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The sun was bright and dazzling in the sky, and the Queen’s castle towered, grand and beautiful with its neat, symmetrical turrets, bathed in its signature reddish glow. The castle grounds sparkled like rubies and rustled with the excitement of everyone at the garden party.
Not.
A scene like that, Red imagined, was the exact opposite of the dismal soirée that was unfolding before her. She crossed her studded boots at the ankle, slouching in one of the little wrought-iron chairs in the corner of the garden, twirling a finger around her wavy hair, which was, as you might have guessed, red. Red was wearing her signature red-and-black leather jacket and matching red-and-black-striped leather pants. Black fingerless gloves and a fishnet tank top completed the look. After all, she wasn’t the daughter of the Queen of Hearts for nothing. Yes, that Queen of Hearts, the red-gloved, scarlet-wearing, beautifully scary off with her head queen whose ball gowns often resembled bloodred roses. Where was the Queen? Red’s mother always made a particular show of enjoying today’s type of gathering, but she wasn’t anywhere near the un-event. And this just wasn’t Red’s cup of tea.
The event wasn’t really supposed to be anyone’s cup of tea, so to speak, for it was not a party they were having in the garden, but an un-party. What is an un-party, you ask? Well, it’s simply a party where nobody does anything party-like. There should be gifts—such as the immaculately wrapped packages and glittering bows stacked high on the wrought-iron table—but no one opens them. Red hardly bothered to look at the presents, knowing they would only be thrown away at the event’s end.
There should be refreshments—and Red had to concede that the castle chefs had delivered: heaping tables high with frosted tarts, chess pies, a cake with five tiers, and a veritable champagne tower of delicate glasses that sparkled with summer punch.
But no one ate. In fact, some whispered that the food was poisoned, so it was never touched at all. Scoops of ice cream melted softly into their delicate china bowls.
What garden party would be complete without games for guests to enjoy? But games for an un-party included standing in place for as long as you could and sleeping until someone woke you up rudely. You know: all the crowd favorites.
And in a very fitting fashion for this very un-party-like party, Red was the guest of highest honor and therefore having the least amount of fun. She sat at one end of the table, pretending to participate in a game of stack-teacups-on-top-of-each-other. But in reality, she was playing see-how-long-you-can-stand-the-un-party while people-watching out of the corner of her eye.
Red’s fellow partygoers were all residents of Wonderland, royal subjects with neat, orderly schedules and futures in the same reliable line of work: soldier-cards in the Queen’s army or nobility in her court. They were gathered to celebrate their un-birthdays, for none of them had a real one. Birthdays were illegal, after all, so the Queen had decreed.
Everyone gathered wore shades of red that were so washed-out they were almost gray. The partygoers weren’t like those other children Red had heard of in far-off lands like Auradon, who grew up singing and laughing and running around willy-nilly like little white rabbits. Here, childhood meant regimented days and nights, being quiet at mealtimes, and only playing between the hours of two and four p.m. Solitaire was the pastime of choice.
But they had gotten used to it, Red supposed, smirking. She had too.
Red had been raised like them, though she would not become a soldier-card like they would. Red’s birthright was to rule next to her mother.
Her future and her destiny seemed to be locked up. And now, with the approaching ceremony her mother had arranged, it felt like her royal responsibilities had kicked into overdrive. She knew what was expected of her, but that wasn’t what she wanted for herself. What she wanted was to be a little naughty—to have a little bit of fun—and so she’d been sneaking out at night, taking things she wasn’t supposed to touch—all to defy her mother and, if she was being super honest, get her attention.
Red shifted in her chair, setting one teacup on top of another for the umpteenth time. She caught the eye of a boy in a gray top hat who’d been holding the same pose with a hedgehog in his hand for nearly an hour. He looked annoyed that she was not sitting more still.
But Red couldn’t help it. The un-party was as dull as she expected, and every time she thought of ruling the kingdom, she grew restless. Unlimited power, uncontested rule—these were things everyone wanted, at least according to the Queen of Hearts. But were they what Red wanted? She wasn’t sure. Sometimes she tried to picture herself as her mother, throwing dishes at the wall every time she got angry and outlawing whatever odd thing she felt like on a given day.
She never much liked the thought.
A stiff breeze blew one of the presents from the very top of the pile and sent it splashing into the nearby koi pond.
“Good heavens!” cried a girl in a burgundy polka-dot jumper, regaining her composure before continuing her game of moving a chair to one side of the pond and then back again.
Another girl clicked her tongue and resumed counting blades of grass.
Red rolled her eyes.
Then a much louder sound sent ripples through the garden—the blasting of incoming trumpets. All at once, the teenagers’ eyes grew wide with nervousness and they halted their un-games, shifting from one foot to another. For when the Queen came to call, you paid attention.
Red wasn’t always completely thrilled by her mother’s interruptions, but the un-party was every bit as dull at it was designed to be. So she was grateful for a change of pace.
She stood with the others, tossing her teacup aside and turning toward the entrance of the opening in the hedge as the Queen of Hearts made her appearance.





  
“Ahem!”
The Queen cleared her throat. She was a beautiful woman, with arched eyebrows and a withering stare. She was wearing an ornate red ball gown with accents of black, white, and, of course, hearts. Her ruby crown sat high on her head, her elegant long red hair as straight and neat as a velvet curtain. Around her neck was a necklace with a shimmering ruby pendant, and the stiff collar of her dress fluted gracefully above her shoulders so that it looked like she was encapsulated by a heart. She was a ferocious and glamorous sight to behold.
But Red thought it was most impressive how her mother didn’t even have to raise her voice to indicate the depth of her wrath. The Queen clapped and cleared her throat. Her voice was melodious but cold. “People of Wonderland—may I have your attention, please.”
The garden had already been quiet enough to hear a pin drop, and everyone in it had their eyes trained on the Queen—from the boy in the gray top hat, to the girls by the pool, to the many soldier-cards and frog butlers who were doing everything they could (that is to say, nothing) to make the un-party un-interesting. But it was typical for Red’s mother to not quite see her subjects clearly, much less empathize with them.
Everyone did their best to focus their attention even harder.
The Queen smiled at her subjects, assuaged. “Red, how are you, dear?” she called, seeing her daughter. “Having a nice time?”
