her words were muted, I watched as the young version of my grandmother shouted to the others. The dragon riders turned, their beasts blasting fire on the armies of the Kingdom of Hearts.

      “It looked like the end of everything we knew. But the Kingdom of Hearts rallied. The Queen of Hearts led her armies into battle,” the president said.

      Frowning, I looked over the edge once more. A woman in red riding a chariot advanced, siege machines made of clockwork, steel, and magic shooting bolts toward the sky. Magic users cast spells at one another below. And all around the Red Queen, automatons, nearly five times the size of a man, swung massive mallets, smashing their way through the White Army.

      “And at last, the Kingdom of Stars was defeated. Wonderland Academy, and Wonderland herself, was saved,” the president said.

      “Yeah, that’s not quite how my grandpa remembers it,” Lucas whispered under his breath.

      “It sure as hell isn’t what Carroll wrote,” Nova said.

      I stared at the image in front of me. On the back of a dragon, the young version of my grandmother studied the ground. She watched as the Queen of Heart’s army smashed that of the Kingdom of Stars. Many would look at Al and see the fierceness in her expression, the anger and determination on her face. But I knew my gran. I saw the lines around her mouth and the flex of her brow. She was worried. Sad, even. A hint of panic lit up her eyes.

      Granny Al had come to save Wonderland.

      And she had failed.

      And what in the hell did it mean that I was here—along with a brand new Alice? How in the hell were we supposed to save this place when Al, riding a fire-breathing dragon, could not?

      The lights went dark. The image of my grandmother faded.

      My heart lurched.

      Al.

      The cart moved on. When the hologram came to life once more, we were in a courtroom. Seated on tall platforms above the crowd were the rulers of Wonderland. I saw the pennants for each house: Roses, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades, and the black-haired warrior Queen of Hearts. I studied the Queen of Spades. Cahya looked the same as she did now. Was she really undying? If so, then she would have been here where it all happened. She would know what really befell Al in Wonderland.

      “The kings and queens of Wonderland brought the rulers of the Kingdom of Stars to trial. The rulers of Stars lost their lands. Their kingdom was disbanded. As a punishment, their people burdened with a curse,” President Snark narrated.

      The Queen of Hearts lifted her scepter. A magical red light spread over the assembled soldiers for the army of Stars. Each of them changed form, shifting into animals.

      The curse.

      It was the Red Queen who had cursed the Kingdom of Stars to exist only—at least in Wonderland—in their shifted form. I suddenly felt sorry for any harsh words I’d said to Florin. It was not his fault he could not shift into the form of a man. He was trapped.

      “And while the people of Stars were cursed for their treachery, their leaders…” the president said.

      “Off with their heads,” the Queen of Hearts screamed.

      The image showed the defeated king and queen for only a moment as the ax men lifted their weapons above the defeated monarchs’ necks.

      “…were dispatched. If not for the Kingdom of Hearts, Wonderland would have fallen into destruction and disarray. The King and Queen of Stars perished, their line ending with them. Their people were cursed. Alice the Merciless, the Overthereian, was driven back to her homeland, never to return. An accord was drawn in the wake of the Greatest of Disasters, as the rebellion was henceforth known. The remaining kingdoms pledged peace.” The president heaved a sigh. “On the grounds of Wonderland Academy, you will see scarring from war. And you might also stumble across artifacts from the Kingdom of Stars. They remain as a reminder of these dark times in Wonderland. And while the descendants of the Kingdom of Stars still walk among us, they do so as friends.”

      Unlikely.

      There was nothing here about Nanette, the Princess of Stars. Surely people realized Al had left Wonderland with the girl? Or did they believe she was dead too? Didn’t anyone wonder what had happened to her?

      Of course they did.

      They all would.

      But who could say anything?

      I looked back at the Red Queen. Her eyes bulging, her chest rising and lowing rapidly with excitement, she stared off-screen at the scene we had not been shown: the decapitation of the White Queen and King.

      And there was glee in her eyes.

      The ride shook.

      They didn’t know where Al had gone. Granny Al had come home, went into hiding, and had hidden the princess to boot. Al had left the man she loved behind to do it. Why hadn’t the Hatter ever come for her? And how had the Hatter managed to escape the retribution of the Queen of Hearts? There were times when I would catch Al looking out the window or staring off in the distance, her eyes glassy. Was she thinking of this place, of him?

      The ride moved on. A moment later, we came to a scene wherein President Snark was on the grounds of the Academy.

      “It is the duty of everyone in Wonderland to maintain peace. You are here to learn Wonderland’s magic, to better yourself, to better your world, and to protect Wonderland at all costs. There is no greater place to learn Wonderland’s magic. It is our honor to have you at Wonderland Academy. This is no ordinary institution. You are here because our world depends on you. You must be ready to fight when the time comes again. The Caterpillar foretold that the peace in Wonderland was not to last. One day, a new Alice will come to Wonderland. When she arrives, Wonderland will be undone. That is why there is one rule in Wonderland that can never be broken. No one named Alice may ever step foot in Wonderland. Because if she does, it will be our undoing. Which is, of course, why we have decreed that any Alice will be beheaded,” he said, then laughed merrily. “But just in case, make sure you study hard. You never know when you might need a little extra magic. Now, off you go. Good luck.”

      Alice…Lacey. Don’t worry. I will protect you. I won’t leave you like the Hatter left Al.

      Even if it kills me.
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      The cart turned, the lights flicking back on. The bar lifted, and we all emptied out into an alcove that led down a hallway.

      “All right, Spades. This way to advising,” one of the Academy attendants called. She motioned for us to follow her. There were a dozen of us in the group of new students. Aside from Nova and me, everyone else was in their uniforms already. It looked like only the two of us had come from Overthere, even if I’d gotten here indirectly.

      I studied Nova out of the corner of my eye. Hearts had been murdering their way through the new recruits from Overthere. How had they missed her?

      “So, Montana?” I asked her as the others lined up to meet with the attendant.

      She shifted a little. “Yeah. But I fell through the cement on a sidewalk in LA.”

      “Los Angeles?”

      “That’s what it stands for.”

      “How’d you get here?”

      “Long story. Here are the CliffsNotes. Drunk dad. Meth-head mom. Online gamer friend invited me to come stay with her in LA. I got there, and she was a dude. So… I guess I’m glad I’m here,” she said, the last part sounding more like an uncertain question than a statement. “Except for the part where I fell through the sidewalk. That, I could have done without.”

      I huffed a laugh. “Understood.”

      “You said you’re Scottish…”

      “Irish.”

      “Oh. Sorry. No offense. Clovers not kilts. Got it.”

      I chuckled.

      “Daniels? Corbin Daniels?” an Academy attendant called.

      “That’s me.”

      Nova slapped me good-naturedly on the back. “Good luck, Ireland.”

      Shaking my head, I chuckled then turned to the attendant, who handed me a slip of paper.

      “Office twenty-seven, please,” she said, pointing to the hallway behind her.

      I looked around to see a long corridor lined with doors. Metal placards hung above each doorway.

      Taking my slip of paper, I headed down the hall to office twenty-seven. As I walked down the hall, I spotted other students talking to their advisors. Everyone was discussing their classes. I kept an eye out for Lacey as I went, but given her group was first, she was probably already gone. Now I’d have to figure out how to find her in this blasted place where I was just as new as she was.

      When I arrived at office twenty-seven, I found an otter wearing glasses and a purple-and-orange blazer sitting at a desk waiting for me.

      “Ah, Mister Daniels,” she said, waiting for me to come inside. “Please, have a seat.”

      I slipped into the chair across from the big oak desk.

      “I am Missus Brownlow, your academic advisor. I’m here to provide you with your schedule and answer any questions. Now, let’s see what we have for you. Here is your course schedule,” she said, pushing some papers toward me.

      On the first sheet of paper, I found my schedule: Monday and Wednesday, I had Necromancy first thing in the morning followed by Enchantments and Creatures of Wonderland. On Tuesday and Thursday, I had been enrolled in Wonderland Mythology, History of Wonderland, and Tinkering.

      “And what might I expect to learn in Necromancy?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at Mrs. Brownlow.

      She laughed, her sharp little teeth pulling into a grin. “How to deal with the dead, I suppose.”

      “And who selected these classes for me?”

      “Your recruiter provided me with a list of suggested courses,” she said then tapped some papers on her desk. “And I have my own records of your academic achievements.”

      I glanced at her desk. Sure enough, I saw a transcript from Saint John’s Boys’ School lying there.

      I looked from the paper to the woman. She was staring at me, her dark eyes assessing me.

      I glanced back at my schedule, noting Florin’s name listed as my recruiter.

      “Now, like all Overthere students, you have a scholarship to help you meet your basic needs. Just use your key to pay for any food items you want. It is also keyed to your room in Spades Chambers. You will find an upperclassman Spades student waiting for you outside to help direct you to your chamber. And, I understand you already have your pocket watch?”

      “Yes.” Now, how did she know that?

      “Very well. Any other questions?”

      I looked back down at my schedule once more. It was then that I realized another piece of paper was stuck to it. I slid my schedule aside to find another schedule there—this one for Lacey Crane. It listed her name and a few details, including Hank’s name as her recruiter. And it also noted her chamber information.

      “Mrs. Brownl—“ I began.

      “Very good, Corbin. Now, if no other questions, please be on your way,” she said. “You have everything you need right there—at least to get started. A pleasure to meet you. Good day,” she said, motioning toward the door.

      She was one of them—one of us.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Brownlow.”

      She inclined her head to me.

      As I headed back out into the hallway, I took a quick look at Lacey’s schedule. We were in two of the same classes. That, of course, had been no accident. Nothing in Wonderland was ever an accident. Now if I could just figure out my next move. In Overthere, it had been easy to keep an eye on her from afar. Here? Well. Something told me it was time to meet Lacey Crane.

