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Acclaim for


The Wonderland Trials

“The Wonderland Trials is a grown-up, grittier version of the beloved Alice in Wonderland classic where nothing is quite what it seems and seeing with one’s heart is the most important thing. Sara Ella has crafted a compelling tale full of whimsy, magic, love, and courage.”

—C.J. Redwine, New York Times bestselling author of the Ravenspire series

“Reminiscent of a terrifyingly beautiful dream, The Wonderland Trials is a reimagining certain to mesmerize with its quirky, yet familiar, cast of characters, whimsical world-building, and treacherous intrigue. Readers will tumble head over heels for this visionary fantasy and will be left searching for the Wonder in themselves.”

—Lorie Langdon, author of Olivia Twist and the Disney Villains Happily Never After series

“Full of intrigue and packed with ingenious nods to Lewis Carroll’s masterpiece, The Wonderland Trials is a triumph. Clues and questions, friendships and a budding romance, sent me racing down every flipped, upside down and backwards turn. The only bump in the road is that unless @MadTea blends Sara Ella a Flying Typist brew, I have to bide my time for book two.”

—Katherine Reay, bestselling author of Dear Mr. Knightley and The London House

“The Wonderland Trials is everything I want in an Alice retelling: magic and family and infuriatingly adorable romance, all bound together in a story that rejects—and even redefines—the impossible. Sara Ella has written an addicting concoction of courage, clues, and mysterious white-rabbit trails that will keep you guessing, keep you gulping your if-only-it-was-magical tea, and keep you turning pages through all topsy-turvy hours of the night.”

—Nadine Brandes, award-winning author of Romanov, Fawkes, and the Out of Time series

“The Wonderland Trials’ fresh, modern take on a classic beckoned me down the rabbit hole—and I never want to leave! With plenty of nods to the original story, Sara Ella has crafted a world where fantasy bleeds into reality, and one never knows where the game stops and real life begins. This is Alice reimagined, and I’m all in.”

—Lindsay A. Franklin, award-winning author of The Story Peddler

[image: The Wonderland Trials]



Books by Sara Ella


The Unblemished Trilogy

Unblemished

Unraveling

Unbreakable

Coral

The Curious Realities series

The Wonderland Trials


[image: The Wonderland Trials]



The Wonderland Trials


Copyright © 2022 by Sara E. Carrington

EPUB Edition

[image: Logo]

Published by Enclave Publishing, an imprint of Oasis Family Media

Phoenix, Arizona, USA.

www.enclavepublishing.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, digitally stored, or transmitted in any form without written permission from Third Day Books, LLC.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-1-62184-214-9 (hardback)

ISBN: 978-1-62184-215-6 (printed softcover)

ISBN: 978-1-62184-216-3 (ebook)

Cover design by Kirk DouPonce, www.DogEaredDesign.com

Typesetting by Jamie Foley, www.JamieFoley.com

Map by Hanna Sandvig, bcb.HannaSandvig.com

Printed in the United States of America.


For the Daddy who raised me—


You have always believed I was capable of anything.

Thank you for showing me that nothing is impossible.

And in loving memory of the Man who brought me into this world—

You showed me love comes in many forms.

Thank you for loving me enough to let me go.

And, finally, for the Father who gave me life—

You are the King of Hearts.

Thank you for saving mine.


Table of Contents


Cover

Acclaim for The Wonderland Trials

Half-Title

Books by Sara Ella

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Map

The Tulgey Wood

Game One: Solitaire

1: Curious

2: Vanished

3: Thief

4: Bets

5: Late

6: Wait

7: Lost

8: Found

9: News

10: Play

11: Pause

12: Move

13: Stop

Game Two: Hearts

14: Start

15: Disappear

16: Welcome

17: Beginning

18: Queen

19: Riddles

20: Training

21: Parties

22: Poison

23: Mirrors

24: Grief

25: Secrets

Game Three: War

26: Lies

27: Run

28: Hide

29: Truth

30: Dare

31: Together

32: Apart

33: Defeat

34: Victory

Epilogue: Chess

Author’s Note

Acknowledgments

Glossary

About the Author


[image: Map]



The Tulgey Wood


Only someone as mad as a hatter—as the saying goes—would risk her life to win a game.

But this isn’t a game. Not anymore.

Any Wonder who’s entered my life has managed to turn everything topsy-turvy, upside down, and backwards. I’m the girl in the looking glass. Mirrored. Off balance. Flipped.

I inhale a clipped breath. Pain stabs my heart which beats, beats, beats in time with the second hand of the locket watch around my neck.

Beat, beat, beat. Tick, tock, tick.

My eyes close, and the dread kicks in. The same fear that always overtakes me when I’m about to enter a nightmare. The only difference is, this time, it’s real.

I have to finish what I started.

When I open my eyes, I step through.

No, this isn’t a game anymore.

This is my life.

And if I don’t risk it?

Then mine won’t be the only heart we lose tonight.
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Curious

“And thus the United Kingdom was no more, ushering in a kingdom quite divided indeed, following the conquest of the late—”

I groan at the advert droning on through my soundbuds—an unusual find, courtesy of the most intolerable human I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting. The advert’s not his fault, though. I’ve heard the historical propaganda more times than I care to count. Let’s just say history is not my cup of tea.

The sound glitches in and out, and I flick the side of the right earpiece, which emits static in return. I mute the ad, unplug my soundbuds, then plug them back in. After thirty seconds pass, I tap the volume icon on my cracked, three-decades-old pocketscreen, changing the colour from red to green. Any second now. Wait for it . . .

A rush of orchestral intro music swells and fades. Finally. The sound isn’t high quality, but the episode I downloaded the moment I stepped foot off campus flows clearly through both earpieces now. I turn the volume up a little more as the podcast host begins.