“Not really,” Red said, shrugging.
The Queen of Hearts smiled and nodded. “That’s good. Must you wear so much leather?” she asked, making a dour face at Red’s outfit. “It makes you look like a troublemaker.”
Red felt her cheeks get hot, but no one dared look at her.
The Queen continued without apology. “Now. It has come to my attention that we are severely lacking several laws—laws that will benefit each and every one of us. As your ruler, I am sorry to have neglected these important areas of improvement for so long. They simply cannot wait until the next royal decree.”
If the people of Wonderland hadn’t been carefully trained, Red knew a groan might have sounded through the garden. Even so, she thought she noticed one of the green frog butlers twitch with annoyance before falling still again.
The soldier-card next to the Queen produced a scroll of parchment and unfurled it for Red’s mother to read. He wore the same uniform they all did—a red helmet with a heart on the front and red-and-black leather armor, with a sword at his side. The little diamond on his right breastplate marked his card number. This one was nine.
“You all know, of course, that birthdays are illegal,” the Queen began. “Who needs them? Every year with the silly surprises, the unruly running about—it’s all very tedious.”
Everyone nodded and murmured in agreement, like they were supposed to.
“Every year we present a table full of desserts. To show how corruptible they can be!” She eyed the table of desserts sourly. The purpose of its presence was to remind the subjects of what they didn’t need, as well as to test and strengthen their will. Red knew that it was also a trap. If anyone was caught touching the sweets, they would be severely punished. Red thought it was rather clever, in a way, if a bit sadistic.
“Oh!” the Queen said, visibly shaken. “Is that a cupcake?” The crowning glory of the dessert table was a tower of pink flamingo feather cupcakes.
Red turned to the royal baker, who was quivering in their boots. “Ma’am…Your Majesty, I’m so sorry….I found an old recipe of yours….”
“Get it out of my sight!” the Queen hissed. Then she patted her brow with a red handkerchief.
Red wondered what that was all about. She’d never seen her mother fall apart at the sight of a cupcake before. Then again, she realized she’d never really seen a cupcake before either. She wondered what they tasted like. But perhaps she’d never know, since the baker was taking a tray of them away.
The Queen clapped again, back to looking like herself. “So! Birthdays are still illegal. Treats are discouraged! Especially cupcakes. What’s more, all laughter should be avoided before noon—it simply is not good for your heart to laugh so early! Perhaps it’s better not to laugh at all! This obviously means that jokes shall only be told every other Saturday, if one feels the absolute need.” But from her tone it was clear that no one should ever feel the need to tell a joke.
The Queen waved her hand and the soldier-card let the scroll re-furl with a snap.
“That is all,” she said. “You are welcome!”
All the un-partygoers and castle staff bowed low with choruses of “Thank you, Your Highness” and “Yes, Your Majesty.” The Queen smiled benevolently and nodded, soaking it all in.
Then something caught the corner of Red’s eye. There was a younger boy near the dessert table, one she’d seen staring wide-eyed at the treats earlier that afternoon. He was taking advantage of the Queen’s distraction to stuff two and then three strawberry tarts into the pockets of his checkered pants.
He looked terrified but very determined. Red smirked, delighted by this little theft. But like all things in Wonderland, misbehavior didn’t go unpunished.
“YOU!” The Queen’s voice sliced through the crowd. Red wasn’t sure how her mother had seen the child from her vantage point, but all at once everyone was staring at the dessert table.
Color draining from his face, the boy dropped the sweets and froze.
“What did I just say?” The Queen of Hearts punctuated every word by smacking her hands together, looking unbelievably exasperated with the whole situation.
“Ahm sorfy,” the boy squeaked. His mouth was full of tarts.
“Take it away! Take it all away!” the Queen commanded. “Him too—I want him out of my sight!”
One of the soldier-cards scooped up the boy and carried him away through a corridor of the hedge maze. Other children might have kicked and protested, but the boy accepted the consequences of his actions and his subsequent fate, hanging limp in the guard’s arms.
Two other soldier-cards hefted the entire dessert table and tipped everything into the koi pond. (Luckily, it was an un–koi pond, so there were no fish to be harmed.) Everything happened in quick succession and very efficiently, and in no more than a moment or two the distressing situation was dealt with.
The Queen of Hearts brushed her hands off briskly as though she had touched something unpleasant.
“One more thing,” she said. The Queen now beamed directly at her daughter, and though Red was not afraid of her mother’s dictums—usually just annoyed by them—she felt a ripple of unease in her stomach.
“You are all well familiar with our triumph in the War of the Roses.”
“Indeed,” the un-partygoers murmured dutifully. “The War of the Roses, hear, hear.” It was the first and most important topic taught at Wonderland’s schools: how Wonderland chose not to join the united kingdoms of Auradon and how the Queen raised an army to maintain its freedom, and so Auradon locked up the Rabbit Hole and closed Wonderland off from the rest of the kingdom in fear.
“And I know how much you love the annual Wonderland Tea Ceremony, to be held in two weeks’ time, that commemorates our important history, as well as heralds the royal decree for the upcoming year. We’ve had some noteworthy decrees in years past: The year that raised the stakes on the national croquet league by introducing red-card beheadings. The one that imprisoned all kittens and puppies until they were properly trained. Or the unforgettable year we banned dancing of any kind,” the Queen of Hearts continued. “But this year, I am happy to announce that the ceremony will be a special one. For it is when my own daughter, Red of Hearts, will be giving the royal decree.”
An obligatory cheer erupted from the garden. Royal subjects rushed forward to congratulate Red, and the soldier-cards shuffled together in a stiff salute.
Red nodded and smiled faintly, but inside it felt like she’d gotten the wind knocked out of her. She always knew she’d take on more regal duties—but this was throwing her in the deep end. The decree at the Wonderland Tea Ceremony was a big one, containing a collection of rules, regulations, and goals for the upcoming year. It set the tone for the kingdom. And now she’d not only be responsible for coming up with those new strict laws, but announcing them in a fancy speech?
Red made her way to her mother, who was applauding daintily in her elbow-length red gloves.
“Are you sure? Already?” Red asked beneath the noise of the crowd.
“Of course, of course!” her mother crowed. “If anything, we’ve waited too long.”
“I just—I know it’s such a big responsibility.”