      And maybe, this time, I’d find a way to make that girl smile.
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      I exited the hallway to find Nova, Lucas, two girls in Spades uniforms, and another guy from Spades waiting.

      “Ah, here is the last one. Corbin?” the boy called.

      I nodded.

      “Good. I’m Lex. All right, everyone with me. We’ll go to Spades Chambers and get you settled in. This way,” the boy said.

      Lex led us across campus, pointing out the library, which was the tall building at the center of the campus, the airship platform, a number of classrooms, and other official buildings. “On the other side of campus, you’ll find Tiger Lily Field and the arena. They hold jabberwocky practice there,” Lex said.

      “What’s a jabberwocky?” Nova asked.

      Lex pointed to the mountain range behind the college. There, at the very top of the mountain, I saw some castle ruins. And among the ruins, I saw them—the dragons I had seen in the orientation program.

      “You call them dragons in your world,” Lex told Nova and me. “But here, they are called jabberwockies.”

      “Holy shit,” Nova said. “No way. And people ride them? Really?”

      Lex nodded.

      “That’s…okay, just call me Khaleesi.”

      Lex’s brow furrowed. “Khaleesi?”

      Nova shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “Right. So, in addition to the field, Brilling Café is on the other side of campus. You can find something to eat there. Oh, and in the Quad near the library, there are food carts. Let’s head down this way,” he said, then motioned for us to follow him down a path away from the campus.

      The Academy, from what I could see, sat on the edge of a cliff. There was a wide, green valley below. Lex led us toward the edge of the cliff. As we grew near, I heard the sound of running water.

      “What’s that?” Nova asked.

      “Look,” Lucas told her, pointing.

      I looked to see a massive waterfall tumbling over the ledge. Lex led us toward it. We followed a path that led to some stairs along the side of the cliff. We wound down the steps. The stairway, to my surprise, led into a cavern network. I could hear the sound of rushing water as we emerged at the end of the steps once more. We were on a terrace that had been carved into the side of the cliff. Not far away, the massive waterfall fell. Mist enveloped the place.

      “This is the Spades terrace. Our chambers were carved into the cliffside centuries ago by the dwarves that once resided in the Kingdom of Spades. There are several spots like this around the waterfall,” Lex said, motioning. “But we’re headed in here,” he told us.

      I turned to find the entrance to the Spades Chambers. Two massive wooden doors, both of which were carved with symbols like those I’d see in the Queen of Spades’ chamber room, marked the doors. Torches on the walls flickered in the damp mist.

      Lex pulled open the door to the chamber. The deep, rich smell of minerals and stone wafted out. It was dark inside, the place lit with torches on the wall.

      “Follow me,” he said.

      We headed inside. The long hall had been carved into the cliff itself. Engravings trimmed the walls as we headed both in and downward.

      “Good thing I’m not claustrophobic,” Nova said.

      “They wouldn’t have put you in Spades if you were. We are all placed in chambers which best fit our personalities,” one of the girls told her. “I’m Mia, by the way,” she told Nova.

      “Cait,” the other girl added.

      “Nova. And Lucas and Corbin,” Nova said, introducing us all.

      Mia smiled at me. “Hi,” she said, a flash of red coloring her cheeks.

      “Hey,” I said, then turned back.

      Pretty, but no.

      We came to another set of doors. Lex pushed them open to reveal a chamber with very high ceilings. Tall pillars made of stone supported the domed ceiling. A fire roared in a fireplace that was taller than myself. Off the center chamber were a number of hallways. Couches and chairs sat around the fire. Students were lounging there, chatting with one another.

      “New recruits,” Lex called.

      The other students turned and waved, but mostly paid us no mind. In the least, I didn’t feel any animosity coming from anyone. Which, given everything else I had to contend with, was a relief.

      “Men are down this corridor,” Lex said, pointing. “Ladies this way.” He motioned to the other side of the room. “There are common areas, including a meeting room, a small library, and a common eating space there. Storage down that way. And that hall,” he said, pouting toward a hallway in the very back, “well, unless you know where you’re going, I strongly advise against going that way.”

      “Where does it lead?” I asked.

      “To the Kingdom of Spades,” Lex explained.

      “Really?” Mia asked, her voice full of surprise. “But that’s hundreds of miles from here.”

      “So it is. Which is why, unless you want to use it for a morning run, it’s best not to go that way,” Lex said then turned to Nova and me. “That tunnel has many branches leading to the major villages in Spades and the capital. The dwarves used to use it to travel around Wonderland, but they’ve all retreated from the known world since the Greatest of Disasters. Anyway, it is very long, very dark, and almost never used. The Queen of Spades keeps it patrolled, but it’s not safe. If you want to go anywhere, we mostly travel by mirror here.”

      “Mirror?” Nova asked.

      “I can show her,” a female voice said. I looked back to see another student joining us. She had long, dark hair pulled back into a braid. “I’m Elissa,” the girl said. “I’m the co-CA of Spades Chambers.”

      “CA?” Cait asked.

      “Chambers Assistant. In fact, let me get the girls settled in,” Elissa told Lex.

      Lex nodded. “All right. Lucas, Corbin, come with me.”

      We separated then, Lex leading Lucas and me to the hall where the men’s rooms were housed.

      I looked back at Nova. She had a curious, but slightly nervous, expression on her face. Judging Nova would be fine, I turned my attention back to Lex. We headed down the long, narrow cave. There were arched doors off each side. Torches cast a yellow glow, illuminating the space. As we went, I paused a moment, surprised to see a skeletal figure lumbering toward us. Like the guards in the Queen of Spades’ hall, the figure was wearing old armor. Its vacant eyes scanned the place, looking each of us over.

      “Good morning, Fred,” Lex said good-naturedly.

      The skeleton eyed him, then Lucas, then me. His empty sockets lingered on me for a long moment, then the skeleton pushed past.

      “What is…” I began, but didn’t know what to ask.

      “Sentinels of Spades Chambers,” Lex explained. “During the Greatest of Disasters, Spades remained neutral in the conflict. But to ensure we stayed neutral, Queen Cahya raised her own army to protect Spades, including the students at the Academy. You’ll see a lot of the soldiers still milling about. Fred and George, as we call them, hang around the main rooms of Spades Chambers. George wears a helmet,” Lex said with a laugh. “There are a lot of them in the Spades tunnel. They won’t harm you—unless, of course, you mean to do anything that will bring harm to the Kingdom of Spades. Mostly, they just rattle around and scare the hell out of students from other Chambers who don’t know they’re here. Needless to say, we don’t get many visitors in Spades Chambers. Diamonds have a nice backyard with a barbeque pit. We get the undead.”

      Lucas chuckled. “Figures. We have them at home too. They keep watch in the village.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Aquintis,” Lucas replied.

      Lex nodded. “I’m from the capital. So is Elissa.”

      I turned and watched the skeleton walk down the hallway. His bones and armor rattled with every step.

      “Corbin, you coming?” Lex asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “All right. So, Lucas, you are in Tiwaz, and Corbin, you are in Algiz,” Lex said, pointing to two doors. On them were runic symbols engraved onto a panel on the door. “Your keys have been coded to open your doors. Corbin, you’ll have some uniforms inside and other things you’ll need for classes. Just let me know if you have any questions. There is a welcome party for all the new students tonight. Everyone goes. It’s compulsory. So, when your pocket watch sounds an alarm, be sure you’re in uniform and in the common area. We’ll meet there and head up. Can I get you anything right now?”

      Lucas and I shook our heads.

      “All right. Get some rest. I’ll see you soon,” Lex said then left.

      Lucas waved to me then headed into his room.

      Curious, I stuck my key into the lock and turned it. I breathed a sigh of relief when my counterfeit key worked. I pushed the door open.

      The room was, basically, a cave. The walls had been worn smooth, and there were engraved pieces of stone along the floor and ceiling, but there was no window. No natural light. At some point, someone had brought electricity to the place. Wires lined the walls leading to the lamp that hung overhead and to a plug on the wall. I had a large bed, which was neatly made. A section of the wall had been carved for a storage area. Therein, I spotted a number of uniforms, a typewriter, books, and notepaper. A desk sat on the wall opposite the bed.

      I tossed my backpack onto the floor then sat down.

      Dipping into my pocket, I pulled out Lacey’s schedule.

      If the welcome party was mandatory, I’d probably see her there.

      And then what?

      Should I waltz up to her and introduce myself as Al’s grandson, her protector?

      I clenched my teeth when I thought about how they had depicted Al in their “orientation.” My grandmother was fierce…in her love, in her will, in her desire to do good. Whatever Al was doing here, it wasn’t being merciless. Granny Al had tried to save Wonderland. But she had failed.

      Now, there was a new Alice here.

      I stared at Lacey’s name.

      And this new Alice was nothing like Granny Al.

      How in the hell was Lacey supposed to undo all the wrong in Wonderland? Had Hank and the others gotten it wrong? Were they really sure?

      Outside my door, I heard the rattle of bones.

      I flopped down on my bed and closed my eyes.

      “All right, Lacey, what in the hell are we going to do next?”

      Save Wonderland.

      Right.

      But first, I had to find a way to introduce myself.
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      The noise in the tent was reaching decibels that rivaled a rock concert. Except the music was bad. Wonderland bad. An entire brass band was playing itself, blasting out some weird mix of circus music and big band tunes. Students were dancing excitedly. Everywhere I looked, people were laughing and chatting. I glanced around the tent. A long table, big enough to seat hundreds of students, had been set for tea. Tall flower arrangements, garlands of beads, and candles decorated the table where mismatched china sat waiting. A rainbow of colorful lanterns floated in the peaks of the tent, and lit up the place, casting blobs of colorful light all around the tent.

      The table had been sectioned off for each chamber. I eyed the section set for Rose Chambers but didn’t see Lacey anywhere.

      “I always thought Alice in Wonderland was part fairy tale, part acid trip,” Nova said, glancing around the space. “Add a little magic and you get…” She waved her hand at the band and the lanterns.