“How do you do, and welcome to episode one hundred and seventeen of Common Nonsense. I’m your hostess, Madi Hatter, and I’ll be interrupting your regular daily dose of sensibility to discuss the predictable topic out of the hat, otherwise referred to as this year’s annual Wonderland Trials.”

Her American accent never fails to fascinate me. Not because it’s anything special, but because it’s rare. After the Divide, the queen closed all of England’s borders and forbade international travel, cutting all ties with the United Kingdom and severing former peace treaties with neighbouring nations. Most foreigners were immediately sent back to their respective homes. But foreign Wonders? Denied passports if they refused to Register. It was either conform or go into hiding.

There’s no question as to which route Madi’s parents chose. If I had to make such a decision, would I be as fearless?

My pulse quickens. Rather than ponder the disappointing answer, I slide my thumb across the palm-sized screen, cranking up the volume as I make my trek to the Oxford railway station, checking over my shoulder every so often. I keep the hood of my pullover up, careful to conceal my rare form of mobile tech as I walk west down Park End Street, stealing a glance at the ditch that was once Castle Mill Stream. Most people only have ancient antenna radios at home, just good enough for boring old news. At school, they block most signals entirely. One must have an approved permit stamped with the queen’s seal to use authorised tech. If the wrong person were to catch me with an unsanctioned pocketscreen and soundbuds?

They wouldn’t think twice before turning me over to the authorities.

Either that or they’d slit my throat to get their grubby hands on what I possess.

I don’t know whether I ought to thank Chess or curse him for the inevitable sentence he’s bestowed upon my head.

After I cross Pacey’s Bridge, I make a sharp right to go north on Upper Fisher Row, following the familiar footpath along the dry bank. Funny how they kept some of the old names from before the Divide—our city, our streets—but did away with most everything else.

“For those of you listeners who might be joining our little party for the first time, welcome! I’d shake hands with you if I could, but alas, we are restricted to this form of archaic—and rather illegal, depending on who you are—connection.”

I laugh out loud at that. Tech wouldn’t have to be archaic or illegal for most if our monarch wasn’t so afraid of the Wonders who invented it.

“And to my faithful followers who are mad enough to return,” Madi continues, “grab a clean cup of your favourite drink. Settle in. Because today’s episode is sure to be our best yet!”

For two years I’ve listened to this snarky American girl ramble on about everything from Wonder fashion to why treacle ought to be used to sweeten practically everything. I almost feel as if I know her. And if we met . . . perhaps we might become friends. I’m not supposed to have access to her podcast, but there’s always a way into restricted and off-limits places. If one knows where to look.

Or whom to ask.

“It’s been a while since we’ve brought up last year’s results, so let’s have a quick review.” A drumroll sound bite ensues. “First runner-up was Team Spade, led by the elusive Chess Shire, losing by a mere point.”

A sour taste fills my mouth. Chess Shire. Wonderland’s poster boy. Infamous for frequenting the underground—a.k.a. Wonderground—card tournaments I attend. Dependable as ever when it comes to pestering me at said card tournaments. If he didn’t peddle the most hard-to-come-by items, I’d ignore him entirely. Born into an established Wonder family, Chess has had everything handed to him on a silver platter, plus some pudding on the side. Girls swoon. Lads line up for his autograph—or so he’s told me countless times. He’s perfect, his skills matched by none.

Except by the one who beat him.

I smirk as Madi adds, “Of course you all remember that it was my very own big brother and Team Diamond King—Stark—who took the lead in the end.” A round of applause fills my ears. “We Hatters are no strangers to the Trials, of course. Ten years ago, at the ripe age of sixteen, my oldest brother Raving played for Team Club as an Ace. Raving now works as a Trial consultant in the Club Quarter, where he happily advises the Lord of Clubs himself on Wonderland Trial matters.”

Team King. Ace. Game consultant. Madi’s family history alone makes her a shoo-in for the Trials this year. She’s sixteen. I’m actually shocked she hasn’t been invited yet. While it’s rumoured players much younger were once permitted to compete, a tragic accident many years ago drove Trial officials to raise the age requirement to thirteen.

“As for Stark,” Madi goes on, “he’s been so busy with his new internship at Diamond Manor, I haven’t seen him in months. The Wonderland Trials are about more than fame and fortune, people—although there is a hefty sum involved for the winners—they’re about opportunity for the next generation. And finding where you’re truly meant to be. Why, Stark has been offered a position as Team Diamond Trainer this year.” Madi squeals, and another sound bite of applause carries through my headphones.

Though I’ve never seen a photo of Madi, when I close my eyes, I imagine what she looks like when she speaks of her brother. Smug expression. Immeasurably proud. And, of course, determined to one-up him when her time comes.

The idea of sibling rivalry is not foreign to me. Charlotte and I have had our fair share of spats. She thinks because she’s a decade older she can boss me around whenever she pleases. Always saying, “Mind your manners, Alice,” or “That is quite enough, Alice,” with not even a hint of a smile drawing the dimpled corner of her lips. So serious. Forever a pain in my neck.

Another advert commences as I approach the train station—this one a reminder that curfew-breakers will face dire consequences. A Wonder podcast shouldn’t have adverts. But for all the tech hacks and ways around the rules, the insufferable messages remain.

I lower the volume again, concealing my pocketscreen, double-checking that my soundbuds and nuisance cord are hidden by my pullover, and aim for the walk-up eatery window, which sits nestled between two pillars on the platform. A vintage sign that reads “Mary Ann’s” arches over the quick-serve restaurant in bold iron letters. The scent of fish and chips wafts towards me.

Instead, I order the least expensive option—a half ham sandwich and a bag of crisps. Who needs fish and chips? Someday, full buffets with all-I-can-eat everything will be on the daily menu.

The advert ends, and Madi returns, finally getting to the part of this episode I’ve been waiting for. She released it days ago and, as usual, I’m behind.