“Don’t you worry.” The Queen reached out and pinched Red’s cheek, teasing but affectionate, because she knew how it annoyed Red. “We’ll have more than enough time to prepare. And I’ll be with you every step of the way.”
“Okay.” Red nodded. The thought of the Queen turning the harsh light of her full attention on Red and nitpicking all the while did not exactly comfort Red.
“And once you take this on, you’ll be ready for more royal duties. Before you know it, you’ll be just like me. Better than ever before!”
The Queen flashed a wide smile before Red could respond, then clapped and cried, “Guards!”
The soldier-cards fell into two neat and perfect lines behind her, and soon the garden looked just as it had before she’d made her entrance. All the royal subjects turned immediately back to their un-games as mechanically as figures in a cuckoo clock.
All but one, of course. Only Red noticed that the uneaten desserts slowly turned to mush in the pond.






  
Red had lost all interest in the un-party. She exited through another path in the hedge maze, traveling parallel to the stately castle that sat at its center. The maze was both decorative and strategic—a landscaping feature that mirrored the Queen’s desire for neat beauty as well as her irrationality, and a mechanism that kept intruders out. Many a suspicious character got stranded in the maze’s outer perimeter, which made Red laugh. That was child’s play. The closer you got to the castle, the more complex the pattern became, with dead ends and switchbacks, paths that spiraled in on themselves over and over again. But the citizens of Wonderland knew how to navigate the hedges, and no one knew them better than Red, who’d spent the majority of her childhood wandering them and figuring out all the shortcuts.
For being the daughter of the Queen of Hearts didn’t exactly make Red popular. Sure, she had all the influence in the land; she could have snapped her fingers and had companions by her side in a moment. But who wanted that? It was better to be alone and focus on yourself than to be with people who secretly didn’t like you—that was what Red’s mother said, at least. The Queen of Hearts discouraged friendships, and though sometimes Red wondered what it would be like to have someone around with whom she could talk, really talk, she guessed it was for the best. Most of the Wonderland kids were intimidated by Red and her mom. Red didn’t exactly blame them.
But she would have appreciated someone to talk to right now. Red wandered the hedges, with nowhere to go and no one to consult about the Queen’s pronouncement. In one corner of the maze, there was a gnarled old Tumtum tree that rose above the surface of the hedges and stretched toward the castle’s towers. When Red climbed to its highest branch, she could see over the twisting patterns of green, the black-and-white checkerboard of the garden, the gates at the edge of the maze, and on to the rest of Wonderland.
It was her favorite spot, and hers alone.
Now Red looked out over the drab and curious world that would soon be directly affected by her words, her choices, her actions. It was a city of pink and red buildings, covered in clever shadow decorations of hearts, spades, diamonds, and clubs. This had been home for all of Red’s sixteen years of life, but did she really feel any affection toward it? Red wrapped her arm around the Tumtum tree and thought of the strict rules and expressionless soldier-cards, the dull afternoons of garden un-parties and the lack of personality in nearly everyone she met.
Red let out a disappointed sigh as she acknowledged how easy the answer was: no. She couldn’t find much in Wonderland to care about—at least, not the way she’d experienced it—and the prospect of ruling over it felt equally grim. But perhaps that was the right thing. The Queen of Hearts often said that if you cared about something too much, it would get taken away. Red had learned this the hard way with a few stuffed animals and, later, hobbies over the years. She would never recover her sewing machine from the bottom of the moat, where the Queen had thrown it after outlawing anyone but the kingdom’s authorized tailors from making their own clothes.
You’ll be just like me, her mother had said. Red pushed her wavy hair away from her face irritably and worked it into a half braid. Red was perhaps the only one in Wonderland not intimidated by the Queen of Hearts, but she didn’t understand her mother either. The Queen was aloof and cold. Red tensed every morning at the breakfast table when she heard her mother coming down the stairs, trying to gauge what kind of mood the Queen was in by the cadence of her footsteps.
Could it be that the power had, well, gone to the Queen’s head? Would Red turn out the same way once she was queen? Would this be the beginning of her end? Would she never, ever have any fun?
In the far distance, Red could see the murky shape of the Dismal Mire, with its swampy and moss-covered depths. Beyond that, she knew, was the endless Tulgey Wood, and somewhere even farther lay the closed-up entrance to the Rabbit Hole.
Red had never once been outside Wonderland. Whenever she brought up the idea to her mother, the Queen snorted, rolled her eyes, and said, “I’ve worked hard to make Wonderland the best of the best. Those other piddly kingdoms—just a mess of people running willy-nilly, shouting their opinions and complaining about this, that, and the other. Just dreadful.” She shook her head as always and pursed her lips. “Here, people are so calm and well-behaved. Why would you go anywhere else?”
But Red couldn’t help wondering. What could it be like to visit other parts of the world? She’d even heard rumors that there was once an island that housed all the villains of folklore—a dastardly and dangerous place where nobody followed any rules at all and everyone did whatever they wanted. The Isle of the Lost. It all sounded perfectly wonderful to Red.
But speaking at this most important Tea Ceremony would mean she was publicly showing her loyalty to the throne, bound to Wonderland forever.
From the top of the Tumtum tree, she could see the now-empty checkered garden, where a lone soldier-card was removing the dessert-mush from the pond with a net. Where was the boy who had stolen the tarts now? Was he in the dungeons?
Red stood, balancing on the rough bark of the Tumtum tree. She would not issue any kind of new horrible royal decree at the Wonderland Tea Ceremony; she simply couldn’t. The prospect made it seem like Red’s life would be over, and really, she hadn’t even truly begun to live!
The light of the setting sun hit Red’s face, and she thought it over. It wasn’t enough to just sneak out after curfew and surreptitiously swipe a sword or a helm here and there. (A girl wanted to train, after all!) Like the boy who had taken the forbidden tarts, Red would take what she wanted. Because somewhere before Red, just out of reach, was the equally enticing possibility of life out from under her mother’s thumb.
She began to climb down from the tree with new strength in her arms, eyeing the rigid lines of soldier-cards as they filed out for the evening watch.
I’m going to light this place up, she told herself as her feet touched the neat lawn of the hedge maze once more. If it’s the last thing I do.