      “It’s different,” I agreed.

      Nova laughed. “Different. Understatement of the century.”

      I loosened my tie once more then rolled up my sleeves. It was bloody hot and loud in the tent. I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there. To my surprise, it seemed like most of the other students in Spades shared the sentiment. While the students from Diamonds and Hearts were whooping it up on the dance floor or chatting loudly, the students from Spades were far more sedate.

      “This way,” Lex said, motioning for us to join him at the table. The students from Spades took their seats, except for a few students who had gone to talk to the faculty—including the CA Elissa, who was talking to a tiger. The man stood near the other faculty members. He was a good two feet taller than me, standing on his back legs. His arms were crossed on his chest. He was wearing simple black combat leather. A descendant of Stars. Interesting. I scanned the other professors standing there. Hank was missing.

      “President and vice president,” Lex said. “At least now we’ll be able to get on with it.”

      I turned back to the entrance of the tent. The vice president entered, waving and chatting as she went. The president, who I’d seen in the video, followed along behind her.

      I glanced down the table. All the seats for Roses had been filled now. I leaned back and forth to look for Lacey, catching only a glimpse of that tell-tale blonde hair. But she was here. She was safe. For now.

      The president took a seat at the very head of the table, the vice president settling in beside him. He greeted the others around him, then lifted a bell and rang it, silencing the room. He then leaned forward and tapped a microphone sitting there. A static sound reverberated around the tent.

      The president cleared his throat then began: “Students, welcome one and all to this exciting new year at Wonderland Academy. Tonight, I offer a special welcome to all of the students joining from Overthere. As well, I tip my hat to those students who are in their final year at the Academy…” And then he went on, and on, and on. In my head, I heard the teacher from the old Charlie Brown cartoons.

      I glanced down the table, catching a glimpse of Lacey. She was staring off in the distance, a decidedly worried expression on her face.

      “Look,” Nova said, nudging me in the ribs. “You seeing this?”

      I turned back.

      The president had concluded his remarks, and Vice President Whistle had gone to the other side of the tent where a table, which took up the entire length of the tent, sat. A purple drape covered the entire thing.

      The vice president grabbed the corner of the drape.

      A drum roll sounded.

      The vice president yanked the fabric, which rolled back with a snap.

      Symbols clanged.

      “Voilà,” Vice President Whistle called happily, revealing an enormous buffet. At least a hundred feet long and three tiers high, the buffet offered every kind of food imaginable. Blue smoke rose from one plate. Another dish shot out sparks. A third was on fire with a pink flame. I spotted sweets and foods of every kind, not much of it recognizable, including the roasted something that looked a bit like ham, except it was purple.

      Lex looked from the food to Nova and me. He chuckled. “Okay, so Wonderland food usually takes a little getting used to for people from Overthere. I’ll guide you. Come on.”

      While I was staying with Hank, he’d basically fed me a steady diet of butter cookies and tea. Given the alternatives, I was glad. Rising, I joined the others at the buffet.

      “What’s that?” Nova asked, pointing to something that looked like a blue cupcake, except it was oozing.

      “It’s called a blue volcano. You have to eat it before it erupts, or it can get messy. Good though. It’s sweet,” Lex said.

      Nova scooped one up, setting it on her plate. “And that?” she asked, pointing to a rainbow-colored rollup that looked a bit like a pastry.

      I scanned the table. No butter cookies. In fact, nothing here was recognizable. I frowned.

      Lex turned to me. “How about you, Corbin?”

      I was suddenly very glad I still had a couple of the White Queen’s energy bars and a box of butter cookies and a bag of chips Hank must have stuck in my bag back in my room. “Anything to drink around here?”

      “There,” Lex said, pointing to a display on the other side of the tent. “Tea station.”

      And at it, a familiar blonde figure.

      I nodded, then turned and headed toward the drinks. There were at least a hundred kettles of tea brewing, each of them labeled. Lacey studied each one, but hadn’t poured herself a drink. Knowing her, she was looking for coffee.

      Knowing her.

      But I didn’t know her at all. Not really.

      And she definitely didn’t know me.

      I knew how this would go. If I came on too strong, she would bolt. If I said nothing, she’d keep to herself. Dammit. This was just like really chasing a girl. What to do. Lacey was a skittish thing.

      I approached slowly.

      Lacey still hadn’t poured herself anything.

      I cleared my throat. “Find any Earl Grey?” I asked.

      She turned around and looked at me, eyeing me quickly from head to toe, her eyes lingering a moment on my tattoos. She was more beautiful up close than she’d been from afar. Her eyes were a blue-green color, her hair the shade of golden wheat. As she looked me over, I realized she remembered me from orientation. Her face softened then she turned back.

      “No,” she said with a shake of the head. “Unless Snorkdust is an adequate substitute.”

      Snorkdust? Ugh, Wonderland. “Not bloody likely.”

      She raised her eyebrows and nodded in agreement. “Where are you from?” she asked, as she eyed the label on another pot of tea.

      Stalking you for the last week. “Not here. You?”

      “The U.S.—New York State.”

      I looked at the pot in front of me. Fizzing Leaf Blend. I grabbed a cup and poured myself a glass. As the tea poured, it both steamed and fizzed like soda.

      Lacey stopped cold, both of us staring at my cup in disbelief.

      I laughed lightly, then set the cup down. “I’m not drinking that swill.”

      She gave a half-smile and something almost like a laugh, then we both turned and looked back at the tent. The other students were milling about, and the damned blasting band had started playing once more. How anyone could dance to music like that was beyond me.

      “Suppose we’d have any better luck with the food?” Lacey asked, looking toward the buffet.

      We. “Hard pass. I spotted some purple meat and was done for the night. Thought I might be safe with something to drink. Guess not.”

      She sighed. “See any coffee?”

      I knew it. “Negative.”

      Frowning, we both looked back at the tea display. Lacey was investigating a carafe labeled as Pinkberry tea when I sensed someone approaching.

      I turned to find a tall guy with pale blond hair in a Diamonds uniform approaching Lacey. He adjusted his tie and ran his fingers through his hair, then stepped close to her.

      “Hi,” he said, a nervous quiver in his voice. “You’re new, right? Rose Chambers?”

      Lacey sighed lightly, smothering what appeared to be exasperation, then turned around. I watched as she attempted a false smile, but it faded. “I—” she began.

      “Want to dance?”

      No, she doesn’t, you stupid ass. She came over here to escape the crowd—obviously.

      Lacey stepped back, bumping against the table. “Oh, no thanks.”

      “Come on. I don’t bite, I promise. It will be fun. I’ll introduce you to some people.”

      I stared at the boy. Was he really that thick?

      “No. That’s okay.”

      So fuck off.

      “Don’t be that way. Come on.”

      Okay, that was enough of that. My hands curled into fists, I stepped toward the guy. “She said sod off. So, sod off.”

      The boy quickly sized me up, quickly realizing he’d be on the losing end of this discussion. I held his gaze for a long moment. Without another word, he turned and walked away.

      “Thanks,” Lacey said with a sigh of relief.

      I nodded.

      Chewing her lip, her nerves showing, Lacey turned back. I frowned. Something inside Lacey Crane was broken. This girl was looking for any reason to stay away from people. Not that I blamed her about the guy from Diamonds. There was a wall around this girl a mile high. Why? I remembered Florin’s suggestion that I try to charm her. While I had zero intention of ever deceiving her like that, I could also see that this girl was going to run fast in the opposite direction if anyone showed any romantic intentions toward her. When you chase, they run. When you run…

      “Always some tool who pushes his luck,” I said, then lifted my cup of Fizzing Leaf Blend tea once more. It was still effervescing. “Well, this has been an interesting day. Got sucked into a hole. Met a talking rabbit. And I think I saw someone undead today. Not to mention, my dorm was made by dwarves. That’s quite enough for me. Fairly sure I left an energy bar in my backpack, so I’m off. I’ll leave the Fizzing Leaf Blend to you,” I said then handed her my cup.

      She laughed lightly, again that half-smile—not a real smile, but a partial something—dancing across her lips.

      “If it turns me into a toad or something, I’m coming for you and your energy bar.”

      I laughed then inclined my head to her. Though I really wanted to stay, I knew that if I was going to have any chance at getting close to her, I had to go. Now. Without another word, I turned and left.

      All right, Lacey Crane. Your move.
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      I headed out of the tent and back across campus. That was enough excitement for one day. Trying to remember my way to Spades Chamber, I headed down the path that led to the waterfall. As I passed the library, a familiar figure appeared on the sidewalk ahead of me.

      Hank.

      Where in the hell had he come from?

      “Leaving the welcome party already?” he asked.

      I frowned. I was not going back, no matter what he said. “That I am.”

      “And the Crane girl?” he asked, falling into step with me.

      “We spoke.”

      “How is she? How does she seem?”

      “Fine. Why?”

      Hank shook his head.

      Again with the lies.

      “You’ll begin your classes tomorrow. Just try to keep your head down for now and focus on your studies. And be sure you get close to Lacey. You know, it might not be a bad idea if you—“

      “Look,” I said, stopping mid-step. “You’ve turned my life upside down. You’re leaving far too many questions unanswered. I saw that video today. I saw what happened. But one thing doesn’t add up. Just how is it that the Hatter managed to keep his head when Al was hunted down—and eventually killed—by Hearts? Just what deal did he make? You say you’re my cousin, but I don’t know you. And I don’t trust you. So back off,” I said, then turned and stalked off.

      “Corbin,” Hank called.

      “Goodnight,” I replied without turning back.

      Because of Wonderland, I had lost everything. My mum ran off, Al died, and my da…well, who in the hell knew where he was. And now, here I was, in the exact place I shouldn’t be. If anyone learned I was Al’s grandson, they’d kill me. I had no interest in being here. No interest in Wonderland. If it were up to me, I’d go back.