“If you happen to be one of many hopefuls itching to enter the Trials this year,” she says, “a few reminders. First, all entrants must be at least thirteen years of age and no older than nineteen. Rules are rules, and this one’s unbreakable.”

Check. I’m well over the minimum age requirement. I recently turned sixteen. I think. Since I only know the general time of year I was born, and not the actual date, Charlotte had to guess one for my legal papers. Seventeen March. An Irish holiday from the previous era, now a day that marks another year passing. Another year I’m stuck here. Either way, I’m over thirteen. And each year, I get closer to aging out. If I’m not invited this year, I only have three chances left.

“Second, the Trials are by invitation only. Each season’s curious invites are a bit different. And each quarter likes to put their own spin on it. Last year, several Wildflower contestants invited by the Club Quarter were given a password which they had to decode before the entry window closed. The previous year saw a number of forfeited entries, due to a particularly difficult task set forth by the Spades that involved pepper and a teacup pig.”

I tap “pause.” Ah, yes. Fans discussed the incident for months inside incognito chat rooms and encrypted groups on the internet’s clandestine social network. Another rule of the many I’ve broken. One post claimed the contestant ended up in the hospital after a severe allergy caused her to sneeze nonstop for two weeks straight.

When my order is ready, I take the brown paper sack and find a vacant bench. I’ve only eaten a few crisps when the unmistakable sound of a train approaching has me shoving my dinner out of sight.

A rush of air sends my hood backwards. I yank it back up, whipping my head left and right. My pulse hastens as a security guard marches straight towards me.

He saw my soundbuds. He must have. This is not good. I have to get out of here. I have to—

But he strides past me, not bothering to pay me a second glance.

To say my sigh of relief affects my entire body would be an understatement. Even my toes, which were clenched tight inside my Mary Jane shoes, relax.

When the train comes to a complete stop and the conductor steps down onto the yellow-lined platform, I rise and take a step forwards. Close my eyes to shield them from the wind.

When I open them again, my vision blurs. The all-too-familiar sensation of vertigo makes me feel as if I’m shifting on an invisible wave to my right. Music swells. The same haunting melody that accompanies my nightmares.

“’Ey, kid, you okay?” the conductor asks.

I rub at my left temple with two fingers. Blink. The moment my sight clears, I shudder. Clutch the concealed device in my pocket. No noise passes through my soundbuds. Where was that music coming from? No matter how often I try to place its source, to help myself feel a bit less mad, nothing comes of it.

“Kid,” the man says again. “You’d better board if that’s what you’re after. Otherwise, step behind the yellow line.” His particular dialect tells me he’s from up north, but there’s a bit of Londoner in there too.

And, as if it never happened, the sensation is gone. The melody dissolves. I blink again. Adjust my square-framed glasses. And nod. “Fine,” I say to the conductor, focusing on my target. My arm brushes his as I pass by.

He startles.

I stumble. This, however, is not a result of my momentary lack of balance—or sanity.

“Wotcher!” he says, a nasty look wrinkling the already prominent lines on his forehead and around his mouth.

“Pardon, sir.” I offer my apology, distracting him with eye contact and my schoolgirl clumsiness.

He sniffs, turns a cold shoulder, and proceeds ignoring me.

When I board, out of his sight and mind, I open the billfold I swiped from his back pocket and remove a few fivers and a tenner. A smart thief never takes everything. They snatch enough to make the con worth it, but not so much it’s obvious something was stolen. Not right away, at least.

Placing the billfold on the top step, I move deeper into the train. When the conductor finds his belonging, he’ll assume he dropped it. If he notices some notes missing, he might question it. But suspect a thief? Most likely not.

After all, what sort of thief leaves fifty quid untouched?

I wrinkle my nose at the unpleasant fragrance of sweat and stale air freshener. I trek down the aisle to the next car, hunkering down in an empty seat beside an open window where I can breathe in some fresh air. Finally able to relax, I unzip my pullover and unbutton the collar of my cornflower-blue shirt. My Bedford check skirt rides up too high when I shift. I tug it towards my knees, wishing I’d had time to change into something more comfortable.

At least I have my black-and-white-striped tights, the one semblance of personality we’re allowed at Great Expectations Preparatory Academy. Once upon a time, year-twelve girls weren’t required to wear uniforms, an opportunity to discover their own creative expression. Since I’m one year ahead of my age, that would’ve been me this year. The Divide changed everything, though.

Creativity, personality, talent?

Nonexistent.

Reform, conform, uniform?

These mean everything in a world where standing out too much is an unspoken crime of its own.

And tech? What a joke. I’m grateful I have my soundbuds and a pocketscreen that will actually turn on. They say advanced technology is what led to the Divide in the first place. It’s why the Modern Monarchy aimed to return to what Her Majesty refers to as “simpler times” and declared only “necessary and acceptable use” of tech would be allowed. And monitored. Centuries before, there was a democracy, a Prime Minister, Parliament. Now you’re fortunate if you can find a decent device to play music on—and a signal with which to download it from pirated sites. And if you can? You’re one of the lucky ones if it’s not confiscated and destroyed—or stolen—before you’ve had a chance to use it.

I hug my rucksack to my chest and check my reflection in the window to ensure my soundbuds remain hidden. Then I lean my head against the window frame and press “play.” Enough interruptions. I’ve been looking forward to this all week.

“Third,” Madi continues in my ear, “and this is perhaps the most vital requirement of them all. All entrants must have tested positive for the Wonder Gene at birth. An original copy of your birth certificate is mandatory. Contestants must also provide a signed permission slip from their parent or legal guardian.”

I slump lower in my seat. There’s the clincher. I don’t have a copy of my original birth certificate. If by slim chance I did have the Gene, the vital record is, well, vital. Besides, Charlotte would never allow me to participate.

“You are Normal, like me,” she’d say. “And if you did have the Gene, we’d simply Register you, and that would be that.”