  
In Red’s regimented and monotonous schedule as the daughter of the Queen of Hearts, there was one particular spot of brightness—which, ironically, ran contrary to what might be seen as rebellious.
School.
And in Wonderland, school was in session most days, even most holidays. Maybe they would have a day off tomorrow, or a day off yesterday, but never a day off today!
Wonderland High was just as tightly run and orderly as anywhere else within the Queen’s domain, but at least here the high, uniform windows let in plenty of sunlight. The school was housed in an old manor near the Duchess’s mansion and Hatter House. It was far enough from home to afford Red a pleasant walk every day, despite the occasional squawking of the mome raths.
And Red’s favorite class at Wonderland High, by far, was Science. For its rules, though just as strict and inflexible as her mother’s, at least made sense. When the Queen of Hearts stubbed her toe, she might outlaw raincoats. If a servant spilled her soup, the Queen could demand that nobody say the word Tuesday ever again. But if Red held a tart in midair and dropped it, it would fall to the ground, no matter what. An immovable marble statue would stop a rolling hedgehog every time. There was something very soothing about these laws that did not follow Red’s mother’s logic but the irrefutable rationale of the universe instead.
Red was still a bit distracted when she walked into class that morning, wondering how she might go about being more rebellious. It wasn’t until she’d nearly bumped into her teacher that she came back to her senses.
“Princess!” said Mr. Hatter, chuckling and sidestepping her. “We have our head in the Tumtum tree again, haven’t we?”
Mr. Hatter—who preferred to drop the formality and go simply by Maddox—cut a striking figure in his plaid top hat, purple hair, and olive-green leather trench coat worn on top of a pin-striped wool suit. He was the epitome of dapper.
None other than the Mad Hatter’s son himself, Maddox had chosen a more academic route over millinery and was now the most popular teacher at school. Unlike his father, he was grounded, thoughtful, and caring. He was known throughout Wonderland High for his outlandish experiments, such as constructing a tiny hot-air balloon for the first-year class’s pet borogove and soaking a portrait of the Queen of Hearts in a chemical compound so they could set it on fire without damaging it.
The rumors were never confirmed, but Red was pretty sure he’d been put on temporary leave for that last one.
“Sorry, Maddox.” Red shook her head and backed up. “I’ve just been distracted.”
Maddox leaned theatrically on his desk as the other students filed into the classroom. Perhaps it was his outlandish nature, but he was less afraid of Red than the other teachers were. Maybe that was one reason Red liked him so much. “Is anything the matter?”
“No.” Then Red reconsidered. “Well, you’ll hear soon enough—I’m to give the royal decree at this year’s Tea Ceremony.”
Maddox clapped. “Oh, how fabulous! I was just telling the Tweedles that we could use more voices in leadership.” His eyes grew wide and solemn. “I mean, of course, in addition to your lovely mother.”
Red smiled. “Of course.” Maddox was also one of the few who let a critique of her mother slip once in a while, and Red found it refreshing. “But only two weeks, Maddox…That’s very quick.”
“Nonsense.” The teacher scoffed. “All my colleagues here are very confident in your abilities, as am I. I am sure that in no time, you will find your feet. But for now, you may begin by finding your seat.”
Red smirked and took the cue to settle into her desk.
“Yes, hello, everyone!” Maddox called out to the room. “Good day! And what a delightful one it is, for we are going to continue our lessons in physics. Now, I know…” He held up his hand as if expecting a groan, but no one in the classroom made a peep. They all sat attentive and still in their chairs, just as they’d been taught. A step out of line meant writing the Queen’s mission statement by hand one hundred times, which left students so muddled that they couldn’t think straight for days. “. . . I know it is difficult material. But I will try my best to make it engaging.” Maddox paused, doffing his top hat and shaking his purple hair. “Now, wait a minute, there was something else I was supposed to do. What was it?”
Red glanced in the corner next to the chalkboard and nearly jumped out of her seat. There was a boy there, tall and lanky with a mop of brown hair and the widest grin she’d ever seen. Sure, Red had been distracted when she came into the classroom, but she felt certain he hadn’t been there before.
Maddox seemed to catch sight of the newcomer at the same time Red did.
“Oh!” the teacher exclaimed. “I didn’t see you there, young man. Come over here, where we can see you.”
The boy slunk toward the front of the classroom with his hands in his pockets, the same sly, catlike smile on his face.
“Ah yes,” Maddox said. “Everyone, this is Chester, a new student at Wonderland High. I trust you’ll all give him a hearty welcome.”
At the teacher’s nod, the class broke into polite applause. Red followed suit, noting with curiosity the air that Chester had about him. He slouched; he smirked at Maddox’s broad gesticulations. These weren’t things a typical well-behaved teenager of Wonderland would do.
“Now, let’s see,” Maddox continued. “Red, would you mind being Chester’s lab partner today and showing him around? Yes, just take a seat over there, Chester, she’s the girl—”
“I think I can guess,” Chester said, nodding at the bright red of Red’s hair. “Unless I’m mistaken and your name is—what, Blue?”
A surprised snort sounded from one of the students, and it was quickly stifled.
Red’s eyebrows shot up as Chester took a seat. Then, in spite of herself, she laughed. “Would you believe me if I told you my mother was considering the name Alice?”
“Absolutely not,” Chester said.
“All right, all right,” Maddox said. “Now, let’s turn our attention to the physics of changing size….”
As good a teacher as Maddox was, his warning rang true: The lesson was difficult. Red hardly had time to notice the new kid sitting next to her with all the focus she needed to keep up with the theories of how to make things giant or minuscule. In the last quarter hour of class, Maddox handed out worksheets for each pair to muddle through together.
“Phew,” Chester said, bringing the paper closer and then farther away from his face as if he was trying to get his eyes to focus. “This is a bit more intensive than my usual studies.”
“Yeah?” Red said. She eyed him with interest, but didn’t want to appear overly invested. “Where did you go before Wonderland High?”
“Homeschooled.” Chester grinned. “We used to be over in the Caterpillar Bush, but we just moved here because my dad was transferred to kingdom work. Thought I’d give this place a try.”