      Except…except for Lacey.

      With a sigh, I headed down the steps along the side of the cliff, emerging at the terrace outside Spades Chamber once more. The place was silent, just me and skeletons. The torches burned with soft blue light. I noticed there was another passage leading away from the terrace, closer to the waterfall. I followed it, weaving in and out of the cave. The path led to a spot very near the falls. There were some seats in an alcove, a haven away from everything. I went to the ledge and looked over. The waterfall tumbled toward the river below. Alongside the river was a wide field. Fireflies danced across the tall grass. The moonlight shimmered down, casting a silvery glow on the blades. But then I noticed something moving in the grass. I strained to look. Not cows. Horses. No, not horses either.

      Unicorns.

      One of the beasts lifted its head, the silver and gold of its horn glimmering in the moonlight. There was a small herd of them munching on the grass not far from the river. And among them, I spotted a colt. The little creature was kicking and running through the grass. After a moment, I realized why. He was chasing the fireflies. Their pure white coats glistened almost iridescent in the moonlight. Beautiful.

      Wonderland.

      An annoying, deadly, but magical place.

      I stayed there for a long time, watching the creatures frolic.

      This was what Al had been trying to save. The magic of this place. As I watched the majestic creatures move through the grass, I started to sense why she had risked it all.

      Al had risked her life for Wonderland.

      Couldn’t I be as brave?

      I stayed on the quiet terrace until after midnight. When I finally went inside, the common area was empty, the fire still burning brightly. Some of the skeletons stood sentinel. They turned and looked at me when I entered, but paid me no mind. I headed to my room, slipping off my uniform as I looked over my schedule. I had Necromancy first thing in the morning. Flopping down on my bed, I closed my eyes. Wonderful, nothing like starting the day waking the undead.
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      My pocket watch dinged, reminding me I was getting late. I stashed my books into my bag then headed out to the main common room. When I arrived, many Spades students were lingering about, most of them drinking tea and snacking before heading out for class. Most of the students wore the same kind of teacup holster on their hips that Hank wore. Thus far, I had noticed a few other students with wands. Of course, a wand could mean a lot of things in Wonderland. One girl carried a literal star-capped wand with ribbons on the end hanging out of her bag. Another student had a metal wand with a crystal at the end stuck in his pocket. Wands in Wonderland came in all shapes and sizes. For instance, there was Vice President Whistle’s TV remote. That one was…unique. I’d slipped Al’s wand into my backpack, hidden out of sight. Something told me that wand was better left unseen.

      Lucas waved to me as he headed out with another group of students.

      Looking mildly overwhelmed, Nova joined me.

      “What do you have?” she asked.

      “Necromancy.”

      “Thank god. Me too. Let’s go. Martian Hall, B357. Martian…do you think?”

      “Wonderland is weird enough without aliens.”

      Nova laughed then pulled out her campus map. “Here,” she said, pointing. “Not far from the library.”

      We headed out of the chambers and back across campus.

      “You disappeared last night,” Nova said.

      “Not my scene.”

      “Weird-ass shit, that’s for sure. But that blue cupcake was delicious.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “What’s with everyone’s fixation with tea?” Nova asked, gesturing to a group of students, all of whom were wearing teacups on their belts.

      “They do tea magic here.”

      “A what-what?”

      “Teamancy. They use cups like wands.”

      “Right.”

      I laughed. “There are skeletons walking the hallway of our dorm, and you’re questioning tea magic?”

      “You’re right. Nothing weird about that,” Nova said with a wink.

      We headed across the green of the Quad then into Martian Hall. Despite my joke to the contrary, I was relieved to find there was no sign of alien life. Checking out the building map, we realized that room B357 was a third-floor basement-level classroom. Nova and I took the lift down.

      When the doors opened, we discovered we were in a space that was reminiscent of our chambers. The walls were made of stone and lined with torches.

      “So, do they consider electricity optional here? Like…who decides? This room gets electric, this one gets fire, this one gets magic…” Nova said, pointing.

      I shrugged. “Something tells me that if you want things to make sense, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

      “Oh no, I’m weird enough to be here too. I’m just trying to make sense of the weird.”

      We turned and entered the classroom. At the front stood a professor whose appearance reminded me of the Queen of Spades: blue skin, glowing eyes, and dark hair. This man, however, had part of the flesh in front of his jaw missing. You could see his bones and teeth. He was undead, just like Queen Cahya.

      “Speaking of weird,” I whispered.

      “Let’s sit in the back,” Nova said, motioning to two seats closest to the back.

      The ceiling of the room was concave, much of it engraved. Jars lined the walls. The contents floating inside looked like preserved bits of I didn’t know what.

      “Something tells me that isn’t jam,” Nova whispered.

      A pair of chatty girls entered. One of the girls was complaining loudly.

      “I just don’t see why they put me in this class. This is so disgusting,” she said.

      I looked over my shoulder to see the brunette from orientation who Lucas said was named Amber, the Princess of Hearts.

      The professor looked up at her, his yellow eyes glowing. “Your father requested this class for you, Princess Cerise,” the professor said as he shifted some books on his desk. “And since his Royal Highness asked…” The man’s voice had an ancient ring to it, the tone giving him an air of authority.

      The girl huffed then sat down, flipping her hair over her shoulder.

      It was a small class. Other than me and Nova, I spotted two students from Clubs, another from Diamonds, the princess and her friend who looked equally disgusted at being here, and two upperclassmen from Spades I hadn’t met yet.

      The professor pulled out a long, slim bone then pointed it at the stack of books on his desk. A blue spark shot from the books then lifted them, distributing them around the room. The professor came and stood before the class, his arms behind his back.

      “I am Professor LeBlanc, and this is Necromancy 100,” the man said, surveying the room. “In this class, you will learn the value of the devalued. You will learn the ancient art practiced by many of the great houses of Wonderland—the study of the dead. While life is a gift, death is an inevitability. Thus, in this class, you will learn how to make death your friend. And for those of you who advance to upper levels of this course, how to become its master.

      “If you have any question on my authority over this matter, know this. I was one of the first professors to teach at Wonderland Academy. And I have been teaching in this room ever since.”

      The princess leaned over to her friend and whispered something. They both giggled.

      Professor Le Blanc turned and looked at her, his glowing eyes fixed on her face. “Your father was one of the brightest pupils I ever taught, Princess Cerise. He was a Spade through and through. Let’s see if his daughter possesses even a fraction of his talent,” he said sharply, then turned around. “Open your books to chapter one, please. Page fifteen.”

      Nova swallowed a laugh.

      I raised and lowered my eyebrows. But said nothing.

      The princess, having been put in her place, grabbed her notebook from her backpack. When she did so, she surveyed the room.

      I could feel her gaze linger on me, but I kept my eyes on my book.

      “We shall begin at the end,” Professor Le Blanc said. “Let’s consider the meaning of death…” the professor began.

      

      Nearly an hour later, my pocket watch dinged. As did those of the other students in the room. The class was over.

      “Very well,” Professor LeBlanc said. “For the next class, please read through chapter five and bring to class with you a deceased insect.”

      Shaking her head, Nova scratched down the assignment, then rubbed her hand. “So. Many. Notes. My hand hurts. Where you off to now?”

      “Enchantments.”

      “I have something called Geomancy, whatever the hell that is. Later,” she said, then shoved her books into her bag and headed out.

      I slipped my book back into my bag. While I wasn’t keen on learning how to reanimate the dead, apparently, the course was also going to delve into the nature of death and how one might dodge that bullet. If such knowledge was known in Wonderland, why didn’t everyone practice it? From what I could see, only Professor LeBlanc and Queen Cahya were truly the living dead. I didn’t know what to classify the skeletons creeping around Spades Chambers. They were little more than reanimated guards. Did they think? Could they?

      I slung my bag over my shoulder then turned to leave only to find Princess Cerise—Amber—passing by. She met and held my gaze.

      “Hi,” she said, giving me a perfectly coquettish smile.

      I bobbed my chin at her.

      Without another word, she turned and left the classroom.

      So, apparently, she knew how to play this game.

      Hard pass.

      With a sigh, I turned and headed out of the room. Enchantments. Well, after a lecture on the undead and my homework of rounding up a dead insect. How bad could it be?
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      The enchantments classroom, it turned out, was on the top floor of one of the classroom buildings. The room, which boasted wide windows, emptied out to a rooftop veranda. The classroom itself had one long, wide table at the center of the room. The rest of the place looked like a cross between a tag sale and an antique store. The shelves that lined the walls were filled with a wide array of oddities. From mixers to brooms to pots and pans to hats to fabrics and more. There was a little bit of everything everywhere. When I glanced out the window, I saw that the terrace outside was exactly the same. A hodgepodge of items were intermixed with the plants and flower beds growing on the roof. A few trees even dotted the terrace.

      As for the class, we were all seated at one long table in the center of the room. A book, syllabus, and a windup toy at each spot.

      “Students, take a seat anywhere, please. Anywhere is fine,” the professor called. I glanced at the professor then looked again. The professor was wearing a curled, white court wig and was dressed in an admiral’s coat and cap. The most intriguing thing about him, however, was that he was, in fact, some manner of bird. Wand in hand, he huffed around the room getting ready for the class.

      I slipped into a seat at the corner of the table nearest the door.

      I was never going to get used to seeing animals walking about. But even as I thought it, a sense of guilt washed over me. They were like this because Al had failed. They were people, humans, trapped in their shifted forms. These were the very people who I’d come here to help.

      Unlike my previous class, there were at least twenty students in attendance here. Many of them were upperclassmen. I saw students from all of the Chambers, including students from Roses. But no Lacey. I wouldn’t see her until the next class.

      “Students, welcome to Enchantments. I am Professor Aves. Please pull out your syllabus, and let’s have a look.”

      I grabbed the paper and sat back in my seat.