Register? She might as well issue my death decree. Everyone knows Registered Wonders are treated worse than dossers or street workers. It’s why most Wonders have retreated underground, gone Rogue, escaped to the hidden safe haven known as Wonderland. Not even Her Majesty the Queen knows its location.

The train lurches. I bump my head hard against the window—ouch!—and my rucksack falls to my feet. I press “pause” and reach for my things, gathering a few loose items that have scattered. A worn pack of cards. My locket watch. A tiny corked vial containing a few drops of reddish tea. I’ve carried the thing since I can remember. Ironic really. I’m deathly allergic to the stuff, same as my sister. Yet Charlotte—who doesn’t like me crossing the street on my own—insists I always keep it on me.

“Follow my advice,” Charlotte said when she gave me the morbid token years ago. “Never take risks. Even the smallest ones can kill you.”

I stare at the vial, at the single word printed across one side.

Poison.

Like so many times before, I consider tossing the thing. Who in their right mind carries around a bottle of poison? Unless, of course, they intend to use it? What if I’m not actually allergic to tea? After all, I’ve only ever taken Charlotte’s word for it. Perhaps just a drop, to see what might transpire?

Twisting the cork this way and that, I loosen it a smidge. Smelling it won’t kill me, right?

I shake my head. What am I doing? Have I gone mental?

I tighten the cork. Store the vial in my sack, removing the temptation.

No one is that curious.
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Vanished

Yawning is dangerous.

I’d better set my alarm. Just in case.

The silver locket watch is my least valuable possession. I couldn’t pawn the thing if I tried. The metal encasing the timepiece isn’t true silver but a cheap knockoff. The glass inside is cracked. Besides, I have my pocketscreen, which tells the time just fine.

Except, the nuisance alarm on my pocketscreen can’t save me. I’ve tried. In contrast, the locket watch might as well be my knight in tarnished armour. I open it slowly, careful not to disturb the fragile hinge too much. The colourful scene on the clock’s face never fails to mesmerise me—a watercolour image featuring a bed of bright flowers blossoming along a lush riverbank. At the scene’s centre is a small window, revealing the real gem hidden underneath.

I turn the tiny key-shaped knob on one side, moving the fourth and fifth hands until they’re set. If I do fall asleep—which is likely—the tiny music box within the watch will wake me before we arrive at our destination. Once it’s around my neck, the watch rests over my heart. I tuck it safely under my shirt, the metal cooling my skin.

It may not be worth ten pence, but the heirloom is everything to me.

The sole item left behind by my parents.

A few passengers make their way down the car’s aisle, the same tired nine-to-fivers one might expect to board the six o’clock train.

“Vait!” a distinguished voice calls from the platform below.

I sit straighter, craning to see.

A slender woman wearing a fascinator atop her primped head waves her arms frantically.

She’ll never make it. The train’s already started moving. There’s not enough—

And then she’s gone. Vanished. One moment there and the next, poof. Nothing.

I sit back. Blink. What on earth? Have I already fallen asleep?

“Oh, dear. I do beg your pardon, monsieur,” a female voice says.

I slide to the aisle seat, twisting towards the speaker’s direction.

It’s her. But . . . how can that be?

She brushes off her pleated, cream-coloured trousers, then tugs on a pair of lacy fingerless gloves while holding a small fan between her teeth. Once finished, she flourishes the fan and flips it open, withdrawing a pocket watch on a chain with her free hand. “I am alvays terribly late, you zee,” she tells the conductor. “I am told my clock eez two days slow.”

Her voice. That accent. White hair pulled into a flawless bun. Why is she so familiar and foreign at the same time?

“Move down. Move down.” The conductor waves on a pair of passengers lingering between the cars.

Is he really so dense? He must have noticed her vanishing act.

Then again, the notes in my pocket relay he is, in fact, very dense indeed.

The woman click clacks towards me in a pair of pompadour heels, fanning her face as she nears.

I face forwards, slowing the breaths that somehow had picked up speed.

When she reaches me, she pauses. Lowers the fan. Pockets the watch inside her fitted white waistcoat.

My own watch ticks in time with my pulse.

“Eez zis seat accounted for?”

I glance up at her and take in a sharp breath. How did I miss it? She’s as recognisable as the Wonder Queen—known to most as Lady Scarlet—herself.

Blanche de Lapin. Rogue Wonder. Wanted outlaw. Unregistered foreigner. The reward for turning her in alone could set one up in a high-rise London flat for a year.

I scoot towards the window.

Seemingly satisfied, Blanche sits beside me.

Lady Scarlet’s most trusted advisor is here? Why? And how did she slip past the conductor unnoticed? If I don’t turn her in, he most certainly will. Wonders don’t usually ride the train, or travel in broad daylight, for that matter. Yet here she is, Blanche de Lapin, in the flesh.

I shift uncomfortably, pressing myself against the window and drawing my rucksack onto my lap. An inked daisy chain trails along the plain canvas of my bag. I trace the petals with my fingers, calming my nerves with each pass over the black drawing.

“You can learn a lot ov zings from zee flowers,” Blanche says.

My curious expression does nothing to alter her amused one.

“Train pass?” the conductor asks.

Startled, I fumble to find the little plastic card with a barcode and my photo. Once he scans my pass and I’m cleared, he ambles away, trousers drooping at his hips.

He never asked Blanche for her pass.

Shock doesn’t begin to cover what I’m experiencing. Doesn’t he notice there’s a wanted Wonder travelling with us? He must be one of the few Wonder sympathisers. There’s no other explanation. That, or he didn’t see her.

How could he not see her?

My gaze follows the conductor until he’s out of sight. All I would have to do is feign a need to use the facilities, then find the emergency mobile. I could alert the authorities. They’d meet us at the next station. I’d be considered a law-abiding citizen by the crown. The reward would be in my hands within days. I could move out of my dormitory, start my new life in London before the season changes, and—

Movement catches my attention. I watch from the corner of my eye as Blanche opens her handbag and places the fan inside. Next she withdraws a . . . book?