“That’s pretty far. All the way on the other side of Wonderland.” Red guessed that Chester’s move must have been for official business, for while the Queen ruled all of Wonderland with an iron fist, her domain near the castle was the capital of the kingdom and heavily regulated. Travel between the various regions of Wonderland was discouraged, and guards patrolled the capital borders day and night to discern the business of anyone coming in or out.
The boy nodded. “Sometimes I forget how big Wonderland is, since I haven’t gotten to see very much of it. We had to get written permission and everything. I was curious to see whether things were any different over here…but it seems not.”
Red wrote in DRINK ME for one of the answers and wondered if she caught his drift. “Different how?”
Chester shrugged. “Our town was run like clockwork—everyone up at the same time each morning, everyone with their designated roles and performing them without question. But I guess…”
He glanced around at the classroom, which was quiet save for the furious scribbling of pencils and the strained murmurs of each partner pair. Red sensed that, while Maddox’s class was a student favorite, the material also frustrated her peers to no end. A perfect grade was often impossible, with assignments designed to encourage trial and error over rote memorization. The subject of science itself, in fact, was a messy and imperfect one. But Wonderland kids were taught never to make mistakes.
The Queen of Hearts’s reign extended well past the Caterpillar Bush, and Red didn’t want to make Chester feel foolish by asking why he thought moving closer to the capital would make things any better. So instead, she said, “And what was your role?”
He grinned, and his chestnut-colored hair flopped back into his eyes. “Never really found mine,” he said. “That was part of the problem. I didn’t want to limit myself to one thing—I liked exploring around town, roaming through the woods. Folks found that very peculiar. My parents got it—they grew up on the northern edge of the kingdom, near Bramble Bay. Things are different up there.”
Red frowned. “Different how?”
Chester glanced at her for a moment, then looked back down at their worksheet. “Just different. I only know what they told me.” He shrugged. “But anyway, the Caterpillar folks never liked us too much.”
Red watched him carefully, wondering if there was something he was holding back. But at last she said, “That’s unfortunate.”
“Unfortunate that they didn’t like me, or that I couldn’t find my role?”
“Both, I guess. Everyone has a purpose to serve.”
“And what’s yours, then, Red Scare?” Chester said with some indignation.
Red’s fingers tightened in a fist around her pencil. “Well, for starters, I’m the Queen’s daughter.”
“That’s fortunate.” Chester finished off their worksheet with a flourish, scrawling EAT ME under the question that had been stumping Red, about how a cookie could change someone’s size. “I’m glad you’ve found a path that suits you so well.”
Red opened her mouth, but before she could respond, Maddox clapped again.
“I’m afraid that’s our time!” the teacher said. “Worksheets, worksheets. Pass them forward. Now, you’ll be seeing your lab partners again soon, as I want you to complete your homework together. Conduct three magical experiments and compare them to scientific theories we’ve discussed in class. Ask yourself the age-old questions: Is magic the same thing as science? Do they refute one another? Does a correct answer even exist?”
He chuckled. “Don’t worry! I won’t grade too hard! Or I will, oh well!”
Red reached for her book bag and then turned to have the last word with Chester. But she startled when she found the boy was already gone.





  
Red didn’t catch sight of Chester for the rest of the day, though she looked for him in Riddles, Etiquette, and Principles of Card Mastery. She scanned the grounds as she headed to the croquet field for her gym class, the final period of the day, and thought she saw a toothy smile in the shadows of one of the trees that bordered Wonderland High’s green lawn. But when she looked closer, nothing was there.
Red was gathering her things after school and wondering how she was supposed to do Maddox’s project when Chester appeared on the other side of her locker door.
“Hearts!” Red exclaimed. “Do you really need to sneak up on people like that?”
“Sorry.” Chester grinned. “Bad habit. Are you ready to do this project?”
Red hefted her book bag over her shoulder. “Are you? I couldn’t figure out where you’d disappeared to all day.”
“You want to do run-of-the-mill magic or potions?” Chester asked.
Red frowned. Then she said decisively, “Potions.”
“Good.” Chester began to stroll in the direction of Maddox’s lab room, hands in his pockets. “Our schedules didn’t quite line up,” he said, explaining his absence. “But I do have a tendency to slip away. It was all a bit much for the first day—to be honest, I got a little bored.”
Red stopped short. “You didn’t cut class, did you?”
Chester smirked. “What, would you tell on me if I did?”
Red opened her mouth, then closed it again. She frowned. A Wonderland kid talking back at her was a strange—almost unsettling—feeling. “No. Honestly…I’d be very impressed. I don’t think anyone’s had the guts to cut class before.”
Chester shrugged, and they both continued walking. “Sitting straight up in a hard chair all day isn’t really my style. I don’t know how everyone does it.”
“Don’t you know what the punishment is?” Red asked. “For any misbehavior? Spades, I can’t believe you didn’t get caught.”
“What?” Chester snickered. “Will it be off with my head, only to have it put back on upside down? Couldn’t have that. I’d never be able to read a clock properly again.”
Red rolled her eyes. “No, silly. You have to sit in a room and write my mother’s mission statement one hundred times.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“It’s not bad, it’s—and I can say this—nightmarish. She contradicts herself, goes on tangents….‘Wonderland is a manxome place of imports and exports, upswings and downspouts. The Castle of the Queen of Hearts aims to improve the lives of all its citizens through frumious legislature that calloohs every toad butler and callays each Jubjub bird….’”
“Huh.”
Red shook her head, feeling an ache coming on just thinking about it. “It’s complete nonsense—enough to tie anyone’s brain in knots. If you’ve committed a really serious offense, you have to write an essay about what it means along with all the repetition.”
“I think I can handle a little penmanship.”
“We’ll see about that,” Red grumbled. She’d never experienced such a form of discipline herself, but she knew better than anyone how frustrating the Queen’s words could be—she actually lived with the Queen.
They reached the classroom, and Chester held the door for her. Maddox left the space open as a way to encourage the students to come in and out freely to conduct research and experiments. Luckily, nothing inside was very dangerous. But of course all the other Wonderland High kids went promptly home after school, so they had the place to themselves.
Chester put his hands in his pockets and leaned against one of the lab tables. “Can I ask you something?”
“What?” Red said warily.
“If your mother’s dictates are so…unpopular, haven’t you ever talked to her about changing them?”
Red let out a sharp, surprised laugh. She decided then that she didn’t mind the talking back or the ribbing. This kid was naive as a new Tumtum tree, and it was kind of endearing.