      “In this course, you will learn enchantments. As you can see from your syllabus, we will move through various forms and levels throughout the semester. But the very nature of the class raises a question: what are enchantments? What do they do?”

      A student from Diamonds raised her hand.

      The professor nodded his long bill toward her.

      “Well, some of them are illusions,” she said.

      “That’s true. What else?”

      A student from Hearts raised his hand. “You can also enchant items.”

      The professor nodded. “Very good. Anyone have an example?”

      A girl from Roses who had very purple hair raised her hand.

      “Yes, Miss Fawnbrooke.”

      “My mother enchants the broom…and mop…and vacuum to do the housework,” she said with a laugh.

      The professor chuckled. “Indeed. Indeed. Imbuing existing matter with magic to do your will is one of the most common forms of enchantment, and the one with which we will begin today. Now, please open your book to chapter two. You can finish the first chapter on your own. Today, we want chapter two.”

      I flipped open my book to find that chapter two was titled, Enchanting Everyday and Household Items.

      “How many of you have completed Teamancy?” the professor asked.

      Most of the students raised their hands.

      “Very well. You may use your teacups for this activity, if you find it useful. Anyone trained in wands or staves?”

      A single student raised her hand.

      “You may use your wand if you like,” the professor told her then turned to the rest of us. “Now, you do not need any of the magical tools of Wonderland to make your enchantment come to life, but having such a tool will get the job done a bit faster, if you know what you’re doing.

      “Today, I want you to scan through chapter two. On the table before you, is a child’s windup toy. Those of you who manage to enchant the toy and get it moving via magic may continue in the class. Those of you who cannot complete this task, please see your advisor later today for rescheduling. Enchantments is a course for those who are ready. Your magic will either come, or it will not. The only way we can tell is to try. But never fear! There is no shame to be had here if you can’t do the conjuring. It simply means you are destined for some other path of magic in Wonderland, or it’s simply not your time.”

      “In other words, a test,” a student from Diamonds whispered to his friend under his breath.

      His buddy nodded.

      “Very well, begin. Please give me a wave when you have it. Otherwise, see your syllabus for your reading assignment for next week for those who continue on.”

      Settling back into my seat, I flipped back to the first chapter and scanned through. The first chapter outlined the fundamental concept behind Wonderland magic: magic lived in the very land, the air, the water. Magic was everywhere, but you had to feel it and pull that magic from the aether.

      The chapter focused on how to channel Wonderland’s magic through the magic-user in order to enchant or conjure the illusion you wanted to create. Unlike some other forms of Wonderland magic, enchantment came through the body of the magician. The person was the conduit. From there, they could use a teacup or wand to better direct the magic. But simple words and the wave of a hand could also suffice.

      Across the table from me, a tin duck started quacking.

      The girl from Roses with the purple hair had already managed to enchant the wind-up yellow duck. It was now waddling down the table.

      The students laughed, the girl’s friends congratulating her.

      “Very good, Miss Fawnbrooke. You may keep your duck, if you wish. And I will see you next class,” the professor told her.

      The girl giggled. “I’d love to. But one question. How do I turn him off?”

      The professor chuckled. “Simply tell the magic thank you and dismiss it.”

      She nodded. With the wave of her hand—was that pink light around her fingers?—the girl whispered in a low tone, and the little duck stopped waddling. The girl scooped up the duck, planted a kiss on its metal beak, then stashed it in her bag. “Thank you, professor,” she called then headed out.

      He waved to her, his feather wings extending.

      I turned and looked at the little tin robot sitting on the table in front of me. He had a square head and body, springy arms, and an antenna with a red light on the top of his head.

      Turning back to the book, I skimmed through the rest of the chapter.

      As I read, the student from Clubs sitting beside me got his monkey banging its symbols, and one of the boys from Diamonds got his tiny yacht sailing around the table. In turn, the others collected their toys and left.

      “All right, R2,” I whispered to the little robot then set the book aside and pulled the toy closer to me. I closed my eyes and tried to feel the magic in the air around me.

      Really, Corbin? Magic in the air?

      My mind burped up all kinds of objections, but I reminded myself what I had seen so far, what I had done. I had always known. While I was practical by nature, that didn’t mean I couldn’t be practical and magical. Surely there was room for pragmatists in Wonderland.

      Keeping in mind the spellwork Hank had taught me, I opened my eyes and waved my hand over the toy.

      “To life,” I whispered.

      The tiny robot stared back at me.

      Not moving.

      Not blinking.

      Nothing.

      Okay. Once more, I inhaled deeply, tried to feel the magic surrounding me, then waved my hand over the toy once more. “Touched with life.”

      Nothing.

      I glanced around the room. The professor was circling the table, his wings  folded behind his back, watching the other students work. Only half of us were left. Of that half, half of those students had managed to get their toys to halfway sputter to life. They were working on refining. The rest of us? Nothing.

      Down the table from me, the boy from Diamonds who’d lamented the test, sighed with frustration when his wand produced no enchantment. The smiling pink metal pig sitting on the table in front of him sat inanimate.

      I watched the boy work with his wand then scanned the table. There was no one sitting close to me. No one would even see.

      I slipped my hand into my backpack and pulled out Al’s wand. Keeping my hand below the table, I tried again, this time directing the wand toward the toy.

      “Touched with life,” I whispered.

      A blast of blue magic shot through the table toward the toy.

      At once, the tiny toy robot sprang to life. The little red light on his head started blinking. His arms and legs clicking robotically, he walked across the table toward me, his head turning from side to side, his blue eyes shining with light.

      “Well done,” Professor Aves called.

      “Thank you,” I said, swishing the wand in my hand hidden under the table.

      The toy went silent once more.

      Moving carefully, I slipped the wand back into my bag then grabbed the books and syllabus. I then lifted the little robot and set him into my pack. Al’s wand had saved my ass today. Now I just had to figure out how to do it again without the help of the wand.

      I rose then looked toward the professor who nodded toward me. And then, he winked knowingly.

      Had he seen?

      Or…or was that the look of something else, some other kind of knowing? Hank said there were others here at the Academy who were in league with him. Did the professor…

      I gave him a smile, then turned and left.

      Typical Wonderland. No telling who was a friend and who was foe.

      But I did know one thing for sure. My next class was with Lacey.
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      This time, I headed across campus to a section I hadn’t been in before. The schedule told me to go to Tiger Lily Field. From the looks of it, it was some sort of sporting arena. Aside from the occasional rugby match, I wasn’t one for sports. But when I entered, I spotted the professor at the center of the field standing at a table on which she’d laid out a number of items. The professor was a thin woman with long, green hair. She had unusual, sparkling green tattoos on her hands. The marks looked more like henna than ink, and they glimmered magically. I had seen the same marks on some of the students as well. She welcomed the students as they approached, waving for them to join her.

      I scanned around for Lacey. No sign of her. She hadn’t changed her schedule, had she?

      To my great annoyance, however, I did spy a familiar face. Once again, I found myself in class with Amber Cerise.

      Steering clear of her, and taking a spot in the back of the crowd, I joined the others.

      “That’s right, come in close so you can all see,” she said. “Spread around the table.” The professor had set out a number of bones and other items that reminded me of fossils.

      But then, I felt something brush against my senses. Out of the corner of my eye, I spied a flash of gold beside me.

      I turned to find Lacey standing there—right there—at my side. She chewed her fingernail nervously.

      “We just started,” I whispered. “You’re good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “All right. Welcome, everyone. I am Professor Lorekin, and we are here to learn about the creatures of Wonderland. The purpose of this class is, primarily, to teach you about one of the most important creatures in Wonderland—the jabberwocky—so those of you who want to take Jabberwocky Riding 101 next semester are ready. But there are, of course, other important mythical creatures found only in Wonderland: unicorns, dodo birds, griffins, borogoves, momeraths, and the assorted insects like the bread-and-butterfly, each of which we’ll cover in turn.”

      “Unicorns,” Lacey whispered under her breath, the word almost inaudible.

      “Now, come close and have a look at this table. Here we have some biofacts from the jabberwocky. Can anyone tell me, what is a biofact?”

      “Like an artifact,” one of the students called.

      “Exactly. This is a jawbone of an immature jabberwocky,” the professor said, holding a bone aloft. “A bite from the teeth of a living jabberwocky is poisonous. This poor creature did not survive, so no poison remains. I’ll pass it around so everyone can have a look.”

      “Disgusting. I’m not touching that.”

      Ten guesses who. I looked through the crowd, spotting Amber.

      I saw the professor swallow her annoyance. “I assure you, it’s quite sanitary, Princess Cerise.”

      Standing in front of me were two girls from Spades. I recognized one of them from the party. One girl nudged her friend, and the pair exchanged a glance, rolling their eyes in Amber’s direction.

      I looked back at the princess, daughter of the Queen of Hearts. She was lean, with long reddish-brown hair and dark eyes. She’d folded her hands across her chest and was looking at the professor and the artifacts with a look of disgust on her face.

      Despite her outward appearance, the truth of the matter was hiding in her dark eyes.

      She was lying.

      That bitchy brassiness was armor. I knew it well. It was the female version of the same shit I pulled. I just wore my armor on my skin. I looked down at my arms, eyeing the ink there. I had seen the others give me and my tattoos a second glance. And like always, it steered away some of the crowd. While the images on my arms were both deeply personal and artistic, they also signaled to the rest of the world that they were better off just fucking off. As I eyed the princess, I realized she was pulling the same con. But why?

      Lacey took the jawbone from the student beside her, studying it with intense interest. She then handed it to me.

      I turned my attention away from Amber back to the activity. Jabberwockies. They were real here in Wonderland. Al had ridden one—like a boss, of course. But that was Al. Al did everything like a boss. I eyed the teeth on the jawbone. “That would be a wicked bite,” I whispered to Lacey, evoking that same almost-smile.

      I was going to have to do better than that.

      The professor sent around other things for us to look at. A tooth, an eye, a talon.