My eyes widen. I stare at the seat back in front of me.

Charlotte would forget all propriety and ask to hold the tome if she were here. Books are my sister’s Holy Grail. And while tech is outdated and hard to come by, books in their original sewn bindings are all the rarer. And the one Blanche holds, covered in a dust jacket?

That’s unheard of.

Most reading material available now is mass-produced. Printed on the thinnest, cheapest paper with nothing but a plain white cover featuring the title and author in basic font.

No pictures.

No cover illustrations.

I shift, hoping Blanche won’t notice my wandering gaze. Perhaps I might catch a glimpse of something I can tell Charlotte about.

Then again, Charlotte doesn’t know I’m on a train.

Blanche moves her elbow a few inches forwards on the armrest, blocking my view.

Disappointed, I feel for my pocketscreen inside my pullover and press “play” once more. I’m not too worried about Blanche noticing. Her very existence is illegal. I doubt she’d report me for a bit of measly tech.

Madi prattles off a few statistics, sharing how, more often than not, all-boy teams tend to take the lead in the Trials year after year. “But not this time,” she says. “As you know, I also have the Wonder Gene. Now I’m pleased to announce that, like my brothers before me, I’ve been invited to play in the Trials.”

Bravo! Well done, Madi!

“While the official rules state I cannot reveal the contents of my invitation or the details of my position or team, I can say that something tells me this year’s Trials will be the most challenging yet! To all you Wildflowers outside of Wonderland who face the extra test of finding your way in to our humble home, cheers! It is to you I raise my teacup.”

Wildflowers. Those in our Normal world who’ve been handpicked, given a chance to escape this mundane life and join the Wonders in their hidden haven. There’s at least one each year. No Wildflower has ever played on a winning team, of course, so it’s a mystery as to why they keep showing up in the Trials. Their chances are slim to none of reaching a high score. But the tradeoff is Wonderland. Who cares if they lose? The life upgrade is a prize of its own.

“Let the Trials begin!” With another squeal and swell of music, my favourite podcaster transitions into the history behind the Wonderland Trials, along with her predictions about what this season might hold.

“The four Trials are different every year, but we do know . . .”

I take the opportunity to close my eyes. Settle in after a long day of dull lessons and card practice under my desk at school. The four suits or quarters of Wonderland make up four competing teams.

Diamonds.

Spades.

Clubs.

And Hearts, the Wonder Queen’s very own.

Most players consist of Wonder-borns like Madi—those who grew up in Wonderland with a Wonder family. They receive special training and preparation in their chosen Mastery—a unique skillset that makes them invaluable to their team.

And then there are those who grew up outside of it all. Some call us Wonder-less. Others are a bit harsher and say we are Unders. Those who believe the Wonders to be dangerous, unnatural, abominations—ahem, like my sister—simply call us Normals.

Is there such a thing?

What would it be like to be a Wildflower? To receive an invitation to join the Wonderland Trials?

I guess I’ll never know. No birth certificate. No test. No Gene.

I drift in and out of consciousness. Every bump and sway rocks me deeper into a daydream. If I’m fortunate, a daydream is all it will be.

My eyelids fight the fatigue weighing them down.

Madi’s words swirl on a colourful carousel through my thoughts. I’ve heard it all before. I catch bits and pieces but know I’ll have to replay the entire episode when I’m not so knackered.

“Not everyone with the Gene has what it takes to face the challenges of the Trials. Thus the need for invitations.”

Nod.

“The entrance to Wonderland is hidden. Wildflowers who are invited must find their way in. A pretest, if you will.”

Inhale.

“Once you’ve entered Wonderland, you will never see things the same way again. Wildflowers, come prepared to give up Normalcy in every sense of the idea. And if you do return to the life of a Normal, you’ll most likely end up Registered. And alone.”

Hmmm . . . Yawn.

“Of course, my listeners know I’m ever the optimist! I like to believe there’s always a way home, if you wish to find it.”

Stretch. Shift.

“The risk for any Wildflower is always higher. Wonder-borns know the ins and outs of life in the Wonderground. We come and go from Wonderland as we please, slithy as a tove at brillig. Since I don’t believe in luck, let me offer another ‘Cheers!’ and give you my best. You’re going to need it.”

Sigh.

“I’ll keep you updated as much as I can during the Trials. Until then, remember,” Madi says, ending with her signature line, “nonsense is as common as nonsense ought to be, so let’s all congratulate us with another cup of tea!”

“End of line!” the conductor calls.

I sit up and push the hair away from my face, wiping a bit of drool from my chin. Lovely. We’re here already? When did day turn to nightfall?

The bright melody I know inside and out plays from my locket watch. The inscription on the back notes the title—“All in the Golden Afternoon.” I have never heard the lyrics, but I imagine they speak of a place better than here.

A glance at the time reveals over an hour has passed, taking us well beyond the quiet streets of Oxford and into the countryside.

The Cotswolds.

Graffiti covers the walls of every cottage and corner. Lamppost lanterns flicker. A staggering man who is clearly sloshed wanders aimlessly down cobblestoned streets. This is a place for the shady, the lowly, and everyone in between.

Including a thief like me.

The risks Madi mentioned wouldn’t be a problem. Who would ever want to leave Wonderland? And why? Anywhere is better than here.

Being Normal is overrated.

My morning conversation with Charlotte replays in my mind as I gather my things.

“We need to talk,” she had said, blocking my path as I headed to class. “Your math professor told me you received low marks on your last exam. He’s out for you, Alice. I don’t think you’ll be able to swindle your way out of this one.”

My chest had tightened. I’d tried to go around her. Failed.

“This is serious, young lady.”

Ugh. I’d rolled my eyes at that. With Charlotte, everything is serious.