“Oh—Chester, was it?—you really don’t understand. You can’t just talk to the Queen of Hearts. No, no. Her word is law. You can only, you know, sneak around it.”
As a child, Red had taken particular issue with a new edict that said no children could have a snack before bedtime. When she’d broached the topic with her mother, her mother had simply ignored it, as if Red hadn’t spoken at all.
In the end, Red gave it up. It was exhausting to be treated as invisible.
Chester set his own books down on the lab table. “But why do people listen to her at all?”
Red shrugged. “I guess you can do whatever you want when you’re that powerful.”
“I suppose.” Chester sighed and took out his textbook. “Don’t those soldier-cards ever think for themselves?”
“It’s their job not to.”
The subject of her mother was a sensitive one, so Red changed the topic. “Now, magic. Magic and science. Where shall we start?”
“I’ve always been a fan of the classics,” Chester said, flipping open his potions book to the page that read For Shrinking or Growing. “And I never got a chance to do this basic stuff at home. My parents didn’t have access to these kinds of ingredients.”
He eyed Maddox’s shelves of mysterious vials and tinctures, and it was Red’s turn to grin.
“Fair enough,” she said. She pulled a few things off the shelf: worm fat, coins from a dead man’s pocket, witch’s spit, wishful thinking—what any good Wonderlandian should have on hand.
“Okay.” Red put everything on the table. “Now, let’s see…”
“I don’t know about all this.” Chester scratched his head, batting a hand against his ear. “Science I understand—more or less—but how is all this junk supposed to change your physical size?”
“You know, Mr. Maddox says the lines between science and magic are very thin,” Red said, lighting the Bunsen burner and peering at the time-tested recipe in her textbook. “Is magic just science that we can’t explain yet? Or is science a form of magic that we try too hard to overanalyze?”
“That makes my head hurt,” Chester said.
“I bet that’s his goal for this assignment,” Red muttered.
“Wait—”
“What?”
“Aren’t you supposed to put the wishful thinking in before the witch’s spit?”
Red chewed her lip. “I didn’t think so, but the order isn’t very specific here.”
“I thought you were.” Chester frowned. “So the thinking has time to boil down, right? At least, that’s how I’ve always seen other people do it.”
“How often are you watching other people make shrinking potions, Mr. I Never Got a Chance to Do This Basic Stuff?”
“I dunno. In the stories and such, I guess.”
“Well, I already put one teaspoon in….” Red trailed off.
“How about we do one now and one later?” Chester shrugged. “It can’t make that much of a difference.”
Red raised her eyebrows and shrugged back. Then they both dumped a whole host of other goops and serums into the bubbling pot. An indescribable and specific smell, like a bowl of soup eaten on the right-hand side of the table while it’s raining outside during the month of May, soon permeated the classroom.
Red switched off the flame and stirred carefully, dipping a spoon into the mixture.
“Want to try?” she said.
“Wish me luck.” Chester downed the whole spoonful in one gulp. “Hmm,” he said. “That’s strange. It tastes very…large.”
“How can something taste large?”
But suddenly, Chester’s left hand ballooned to the size of a basketball.
“AhhGGH!” he cried. His voice broke and deepened halfway through as his chest puffed up and his head swelled.
“Clubs!” he managed to say, shaking his large head as the rest of his body changed proportions and began to grow. “What’s happening?”
Red gasped, forcing back a bubble of laughter that threatened to burst in her chest. “We might have done something wrong.”
“You think?!”
Red flipped through the textbook, looking desperately for an answer as Chester’s head grazed the ceiling. He was proportioned normally now, but still getting bigger and bigger. He sat on the floor, ducking the swinging overhead lights.
“Okay,” Red said. “Um—salamander’s eye, borogove feather—this should help.” But as she stirred recklessly, some of the potion splashed onto her face. She coughed, inhaling the fumes.
Chester began to grow even larger. In fact, so did the entire room, and the lab table, and—
Red groaned and slapped her forehead. “I’m getting smaller, aren’t I?”
Chester nodded rapidly and pressed his lips together. Red lunged for the Bunsen burner, but fell short, suddenly no taller than a toddler. “I can’t reach!” she cried.
“Here, let me,” Chester began, but with one giant hand he knocked the whole contraption and all the vials off the table. The potion splattered with great ceremony on one of his pant legs.
“Are you okay?” Red yelped, covering her face.
“Pffffff,” Chester snorted, watching his left leg and left leg alone compress down to a smaller-than-regular size. His pant leg hung loosely around it. “We are bad at this!”
“Okay, well, at least it’s all down here now,” Red said, hefting the burner upright and standing on her tiptoes to plug it back into the outlet. She was careful not to touch any of the liquid that had fallen out. “Let’s see. Maybe if we just do everything in the reverse order…”
Chester held his hand over his wide mouth, eyes twinkling.
“. . . then we can somehow get ourselves back to normal again.”
Chester nodded quickly and made a choking noise.
“What?” Red said, annoyed.
“I’m sorry, you’re being so serious right now, but you just—you look—” And he burst out laughing, booming through the classroom. “You look like a little two-year-old with a play set. I just can’t—”
Red wanted to be mad, but suddenly a snort forced its way through her nose. “Oh, come on!” she half cried, half laughed. But it was true; the beakers were as big as water pitchers in her diminished hands, and the Bunsen burner was like a stove before her.
“Teeny tiny!” Chester squawked, pinching his thumb and forefinger together and squinting through them.
Red lost it. Soon they were both roaring with laughter, clutching their sides and gasping for breath. It was only after many minutes of trying to pull themselves together and then dissolving again that they managed to measure out all the ingredients and give the potion another go. And it still took many more sessions of trial, error, and wildly fluctuating limb size before Red and Chester were back to their normal selves again.
“Well, my mouth still feels a bit larger than usual,” Chester said, jutting out his chin and grinning toothily. “But that just means I’ll be able to eat sandwiches easier.”
“Good enough,” Red chuckled. “Do you think we have enough to write a report on science versus magic?”
“I do.” Chester scratched his head. “I want to say the magic was unpredictable, but the outcomes did change based on which ingredients we used and the order in which we mixed them.”