      “The last biofact I want you to see is this,” she said, lifting a broken shell. “It’s quite fragile. This is a jabberwocky egg. Now, for those of you who want a closer look, step forward. Everyone else, please go have a seat in the bleachers.”

      Of course, Princess Amber headed back to the bleachers. Lacey and I stepped forward to look at the jabberwocky shell. It was dark blue in color, but it shimmered in the sunshine. The inside, however, was made entirely of gemstones. The rich, blue sapphires twinkled in the sunlight.

      “How long does it take a jabberwocky egg to hatch?” a student asked.

      “A year,” the professor replied. “There are usually a pair of eggs per nest.”

      “How long does a jabberwocky live?” Lacey asked.

      “Hundreds of years.”

      “Any natural predators?” I asked.

      “None except us. But it is forbidden to harm a jabberwocky. And I wouldn’t dare try. They are brilliant creatures. They form an almost telepathic connection with their owners,” the professor replied.

      “What about the Bandersnatch?” someone called. “Isn’t it a natural predator?”

      I looked back to see a student from Roses standing there. He was about my height and build, but had silver hair and light eyes. He gave Lacey a passing glance, smirking as he did so.

      I looked down at Lacey. She was staring at him, a perplexed expression on her face.

      “No one even knows if the Bandersnatch is still alive. But yes, in theory, the Bandersnatch could kill a jabberwocky. Now, why don’t we all have a seat?”

      I didn’t know the student, but I could spot the red flags from a mile away. That guy was trouble. Turning, I headed back to the bleachers. I half-expected Lacey to join her Chambers mate, but she stayed at my side, settling into a seat beside me.

      I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. I needed to get this girl to talk to me. But what to say? I never had a problem talking to girls. Why was it so hard to find something to say to her?

      “Ever find a cup of coffee?” I asked. Great, Corbin. Small talk. Why not just ask her about the weather.

      “Yes. But it wasn’t exactly coffee. In fact, they call coffee untea here. I’m Lacey, by the way.”

      “Corbin.”

      “You’re in Spades?” she asked, eyeing the lapel on my vest.

      I nodded. “They won’t let me go home, so I guess I’m going to magic school now. You?”

      “Rose Chambers. Apparently, I’m going to learn to shapeshift into a fairy.”

      I chuckled. “Did you think you were having hallucinations?”

      “I suspected I was still in the hospital tranq’ed up on Thorazine.”

      Still? What the hell? She was kidding, right? Right? But then I remembered the panicked conversation between Hank and Natter. Had something happened to Lacey when I’d come back to Wonderland? “Still? I thought something similar. Now…” I said, then spread my arms wide.

      Lacey eyed my tattoos. “So what does the Magic Eight Ball say about this place?” she asked, gently touching the tattoo of the Eight Ball on my arm.

      My stomach dropped to my feet.

      I tried to laugh, but it came out as a weird huff. “Ask again later. You wouldn’t believe how much talk the ink has stirred up in Wonderland. Evidently, people don’t tattoo here.”

      Grinning, she crossed her legs then pulled down her sock to reveal a tiny unicorn tattoo. There, on her ankle, was a pudgy unicorn with a rainbow mane and tail jumping over a cloud.

      “Not as biker as yours, but in case it makes you feel better,” she said with a half-smile.

      “Is that a unicorn?”

      “It is.”

      “Seen one yet?”

      She shook her head.

      “Students, you did very well examining the biofacts, but I think it’s time we have a look at the real thing.” Turning, the professor blew her whistle. Shockwaves rolled across the field. The professor turned and stared toward the mountaintop in the distance.

      What, exactly, were we waiting for?

      But then, I saw it. A massive beast lifted out of the castle ruins sitting on the top of the hill. A dragon—no, a jabberwocky—floated across the sky toward us.

      It was a massive creature with huge, bat-like wings, a long tail, and deep blue scales. It landed on the ground in front of us, then nickered at Professor Lorekin, who gave the beast a pat.

      “Students, you may step forward. Keep behind the white line. Taryn will not harm you. She is a gentle beast, but for safety’s sake…”

      Feeling drawn, I stepped forward.

      The creature was beautiful. Mesmerizing.

      The jabberwocky looked us over, her green eye estimating us each in turn. Sniffing the wind, she turned and moved toward the class. You could feel her steps as she made her way, the ground shaking below our feet.

      She eyed us all over, sniffing as she went.

      Soon, she drew close to Lacey and me. She looked at Lacey for a long time.

      Panic seized my heart.

      The jabberwocky knew. It was clear to me, the creature knew who she was—who she really was.

      “Find something interesting, Taryn?” Professor Lorekin asked then turned to Lacey. “Your name?”

      Terror seized Lacey’s features for a flash of a second, but then she buried the emotion.

      “Lacey Crane.”

      The jabberwocky huffed once more then turned toward me. Her nose mere inches from my stomach, the beast breathed in deeply.

      I met the creature’s eyes. It wasn’t just Lacey she recognized.

      “And you?” Professor Lorekin asked.

      “Corbin Daniels.”

      “Both from Overthere?”

      We nodded.

      “Must be what got her so interested. Newcomers, Taryn,” the professor told the jabberwocky.

      The dragon huffed at us, blowing our hair back.

      “Jabberwockies are widely considered the wisest creatures in Wonderland. Their link to their rider makes them a force to be reckoned with. And, as Wonderlandians already know, jabberwocky racing is a favorite sport in Wonderland. While gentle creatures like Taryn might permit someone to ride them, only someone with the skill to tame a jabberwocky will ever be able to race. In this class, we will learn the fundamentals of magical beasts like the jabberwocky and others. Those of you with the disposition to become a tamer will move on to take my next class on jabberwocky riding and racing.”

      “Are they usually wild creatures?” Lacey asked.

      “Yes and no. Many of the great houses in Wonderland keep jabberwockies. In that instance, the jabberwockies are tame. But in their natural habitat, they roam freely. The jabberwockies looked after by the Academy choose to work with us, choose to help us learn about them.”

      “You make it sound like those of us who keep jabberwockies are doing something wrong, like we’re forcing them,” Amber protested.

      “Not at all. If the jabberwocky chooses to stay with the family, then there is nothing wrong with that.”

      “Star Kingdom was swarming with jabberwockies,” the princess added, her indignation evident. But once more, it seemed to me that it was a bandage over whatever wound was just under the surface. If she wasn’t careful, someone might be able to see through all those cracks to the real girl underneath.

      “Which was the choice of the jabberwockies,” the professor replied, an annoyed tone in her voice. She turned back to Taryn. “Thank you,” she said, setting her hand on the creature’s brow.

      The jabberwocky huffed then turned to go, but before she departed, she looked back at me once more. She pushed her nose toward me, gently bumping my belly.

      I looked at Professor Lorekin. “What do I do?”

      “She seems to like you. You can touch her. Just go easy.”

      Moving slowly, I set my hand on her brow. My gaze met the jabberwocky’s eye. In it, I saw myself reflected. The creature blinked then let out a series of soft clicks. Then, a moment later, she turned from us. Putting some space between her and the class, she lifted into the air once more.

      Beside me, Lacey gasped as she held down her skirt, which got caught in the breeze.

      “Thanks a lot, dragon,” she huffed.

      I chuckled then looked away.

      “Well, now we know there is at least one future jabberwocky rider in our midst,” Professor Lorekin told me with a grin. “Why don’t you all take a seat? I have some handouts for you.”

      “What did she feel like?” Lacey asked me.

      “Bumpy…and surprisingly warm.”

      “Hey,” a voice called from behind Lacey and me. “Spades.”

      Amber. I glanced over my shoulder.

      “Good job,” she told him. “Talk to my brother. You should join the team.”

      Not bloody likely. I bobbed my chin at her, then turned around.

      “Just what I need,” I grumbled in a low voice.

      “Hmm,” Lacey said lightly, a laugh in her voice. “She is a princess.”

      And so are you. “Exactly. I don’t have a problem with princesses per se, but that princess? The Magic Eight Ball says hell no.”

      Lacey turned back to her book, but to my surprise, out of the corner of my eye, I saw—for just a moment—the beginning of a real smile.

      Now we were getting somewhere.
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      When the class was over, Lacey lingered while I packed up my things then we headed back across campus together. I didn’t know why she decided to stick around, but I was glad.

      “Do you have any other classes today?” she asked.

      “Done. Now I have a million pages to read for classes I didn’t enroll for at a college I didn’t apply to.”

      She laughed lightly. “Same.”

      I glanced at her, sensing in her a bit of light I had never seen before. There was a sparkle inside her eyes, like something dark had lifted. Was it Wonderland? Was the place’s magic working on her? “What do you think of this place?” I asked.

      We were near the airship tower when we both stopped. Overhead, an airship held aloft by a black balloon with a red heart floated overhead.

      Hearts.

      By now, she knew she had no business being here. They hadn’t told her that she was an heir to Stars, I knew that, but she knew she was Alice. She knew being here was against the rules. And she knew Natter—at least—had brought her here for a reason. Those were the things she knew or had been told. But what about Wonderland itself? What messages had this strange, magical place been sending her?

      “I haven’t decided yet.” She stared at the airship then frowned.

      I stared at her. She really was beautiful. And while I was glad that some of the darkness that clung to her had seemed to lift, there was still a sadness that seemed to surround her, one that I didn’t understand. But whatever was the cause, I wanted to make it leave. And more than anything, I didn’t want her to go.

      And for some weird reason, I got the sense she didn’t want to leave either.

      An idea flitted across my mind. “Do you… Do you have a minute?” I asked her.

      “Aside from needing to read a million pages for classes I didn’t enroll for at a college I didn’t apply to? Sure.”

      I smiled. “Come on. There’s something you should see.”

      We headed back across the quad toward Spades Chambers. Slipping down the steps along the cliff, we went through the narrow passage and down to the terrace outside the Chamber entrance.