“You could lose your scholarship. How do you think that reflects on my position?”

“As if I care,” I’d grumbled. But silent guilt twisted my insides.

I may not worry about graduating or living the mundane, planned-out-for-me life I’m expected to lead. But Charlotte adores her job and her little flat above the library. Oxford is her home. At only twenty-six, she’s a spinster at her core and a cat-lady too. As opposite as we are, I can’t let the only family I have lose everything she loves.

“Sorry,” I’d said, surrendering. “I’ll study harder.”

She let me go to class. But only after reminding me to feed Dinah on my lunch break. Of course I forgot about her bothersome cat, which only adds to my guilt. If Charlotte knew where I really spend most of my evenings, she’d be mortified. I’d probably be expelled, and she would lose her position by association. Headmistress does not tolerate anyone who steps out of line.

I rise and shoulder my rucksack, determination fuelling my resolve. Tonight has to be worth it. If I can’t win at the tables, there are other ways to make up for the loss. The more I save, the sooner I can be independent, get my own place in London rather than relying on Charlotte’s benefits to pay for room and board. She doesn’t need my poor marks and bad reputation hanging over her head any longer than necessary.

Blanche rushes down the aisle before I have a chance to say, “Excuse me.” I’m about to follow her lead when something on her seat catches my eye. The book. I snatch it and jog after her.

But when I step off the train, the evening breeze meeting me where I land, Blanche is nowhere to be seen.

She just . . . vanished.

Again.


[image: Chapter 3]


Thief

Charlbury village. No trespassing, by order of her majesty, Cordelia Regina. Violators shall be prosecuted to the fullest extent permitted by law.

The red letters taunt and tease.

Prosecuted, indeed. Officers never come around Oxfordshire and the surrounding villages. If they do, they’re as guilty as I am. This is part of the Wonderground Network. Where Unregistered Wonders mingle with the Normals who wish they were anything but normal. While raids are not unheard of, they usually take place in the more populated cities, such as Birmingham or Liverpool.

Or where I’m headed, when I can manage it—London. I’ll have Scotland Yard to deal with then.

The greater the risk, the more plentiful the reward, right?

Beyond the village, Wychwood Forest slumbers. Leaves slump beneath drooping branches, and paths overgrown with thorny vines warn intruders not to enter. I shove the abandoned book into my rucksack, glancing back at the few homes and businesses this side of the sign that remain occupied. All curtains are drawn, the lights long since dimmed.

It appears I have my chance.

Setting all thoughts of Blanche aside, I stick out my tongue at the hand-painted sign, which hangs crooked on the chain-link fence standing between me and my destination. The barrier looks like a juxtaposition around what was once a quaint countryside tourist attraction. The ill-fated present contradicting its fairy-tale past.

I toss my rucksack over. It lands on the opposite side with a clunk. The climb is awkward, and I’m grateful for the extra coverage my leggings provide. This is the routine.

Get in. Get my share of winnings. Get out.

On the ground once more, I smooth my skirt and adjust my pullover. Then I shoulder my rucksack. A small window pops up on my pocketscreen, offering a list of new WiFi networks to choose from. Some are sanctioned and begin with “Crown,” followed by a string of numbers. Others are hack jobs that will be shut down as quickly as they were connected.

The Wonderground Network WiFi is more advanced, requiring device verification and encryption. I lost signal on the train and need to reconnect—again. It’s part of the added security. Connection is never automatic and doesn’t appear as an option on my screen. Instead, I search for it manually in my settings, typing in the network name, followed by the nonsensical password.

Network name: WondergrOuNDEntRance

Password: FrabjousDayCalloohCallay!

Access cost me more than I wanted to pay, but it was worth it. When three curved bars appear in the top corner of my screen, I know I’m in. I enter my desired destination into the dinosaur GPS application, in case I need it. Night has a way of making everything look the same, and I’m already running behind as it is.

Once I have the address in, a notification lights the top of the screen.

Running a tad late, aren’t we?

I scowl at the message. Type, Wouldn’t you like to know?

Would I? he replies almost instantly. Or is it you who would like to know that I know you are running late?

His unending nonsense only makes me pick up my pace. The last thing I need is him tormenting me for my inability to arrive on time.

Or reminding me that he’s the sole reason I have access to a GPS in the first place.

When I take a moment to catch my breath and survey my surroundings, I’m reminded that each village of the Cotswolds is strikingly similar. Picturesque, honey-coloured stone buildings. Roads winding in and out of forsaken homes, inns, cafés, and white-fenced pastures. The grass has long overgrown and died and regrown again. What must once have been properly tended gardens now live out their days as weed-infested plots of dirt. A forsaken parish church with broken windows and chunks of bricks missing from its corners appears to have taken a good beating. Each village is distinguishable only by those who’ve learned to recognise the subtle differences. A cracked lamppost here, an abandoned schoolyard there.

I make my trek through the tourist trap turned ghost town, accelerating my steps with nightfall as my cloak. I’m not supposed to be here. The knowledge thrills and terrifies. There’s something about the risk that keeps me returning and pushes me to lie to my sister about what I’m really doing each night.

“Your Occupational Exams are coming up. Have you thought about what you’d like to do?”

Always the same loaded question. As if I have a choice in the matter. As if my career, my life, won’t be chosen for me.

“Your assigned occupation will make or break you, Alice. It’s everything. It’s who you are.”

Who I am. And what genius decided that the results from an exam ought to determine what we become? Where we work? To whom we answer? Did Charlotte think to ask if I want to be anything here? Did she bother to inquire as to whether anything here feels like nothing because the something I really want to be isn’t here?

Of course not. Why would she? Charlotte is content with the predictable and the plain. I’m just the charge she was burdened to care for after our parents left.