“And we did eventually succeed in the end,” Red mused. “So there was a method to our madness, so to speak.”
“That certainly sounds like it would earn us a Maddox A-plus.”
They cleaned the lab equipment and put it away, then packed up their things. The school grounds were quiet and empty, and felt even more so after their messy and raucous experiment. Even the mome raths had deserted the school grounds.
“You know,” Chester said as they continued down the path, “if we’d gotten that potion right on the first try, we wouldn’t have learned a thing. I’ve been thinking about the relationship between science and magic ever since we left the lab, but I know I wouldn’t be if our goof hadn’t happened.”
“I always thought science was science and magic was magic,” Red agreed. “But maybe it’s more complicated than that.”
“Most things,” Chester said quietly, “are not black and white.”
Red glanced at him, wondering if he was referencing the inescapable black, white, and red palette of her mother’s castle. But he was watching the path ahead, apparently lost in thought.
“I’m sorry for calling you Red Scare,” he said suddenly. “That wasn’t very nice. You’re not in the least bit scary like your mom.”
“Ha,” Red said. “It’s no big deal. I thought it was sort of funny. I’m sorry for getting so defensive about my role too.”
“Well, you’re allowed to. You don’t like it very much, do you?”
Red sighed. “Is it obvious?”
“Maybe not to everyone. But you can always break out of a role, you know, if you want to.”
“I’m trying. You sort of seem like someone who has that down.”
Chester glanced at her. “It’s a blessing and a curse. I could help you out sometime, if that’s something you’re interested in.”
They were at the fork where the path broke off toward the Queen’s castle. They stopped and regarded each other carefully. Red thought about her plans for more rebellion and how little time she had to carry them out.
“I am,” she said, lifting her chin.
“All right, then.” Chester nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Red.”
“See you tomorrow.”
She watched Chester wave and go along down the darkening path, his wide grin glowing slightly in the dusk before disappearing entirely.






  
Red was used to routine when she got home every day. She’d drop her book bag at her bedroom desk, immediately finish any homework that needed to be done, and change her clothes and do her hair before dinner.
But that evening, something odd had come over her. Red dropped her book bag at her desk, then flopped onto her heart-shaped bed without any thought toward homework.
Her mind was racing. She had to do something to burst out of this prison of a life. Why was her mother and this whole ridiculous kingdom dead set on perfection? But time was running so short. Red could just never seem to find enough of it.
She lay lost in thought for so long that soon there was a commotion out in the hall. Then the Queen of Hearts burst through her door, hands on hips.
“Darling!” she said. “There you are. What on earth is going on?”
Red flinched, propping herself up on her elbows. “Nothing—what do you mean?”
“Why, I’ve been waiting for you at the dinner table for ten entire minutes. You’re making our food go cold.”
“Oh.” Red blinked. It was dinnertime already? She sighed; just another way time had gotten away from her. “Sorry, Mom. I’ll get ready.”
The Queen squinted at her daughter as Red slipped off the bed and went toward the closet.
“Are you feeling all right?” the Queen asked.
“Yes, of course.”
“You look so…” The Queen made a face as she searched for the words. “Blah,” she finished crossly. “It’s ruining my mood.”
“I’m fine, Mom.”
“Well, good.” The Queen of Hearts sat down on Red’s desk chair and smoothed her rose-draped gown. “Because we have much to discuss.”
“We do?”
“Goodness, yes! There are so many preparations to be made for the Tea Ceremony.”
Red paused as she ran her fingers through her wavy hair. “Like what?”
The Queen’s eyes widened. “Like learning how to issue a royal decree, my dear. It’s not as easy as it looks, you know. There’s the diligence and creativity that goes into the actual lawmaking, in addition to the speech. Starting tomorrow, every day after school, you’ll have royal training with myself and the cards. We have only two weeks to whip you into shape.”
Red grimaced, shutting the closet door and donning her castle slippers. She stood at the edge of the bed, arms crossed. “So, I’m not already in shape.”
The Queen of Hearts rolled her eyes. “I mean…look at you.”
“What’s wrong with me?”
“You’re just…” The Queen sucked her teeth and pressed her fingers together. “Darling, you know. You’re not ready. You look a little like a ragamuffin and not the princess of the land.”
Red glanced into the mirror above her dressing table, where she could see herself and her mother’s reflection. Next to the Queen of Hearts with her scarlet dress and black cape and enormous presence, Red was wearing a cut-off red jacket over her usual fishnet shirt. They couldn’t look less alike. Still, there was something unsettling about the line of both their jaws; the way their shoulders hunched ever so slightly, as if defensive; the shape of their noses. Those things were a bit too similar for Red’s liking.
Red hugged herself and shrugged. “I mean, I can dress like you. I don’t need formal training for that.”
The Queen scoffed. “Well, if you think that dressing the part is all there is to ruling, that shows me just how much you need this training.”
Red said nothing.
“Ah, now I know what you’re feeling.” The Queen smiled sweetly in the mirror and stood, stroking Red’s hair. “You’ve got those cold ceremonial feet. Everyone gets nervous at the prospect of stepping into the royal spotlight. Heavy is the crown, and all that. Your grandparents felt it, and I certainly—” She sniffed. “Well, I mean, actually, I never did. But trust me, once you take that throne and hear all those subjects chanting your name, and you see them all gathered together and know you have power over each and every one of them…Well.” The Queen’s eyes glinted in the light of the lamp on Red’s desk. “That’s just a marvelous, marvelous feeling.”
Red pressed her lips together in what she hoped was an agreeable smile.
“Ahh!” the Queen shrieked, clapping and startling Red. “I just can’t wait for you to start!”
• • •
And start they did. Promptly after school the next day, in the Ball Room. This was the large room in the castle where they kept all of Wonderland’s globes, game equipment, fishbowls, and other objects the Queen had outlawed for not being sharp and angular enough. Hedgehogs, of course, had remained permissible.
If Red had expected additional tutors and coaches, she would be disappointed. There was nobody else besides her mother, a few soldier-cards, and one of the Queen’s frog butlers.
Red had attempted to look a little more presentable and wore a red caped jacket over her signature black-and-red leather pants. She hadn’t been at all sure what to expect, but wanted to be comfortable if she was going to endure this. Her red hair flowed down her shoulders, but at least it was combed today.