      “Is this your Chambers?” Lacey asked, eyeing the doors.

      I nodded. “They’re underground.”

      “That’s…unusual.”

      “The entire Kingdom of Spades is underground.”

      “Are they dwarves?” she asked jokingly.

      I grinned. “No. Well, I don’t think so. I haven’t met any dwarves yet, but the Chambers were built by dwarves, so they must be lurking around somewhere. Come on.”

      I motioned for her to follow me. As we drew close to the waterfall, she stopped.

      “Beautiful,” she said, reaching out to touch the mist, her palm open.

      The breeze from the falling water made her hair fly all around her. She had an awed expression on her face.

      “Agreed. But that’s not what I wanted to show you,” I said, then motioned for her to follow. I led her through the narrow cave to the secluded spot I’d discovered the night before. Part of me wanted to caution her against wandering off into a cave with a guy she’d just met. But the other part of me felt it…that weird connection between us. Before, it had just been me watching her, protecting her, keeping her safe.

      What I hadn’t expected was that she would be drawn to me. That I could feel something between us, like an invisible lash around us both, pulling us together.

      But I felt it all the same.

      When we arrived on the second terrace, I tossed my bag into one of the chairs then went to the rail. I gazed down at the field below. Spotting them, I turned to Lacey, who was staring at me, a peculiar but thoughtful expression on her face. I motioned for her to join me.

      She stepped beside me, closer than she should have. I could feel the warmth of her skin, and remembered the feel of her touch on my arm.

      I cleared my throat, pushing the thoughts away, then pointed. “There. Just at the edge of the forest.”

      Below, in the tall grass dotted with wildflowers, the herd of unicorns grazed.

      Lacey gasped then clutched my arm.

      I stared at her.

      She hadn’t even realized she’d done it. She stared at the unicorns, her eyes growing misty.

      “I came out here last night to get some quiet. That’s when I saw them. There is a colt. He’s sleeping now. There, by the red flowers. Last night, he was chasing fireflies,” I told her.

      She pulled her hand away, then gently held on to the rail. “I… This place…”

      “Yeah, this place.”

      Lacey turned to me, her eyes meeting mine. Such a deep mix of green and blue, those eyes pulled me in.

      And then, it happened.

      She smiled at me.

      A full, real smile.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      I opened my mouth to speak but choked.

      I had finally made her smile.

      At last.

      “I figured you’d like them. You know, the tattoo…”

      “They’re beautiful,” she said wistfully then turned back.

      So are you.

      So are you.

      My stomach fluttered nervously. I felt like a damned, silly schoolgirl. I rubbed the back of my neck. “So they are. I was going to study. I don’t think anyone would mind if you stayed. It’s a common area. Unless you have plans…”

      “No. Just lots to read.”

      I nodded, then snatched up my bag and settled into one of the seats.

      Lacey stood watching the unicorns. I could see her mind was a million miles away, but the smile still lingered on her lips.

      Opening my bag, I dug through until I found what I was after. I had watched Lacey long enough to know that she, like me, loved to eat junk. As it was my duty to protect her, I had bought along ammunition.

      “Ever find anything to eat?” I called. “I polished off my energy bars,”—thanks to your grandmother for those—“but I have a bag of something that I think is the Wonderland equivalent of chips.”

      She looked over her shoulder at me, smiling at me once more.

      “Thanks,” she said then joined me. “I made a cookie this morning that will turn you as thin as paper. Besides that, just the weird coffee.”

      “These are Plantato Chips,” I said, offering her the bag.

      She took a chip.

      As did I.

      But then, we paused and looked at one another, a daring expression on each of our faces.

      Lacey raised and lowered her brows. Then after a moment, she popped the chip into her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully, savoring the taste. “Am I turning blue? Translucent? Shrinking?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “How are they?”

      “They taste salty…and what I’d imagine butter to taste like if you could fry it solid.”

      I tossed back the chip. She was right. “Not bad.”

      As Lacey settled in, pulling out her books, I did the same. Pushing aside my little tin robot, I grabbed my Necromancy textbook.

      “What class is that?”

      “Necromancy.”

      “No shit?”

      I laughed. “No shit.”

      “Dark stuff. Suppose they were profiling?” she asked with a grin.

      “Profiling?”

      “Your ink… Maybe they took you for a dark magic rebel.”

      “And how do you know I’m not a dark magic rebel?”

      “Well, if I assumed that, I’d be profiling.”

      I chuckled. “And what’s that?” I asked, motioning to her book.

      “The Alchemy of Baking.”

      “Profiling.”

      “What, because I’m a girl?”

      “Of course.”

      “There are guys in the class.”

      I nodded slowly. “Sure.”

      “My family owns a bar and grill. I’m good with a cooking class.”

      I know. Your French fry salad is excellent. “Well, my family members are not morticians. Nonetheless…”

      “Profiling,” Lacey whispered again.

      “Shh, or I won’t let you have any more fried butter chips. Didn’t Professor Lorekin say there was something called a bread-and-butterfly? We’re eating dead butterflies.”

      “Now you’ve gone and ruined it. That’s just mean.”

      I shifted the bag of chips toward her once more. “More dead butterflies?”

      She grabbed a handful. “Yes, thank you.”

      A smile on her face, her hands cupping the chips, Lacey pulled up her legs lotus style and settled into the chair with her book.

      Sitting back into my seat, I exhaled deeply.

      I didn’t know what I had done to make this work.

      But it had worked.

      She was there.

      And she was safe.

      And most importantly, she was with me.

      My princess.

      

      The sun had just set when Lacey began to pack up to head back to Rose Chambers. She rose and went to the rail once more. She stood there for a long time, gazing down at the unicorns. The fading sunlight cast shades of rosy pink and fiery orange on her hair.

      After a while, she turned back to me. “Thank you for showing me,” she said, gesturing to the unicorns.

      I joined her. The unicorns were grazing, the wild little colt rolling in the wildflowers.

      “What do you have tomorrow?” I asked, trying to seem less like a stalker.

      She pulled a paper from her pocket. “History of Wonderland, Wildcrafting, and Magical Weapons.”

      “What time is your History of Wonderland?”

      “At one-thirty.”

      “Same.”

      “Cool. See you there, then.”

      “You know your way back?” I was about to offer to walk her home when she gestured to the pouch hanging from her belt.

      “Nope, but I have this,” she said, then took a pinch of dust from the pouch. “Rose Chambers,” she said, tossing it before her. At once, the glimmering flower vine twisted off into the distance. The green vine, dotted with red roses, shimmered iridescently.

      “Interesting.”

      “Fairy magic.”

      “All right, Tinkerbell, see you tomorrow then.”

      “Thanks for the view…and the dead butterflies.”

      I laughed softly then stuffed my hands into my pockets. I didn’t want her to leave. Not really. I liked the real Lacey, not just the girl I’d been watching. The real Lacey was quirky, bright, and funny. I hadn’t expected that.

      “Bye,” she said, then slung her backpack over her shoulder and headed toward the cave that led up once more.

      I watched her as she went.

      My princess.

      It was stupid to feel something for her, something real. But I couldn’t deny the ache that settled in on my heart. I did care for her. For the real her, not just some girl I’d been keeping out of trouble. I had worried about and protected the sad girl back in Overthere. But the Lacey here…well, much to my surprise, I wanted to keep that girl who was willing to share a bag of dead butterflies with me safe. Safe and close to me.

      She paused just before she left, looking down at the unicorns one last time.

      Get a grip on yourself, Corbin. She just met you. She isn’t thinking anything like that.

      But my heart felt differently.

      If she looks back, you’ll know.

      If she looks back, you’ll feel it too.

      She turned to go.

      But just before she entered the cave, she cast a glance over her shoulder at me.

      She smiled softly.

      My stomach flopped.

      My princess. I would do anything to keep you safe.

      I inclined my head to her.

      She gave me one last smile, then left.

      Alice Lacey Crane, how did you manage to steal my heart?

      But this was Wonderland, and anything could happen here.
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      Ready for Lacey’s side of the story? Check out Wonderland Academy: Book One on Amazon.com!
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      “What about this dress, Princess Cerise?” Marta asked, pulling out yet another black dress from my closet.

      “I thought we already packed that one,” I said absently, eyeing my suitcases. They were stuffed with countless uniforms, perfectly tailored gowns, and fashionable casual wear. Everything was perfect. Of course. Perfect Amber. How could I be anything but?

      “The other one had lace trim. This one has beads,” Marta said, adding the dress to the garment bag.

      I fingered the books sitting on the edge of my bed. I had asked Mother to let me take art appreciation, but she wouldn’t hear it. Aside from the required basics, I was enrolled in law, history, and other mind-numbingly boring classes. All in an effort to make sure I was ready to help Aden be king. Helping Aden, being there for Aden, watching out for Aden. My life seemed to revolve around my twin brother. Had I been born a minute earlier, the shoe would have been on the other foot. And then what?

      My pocket watch dinged. It was almost time to leave for orientation.

      “Where is Father?” I asked Marta.

      Marta stopped. “I don’t know.”

      Frowning, I turned and left the room. “Princess, should I send the bags to be loaded?” Marta called.

      “Do whatever you want,” I said.  Did it matter? I hadn’t picked out anything in those bags anyway.

      When I stepped outside my bedroom, the guards in the hallway came to alert. The flames in the torches illuminating the dreary old castle flickered as I passed. The eyes of the House of Hearts, my ancestors whose images were captured in oil paint, glared down at me. I could almost sense them watching me, judging me. I straightened my posture and pulled down the hem of my skirt. It was fine if they wanted girls to dress femininely at the Academy, but I felt like a whore from Overthere, my ass nearly hanging out for the world to see.