A cat screeches from a nearby alleyway, making me think of Dinah in her cosy setup back in Oxford. Few people keep pets these days. They’re a nuisance. An extra mouth to feed. Leave it to Charlotte and her unrelenting soft spot for anything with fur to treat a cat better than she does her own sister.

Another block north and I’m checking my GPS again. As expected, it’s glitching. I could afford to upgrade my device. Surely Chess has a few options he could come by. He’d give me a loyal customer discount too.

No. My savings are better kept for other things. Things that start with “L” and end in “ondon.” Besides, I don’t need to give Chess yet another excuse to pester me. Honestly. He’s worse than a cat.

At least I don’t receive any more messages from him. I sigh my relief, which turns to fog when it touches the night air. Glass breaks, and the distant laughs of questionable individuals move my feet faster. After the Wonder Gene was first discovered by genome researcher Catherine R. Pillar three decades ago, most residents without the unique DNA anomaly traded the quiet country life for the safety of well-guarded cities. And those who tested positive for the Gene?

Forced into hiding if they didn’t want to Register.

“For the first time on record,” Pillar said during her infamous talk at what was once the revered institution known as Oxford University, “we are finding that those genes which lie dormant within the darker parts of particular DNA strands are precisely the very fibres that pushed many of our long-ago ancestors to greatness.”

I exhale, recalling one of the only school lessons I’ve ever bothered to pay attention to.

“Sir Winston Churchill. Alfred the Great. William Shakespeare. Why, I speculate that our very own Queen Elizabeth II—may God rest her soul—discovered that by simply employing this hidden code within her DNA, she could, in theory, accomplish what was once believed to be impossible.”

And that’s how it began. A theory. An idea. A speculation. Fear makes people do senseless things. Innocent lives were taken. Good people murdered. Many unborns were eliminated if they tested positive in the womb. Young children were drowned in the River Thames if their behaviour led their parents to believe they might grow out of control. Anyone who tested positive at birth was Registered and branded with a red W above their right collarbone. Those left alive, anyway.

I reach three fingertips under my collar, touch the blank space of skin beneath my shoulder. I don’t need a looking glass to know nothing’s there. Charlotte is a rule follower to her core. If I were Wonder, she would have Registered me in a heartbeat.

And Pillar? She didn’t have the Gene. Still, she lost everything. Various reports and conjectures blossomed into grand rumours. Most accounts say someone broke into her lab, set the place on fire, and destroyed her research.

No one heard from her again.

Some say she died. Others believe she went into hiding with the very Wonders she’d exposed. Either way, she disappeared like smoke in the night. I don’t consider it a coincidence that according to public record, it was only a week prior to Pillar’s disappearance when Queen Cordelia received her own results back.

Negative. Not a Wonder. But her fraternal twin sister, younger by a mere fraction of a minute?

Lady Scarlet. Positive. A Wonder. A threat to the throne. And so exiled. Many argued Scarlet was the rightful heir. The Prime Minister took her side, and much of Parliament voted in her favour.

But there are some wars democracy cannot win. Cordelia used fear of the Wonder Gene to divide the people. To separate from the bordering nations of Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. She swayed the House of Lords, who in turn convinced most of the House of Commons that a Wonder on the throne was a threat to society.

Thus began the Great Divide. Queen Cordelia was furious, naturally, that so many had turned against her. New laws were passed. An emergency decree was set in place that gave all authority to what Cordelia called the Modern Monarchy. So long, checks and balances. Farewell, Prime Minister. A select few were appointed as Ministers of the Monarchy—more commonly known as Queen Cordelia’s lap dogs.

Over time, technology was limited, and, eventually, forms of it were banned. Dozens of research programs were shut down completely. Fear drove our divided kingdom to make it near impossible for anyone to finish what Pillar started.

Those with the Gene who wished to live among us and remain in the queen’s good graces would be Registered and chipped. Tracked like animals on a leash and required to drink a prescribed cordial that would keep any “symptoms” of the Gene subdued. Unless you’re invited to participate in the Trials and find your way in to Wonderland, it’s either Register and comply, never allowed to use what you were born for, or—gulp . . .

Be prosecuted.

To the fullest extent permitted by law.

I shake off a shiver and veer left past a boarded-up library. Once full of books like the one in my bag, the places became obsolete after popular literature was banned. The mass-produced publications we have now lack creativity, imagination, and most of all, heart.

And pictures. None of them have pictures.

Restraining my breath, I avoid a dosser who’s passed out on the kerb. His right hand grips a paper-bagged bottle of what is most certainly liquor, while his left holds a half-smoked cigarette.

That’s another thing each village of the Cotswolds has in common—they all smell exactly the same.

Of knockoff whiskey and cut-rate cigars. Cheap perfume and yesterday’s stale coffee. At least no one pays me much mind. Who might guess an undersized teenage girl would be involved in illegal activities such as gambling and cavorting with Rogue Wonders?

A new message appears on my pocketscreen. I decide to ignore it, then curse myself for my own unceasing curiosity.

Tap. Swipe. Groan.

You had better get a move on, Ace. Tables are filling up. But don’t you worry. I’ll save you a spot next to me. The most talented players ought to sit together. It’s more challenging that way. ;)

The most talented. Right. His talents and mine are not the same, and he knows it. My thoughts double back, focusing on what I’ve always felt but could never be quite certain of, not without a test. The Gene. Some call it a mutation. Others a virus. And then there are those who see it for what it really is. Incredible. Extraordinary. Magic.

And magic—or sleight of hand, at least—happens to be my forte. A skill I’ve worked to master since Charlotte gave me my first pack of cards on my seventh Christmas, one year after our parents left. Though hand-me-down, the pack became a symbol of all I wanted and everything I never had.

And never will have. Because no matter how skilled I become at my craft, a Wonder will always have the upper hand.

The map on my pocketscreen shows I’m headed straight for my target. I end the GPS and make a beeline for a building that’s nearly identical to the ones surrounding it. No sign. Not a single window. Zero light, aside from a few scattered street lanterns.