      I made my way downstairs. Servants hurried past, each pausing to drop a curtsey when they saw me. From the tight, anxious expression on everyone’s faces, I could tell Mother was in the family quarters. I wound down the stone stairwell to the first floor. I could hear mother’s shrill voice coming from the left wing of the castle. Guards stood at attention at the doorway. I shook my head then rounded the corner and went to the door hidden under the stairs. When I opened it, a sharp, musty scent rose from below. I inhaled deeply, grabbed a torch from the wall sconce, and then headed down the steps.

      It was cold, wet, and smelly in the crypts. The walls, lined with skulls, stared back at me. I passed the tomb of my grandmother, the Queen of Hearts. Her sarcophagus was carved in such a manner that her hands lay folded across her waist, her fingers wrapped around the Staff of Hearts that was buried in her tomb. I touched her hand as I passed.

      I worked my way deeper into the crypt, passing the ossuaries and walls lined with skulls and bodies. Soon, I heard the soft sounds of gramophone music. Light filtered out of a room deep in the crypt. Equipment clattered, then I heard my father curse under his breath.

      When I got to the doorway, I aligned my toes with the crack on the floor, standing just outside, then gazed into the room. There were stacks of old books heaped on the table. Uncategorized bones from what—or who—I didn’t know, lay in bowls and pans. A sulfur smelling liquid was bubbling in a crock on the center of the table.

      “Father?” I called.

      Something crashed to the floor with the telltale sound of broken glass.

      “Dammit. What is it?” Father spat.

      I swallowed. “We’re leaving soon.”

      He sighed with exasperation. A moment later, my father appeared from the back of the room. He had wrapped a cloth around his finger, which was bleeding.

      “You’re hurt,” I said, taking a step toward him.

      “Stop,” he screamed, his eyes going wide when he saw I was going to step in the room. “No thanks to you. Get back. You know you aren’t allowed in here. What do you want?”

      “Aden and I…we’re leaving for the Academy now.”

      Father hissed, swatting his hand in my direction as if he was shooing off an insect. “Good. Less distraction. Always distractions. I hide in a tomb, and I’m still forced to deal with distractions,” he said then turned around and headed back into the cavernous labyrinth that was his workshop, still cursing under his breath. My father, descended from the royal family of Spades, was obsessed with the dead. His dealings in necromancy left him with no time or patience—nor love—for the living.

      I stood there for a long moment. What had I thought was going to happen? Did I actually think he’d wish me well, or hug me, or…anything? Swallowing hard, I forced down the emotions that tried to bubble up in me. No. I wouldn’t let him make me feel like that. Who the hell was he anyway? No one. Nothing. He wasn’t Hearts. He was just…Mother’s husband.

      Turning back, I worked my way to the stairs once more, pausing at Grandmother’s tomb. Staring down at the sarcophagus, I reached out and touched the cold marble, stroking my finger across her cheek.

      “I’m going now, Grandmother. I hope…I hope you will be proud of me.” She had doted on me when I was a girl, always asking the servants to bake me tarts. She’d let me sit on her knee while she listened to cases as she ruled Wonderland. She would pat my hair and hold me close while she issued edicts for the land, but she never let me watch the beheadings. Never that.

      I pulled my hand away, feeling the chill from the stone, then headed upstairs once more.

      When I reached the foyer, Mother blustered in, Aden following along behind her.

      “Here you are. Where have you been?”

      “I went to tell Fath—”

      “Never mind. We’re leaving.”

      “Should I get my—”

      “Aden, do you have everything, my dear? All of your books? Your clothes? How about a jacket?” she asked, straightening his tie.

      “Yes, Mother,” Aden said.

      “And you remember what we discussed about what to do in the Hall of Doors? Enter the door with the Heart. Try no others. It will open for you.” She smoothed down a lock of his hair then held him by both arms, smiling lovingly at him.

      “Yes, Mother,” Aden said obediently.

      “Very good,” she said, then stroked his cheek.

      Turning, she looked at me, eyeing me over. She frowned. “Pull down that skirt. You look like a two-penny whore.”

      At that, she headed out the front door, Aden trailing her, his hands stuffed in his pockets. Outside, a small airship was waiting at the platform. I watched as one of the servants used a whirlwind of silvery magic to lift mine and Aden’s suitcases to the airship. As we walked, soldiers fell in line beside us.

      Ognella, Mother’s assistant, rushed to her side. “Your Majesty,” she began, then took Mother’s attention away with an endless list of…whatever.

      As we walked, I eyed the spikes lining the sidewalk. On the top, the heads of offenders rotted in the morning sunlight. I covered my nose and tried not to gag at the pungent scent.

      My brother paused, waiting for me to catch up.

      “Do you have everything you need?” he asked.

      At least someone gave a damn. “I guess. Marta packed everything. I have everything Mother thought I needed, so there’s that.”

      Aden frowned. “She’ll send me into the Hall of Doors first. I’ll wait for you on the other side.”

      “What if Spades opens for me? Or Diamonds? What if something goes wrong?”

      “Then she’ll bribe the Academy president to let you into Hearts, and no one will be the wiser. Don’t worry, Amber. You’re a Heart. You’ll be fine.”

      When we reached the airship platform, Aden, Mother, Ognella, and I entered the lift. The elevator raised us to the airship above.

      Greeted by a flurry of ‘Your Majesties,’ the sailors bowing, Mother blustered onto the deck of the ship.

      “I sent Sab ahead with his trainer. President Snark assured me our jabberwocky will receive the best treatment. Naturally, I did not believe him. Inept fool. Why the board continues to let him run the Academy is beyond me. No. No. Trainer Smithson will arrive tomorrow. He will see to Sab on a daily basis.”

      “Thank you, Mother,” Aden said.

      I was glad she wasn’t looking at him. If she had, she would have seen his cringe of embarrassment. Usually, Aden did a better job of hiding it. But today was stressful. It was orientation day at Wonderland Academy. My brother and I were out on display. One move out of line, and Mother would never let us forget it.

      Mother turned to me once more. “I understand Lady Thorne’s and Lady Coal’s daughters will start at the Academy today as well,” she said, mentioning two girls from Hearts I only knew through court life.

      “I believe so.”

      “Good. You will befriend only students from Hearts, do you understand? No one outside Hearts. And I will hear nothing of boys. Keep your mouth and your legs shut until I say otherwise.”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes, Mother.”

      She stepped closer to me. “What is that look on your face?”

      “Nothing, Mother.”

      “You will do as I say. Do you understand?” Her hands folded across her stomach, Mother wagged her fingers. A moment later, I felt a sharp pain in my side. Mother held my gaze, daring me to react.

      “Yes, Mother,” I said, trying to keep my voice as casual as possible.

      Mother harrumphed then motioned once more. The pain subsided. Frowning, she then turned to the airship crew. “What are you waiting on?” she yelled at the sailors. “Move.”

      I went to the side of the airship and looked out. I closed my eyes, feeling the soft breeze on my face.

      “Now, you are the future king,” Mother told Aden gently. “But your heart is too soft. Be cordial to all, but truly close to none. Remember that you are the future of this land. Many will test you. You must react swiftly and brutally when they do. Show them that you are magnanimous in peace, but violent when threatened. Do you understand?”

      “I do,” Aden said.

      I could feel Mother pause. I looked over my shoulder at her. She was studying Aden carefully. “Say away from people from Overthere. Their days are numbered. No need for you to lower yourself among the rabble.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “Very well. Amber,” Mother called shrilly.

      I took a deep breath, then turned back.

      “You will watch out for your brother. You know he is too soft. I leave it to you to enforce my will when Aden fails. Be the wall between him and the others. Make yourself useful, for once.”

      Aden looked at me, an apologetic expression on his face. Mother was right that Aden was kind. He wanted everyone to like him. For some reason, Mother’s lessons on that topic had not sunk in. We didn’t need people to like us. They needed to fear and respect us—as we feared and respected Mother. That was, at least, how she wanted us to think. And how could we be anything other than what our mother wanted? What choice did we have?

      “I understand.”

      “Good,” she said. Frowning, she eyed my outfit once more.

      Just then, a stray breeze blew in, blowing up my short skirt. For a brief moment, before I could shove the fabric down, my panties were on full display. The sailor standing closest to me had gotten an eyeful.

      My cheeks burned red with humiliation.

      The sailor choked back a smile and kept to his work.

      But Mother had seen.

      Her face flushing with anger, she crossed the deck of the airship and slapped me.

      Everyone on the ship grew still.

      She then turned to the sailor.

      “Your Majesty,” he began. “I apologize, I—”

      But there was nothing he could say. Mother unceremoniously shoved the sailor off the airship.

      He screamed as he fell.

      I closed my eyes, willing the tears to stay back.

      “I will discuss these uniforms with President Snark,” Mother said absently then turned to Ognella once more. “Now, what were you saying about our operatives?” She motioned for her aide to join her in a secluded section of the airship.

      The sailors, stunned by the turn of events but not wanting to suffer the same fate, turned back to their work.

      Sick to my stomach, I turned and looked out at the skyline once more.

      A moment later, I felt Aden’s hand slip into mine.

      Frustration washed over me, and I jerked my hand away. “Don’t. Don’t even. He got what he deserved.”

      “You don’t believe that,” Aden said.

      “Of course I do.”

      Aden set his hand on my shoulder and leaned into my ear. “You are not Mother, so don’t pretend to be.”

      “Ogre,” I hissed at him.

      “Troll,” he chided back, breaking the tension with the same old childish insults we always traded.

      Shaking his head, Aden turned and left me, joining the airship captain at the wheel.

      Clenching my hands into fists, I stared at the horizon. I tried not to think about the man who had fallen. I tried not to wonder if he had a family, a wife, children. I tried not to let the pang of guilt wrap itself around my heart. I couldn’t.

      I was not Mother, but I would be. I had to. If I had to beat every ounce of myself into shape to become what she wanted, I would do that. Because it was either that or I needed to throw myself off the airship and be done with it. There was no middle ground. I would be the Princess of Hearts and nothing else. My whole life depended on it.
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