The limestone walls aren’t much to look at. I dig out my pocketscreen to confirm the start time. Right on schedule. Scanning the details on the event page, I search for any other pertinent information I might have missed.

Event Name: Clash of the Cards, Game No. 77

Time: Eight o’clock sharp

Location: The Rabbit Hole, Charlbury Village

I circle the building. The entrance is around here somewhere. The unmistakable reverberation of music pulses from beyond the yellow brick. I’ve been here before, but each time it’s as if the way in shifts. As if the door literally picked up and walked to a different side of the club to keep unwanted riffraff at bay. Is it some sort of optical illusion? A new paint job, perhaps?

Upon a second orbit, I slip into a slender alley. The music grows louder. Closer.

Then there. A lightbulb, caged and flickering above a single side door. Different from a common entrance, this one is squat and circular, like the doors described in those Hobbit novels Charlotte used to tell me about as a child.

I shake the memory from my mind. I can almost smell my opponents’ defeat as I approach the door, feel the cards at the tips of my—

“You there. Girl. What is it you think you’re doin’ ’round these parts?” A night watchman, with lizard-like skin and wide as he is tall, steps from the shadows, blocking my path to the entrance. His girth alone could feed an orphanage for a week.

“Where’s The Walrus?” I ask. Though the event’s location often bounces from one establishment to another, it’s always been the same guard at the door—a burly man with buck teeth and bushy eyebrows who calls himself The Walrus.

This is not that man.

“Took the night off.”

“And The Carpenter?” Another watchman, half as intimidating as The Walrus but equally daft.

“On holiday.” The new bloke picks at his teeth with his long, pointed thumbnail, pulling something green and slimy free.

It takes every seed of willpower I have not to gag.

When he doesn’t budge, I form a plan B. He doesn’t know me. No matter. The challenge could work to my advantage. I square my shoulders, take in his overconfident manner, and conjure a glare that says I belong.

“I’m here to play,” I say. Casual. Confident. Controlled.

He snorts, takes one look at my Mary Jane shoes and black-and-white-striped tights. At the ribbon holding back my shoulder-length hair that never changed from the straw colour of my childhood. Then he folds his arms over his convex chest and eyes me down the bridge of a nose that I’d wager’s been broken a time or two. The scar beneath his left eye. The crooked path of his jawline. The tooth missing from the helm of his grin.

Oh, yes. This man not only invites trouble, he seeks it.

“Over eighteen. Rules. Sorry, kid. You gotta be this tall to play.” He lifts a facedown palm and holds it a few inches above my head. “Maybe bring a ladder next time. Or some stilts.”

Kid. He might as well call me infantile. Is it my fault my five-foot-nothing stature makes me appear younger than I am?

“Since when has the age requirement ever been enforced?” Besides, ten quid says I’m twice as clever at sixteen as half the middle-aged players beyond the door. I may not be a Wonder—maybe—but I can hold my own.

“Since I says so, that’s when. ’Sides, me doubts you could afford tonight’s buy-in.” The watchman doesn’t budge.

And neither do I.

He grunts and digs a finger into his flappy ear. I don’t often use the derogatory term associated with those who are Wonder Gene-less, but this fellow is the epitome of all that is an Under. No more extraordinary than the next bloke, but thinks he’s something because he reports illegal activity to the authorities.

Time to show my hand. I stow my pocketscreen in my rucksack, withdrawing a clip of folded pounds in its place. It feels like control in a world where I’m far from it. “Oh, really?” I dip my head, ten percent show of respect and ninety percent mockery. “Because this says I can more than afford it. Unless you’d prefer I take my business elsewhere.”

His eyes expand, crowding his forehead and cheekbones. “Where’d a kid get so much dough?” He strokes his chin.

I suppress a laugh. So much dough, but not nearly enough to escape the confines of my dormitory. “Does it matter where I got it?” I remove the clip, pluck out a generous amount, and wave the crisp paper notes in the air between us. “I do not believe it is customary to turn down a paying player, Bill.”

He snatches the buy-in from my fingertips, counting it slowly, as if questioning it’s legit. “How’d a fine lil’ weed such as yerself come about knowin’ my name?”

First I’m a kid, and now a weed? He needs to come up with better insults or pick a different profession. I don’t inform him attention to detail is my curse as much as my talent. Instead, “It’s a bit telling to have your name tattooed on your neck, wouldn’t you agree?”

He grumbles under his breath, stoops to open the small round door, and steps aside, adjusting his newsboy cap and sniffing his new asset. “Pardon, milady. I didn’ realise we had a joker in our midst.” He snorts, and the action flares his nostrils as he stuffs the note into his stained shirt pocket. The sarcasm is not lost on me.

He doesn’t have a clue. I almost feel bad for the fellow.

I move to cross the threshold. Bump. “Oops!” I drop my rucksack. Thump. As I stoop to grab it, Bill does the same. Our heads knock. How very unfortunate.

For him.

“Are you off yer trolley, girl? Watch it!” He rubs his forehead and blinks three times.

My fingers and wrists work their magic. I hold eye contact the entire time. “Apologies, sir.” I steady him with both hands. His heavy cologne makes the undertone of his stink more pronounced. “I tend to be a bit clumsy.” When it suits me.

He rubs his head again. “On with ya before oi change me mind.”

I nod, seize my rucksack, and enter a black hall. Once concealed, I replace my retrieved currency. The rounded door frame barely clears the top of my head, and if Bill were to follow me, he’d need to hunch and crouch. A glance over one shoulder reveals the clueless bloke hasn’t yet realised what he’s lost.

By the time he does, I’ll have made double what I brought and be out of sight before he knows what hit him.

Poor Bill.

Then again, guilt is a luxury I can’t afford.
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“Who in the world amA?
Ah, that’s the great puzzle.”

— Lewis Carroll Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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