In contrast, the Queen had chosen some of her flashier robes, bright red and silky with thick shoulder pads.
“Isn’t this exciting!” she crowed. “So much to learn, so much to do.”
Red smiled weakly.
“I’ve thought long and hard about where to start,” the Queen of Hearts continued. “And I’ve decided that everything else I teach you is useless without The Look.”
“The look?”
“The Look.” Red’s mother cleared her throat, drew herself up to her full height, raised her eyebrows, pursed her lips, and viewed the Ball Room disdainfully through half-lidded eyes. The Queen needn’t say any more; Red knew The Look all too well.
“Oh, that look,” she muttered.
The Queen snapped, both her mouth and her fingers. “Cards!” Two of the soldier-cards jumped out from their posts, lifting a floor-length mirror from the other side of the room and bringing it to rest before Red.
The Queen of Hearts came to stand next to her, and again Red was disconcerted by their reflections side by side.
“Chin up, eyes down,” the Queen said in her ear. “Higher. Haughtier. Act as if you couldn’t possibly care less, because caring about others gives them power over you. Carelessness? That’s what puts the power back in your hands.”
Red took a breath and did her best. She winced, knowing her face was that of someone who did care. Of course she cared that everyone was afraid to be friends with her. And she didn’t want to be just like her mother! She wanted a life of her own!
What didn’t Red care about? Giving this royal decree and having this silly Tea Ceremony.
“There it is!” the Queen of Hearts said at the very moment the thought entered Red’s head. “Hold it, just like that! Now, The Look should be cultivated throughout the rest of our training. Remember exactly how you’re feeling right now and carry that with you.”
Red felt she would have a hard time forgetting it.






  
Royal training ran for over an hour, and Red was exhausted by the end. In addition to The Look, they practiced aloofness, disdain, and, more practically, table setting.
Now Red reluctantly stared down that evening’s homework, which she’d had no chance to do. She was doodling in the margin of a worksheet on riddles, trying to decipher a particularly tough clue, when something hit the sill of her open window.
Red jumped, knocking her books off the desk; her bedroom was in the highest tower of the castle. As she stood, frozen, she heard rustling and the sound of whispers. Red grabbed a spare croquet mallet from her closet and held it over her shoulder like a baseball bat. She tiptoed over to the sill just as another object sailed past her head and into the room.
It was a shoe—a rather muddy one.
Red snatched it up and squinted into the darkness outside the window, croquet mallet at the ready. Whatever she expected to see, it certainly wasn’t Chester and another boy whom Red didn’t recognize, clinging for dear life to the thick ivy that grew over the tower next to Red’s room.
“I’m going to need that back,” Chester said, nodding at the shoe.
“What the Clubs are you doing here?” Red hissed.
Chester grinned his signature grin. “Toldja I’d show you how to break out. Well, here we are.”
“Who’s ‘we’? Who is that?”
“Oh, that’s Ace,” Chester said. “Homeschool friend.”
The boy below him waved a hand, half-shrouded in ivy and darkness.
Red shook her head and dropped the shoe on the windowsill. “This is not a good idea.”
“It so is. Ace and I climbed all the way up here, and for the most part it’s”—he shook the branch of the ivy on which he stood—“pretty sturdy.”
“Someone’s going to see you!”
“Then we’d better hurry.” He smiled at her wickedly and started back down with the other boy in his stocking feet. Red guessed his other shoe had fallen somewhere below.
She groaned, glancing back at her bedroom door and then to the unfinished homework. Her mother was probably already in for the night, doing her daily affirmations—Everyone thinks you’re the best. You have power over all of Wonderland. Heart-shaped hairstyles are very in this season, and every season.
Red had snuck out many times, but never with other people. She’d always been alone.
She tied Chester’s laces in a loop, hung the shoe over her wrist, and climbed onto the windowsill. The ivy-covered tower was only a foot or two away, but such a wide gap felt like a long distance to cross. There were other ways out of the castle, secret passages that Red had used before for the purpose of avoiding her mother that didn’t risk a fall to her death. But she didn’t think Chester would appreciate hearing about those now.
Red glanced down, which was a terrible mistake; the hedge maze seemed to warp before her eyes. She could just make out the cavelike entrance to the castle’s underground tunnel system next to it. Rumor had it that the tunnels were once used for seamless deliveries during balls and tea parties. Now the cavern was adorned with murky rainwater and cobwebs. And it seemed to be spinning? Red grabbed the side of the window for support.
“It’s okay!” Chester whisper-yelled from somewhere beneath her. “You can make it, no problem!”
“What if I miss?” Red snapped. “It’s not like you can catch me!”
“Well—we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it! Come on, I’ll count you down.”
Red closed her eyes and took a deep breath of the night air.
“Three,” Chester called. “Two. One—”
And she jumped, her first attempt at balcony parkour, graceful and fleet-footed, and in a matter of a few seconds she was safely on her way to the ground with the rest of them. Chester offered his hand, and she jumped the last few feet.
“I did it!” she whispered, heart thrashing in her chest. She felt very giddy.
“You did.” Chester smiled, took his shoe back, and turned to the other boy. His hair was jet-black and curly, and maybe it was the adrenaline still coursing through Red’s veins, but his hazel eyes seemed to sparkle in the soft light spilling from the castle windows. “Red, meet Ace. He’s always up for a little fun, so I thought he’d be a good influence.”
“You handled that ivy like a pro,” Ace said, grinning and shaking Red’s hand. As he did, a few playing cards slipped out of his sleeve.
“Whoops!” he said. “Those are for later.”
“Ace is a bit of a card shark.” Chester winked.
“Nice to meet you,” Red said breathlessly, suddenly conscious of her flyaway hairs and raggedy leather jacket. What if her mom was right and she did look like a ragamuffin? She smoothed them both down and plucked an ivy leaf from her braid. “How on earth did you get through the maze?”
“Well,” Chester said, “I don’t want to admit it, but we’ve been out here for, like, three hours. It took us forever.”
“How did you know which window was mine?”
Chester laughed nervously. “Um, we didn’t know that either. But there weren’t many other options, and it happened to be a lucky guess. We were worried it was your mom’s room at first—all the heart décor, you know—but when we were closer it looked like someone our age slept there.”
“The heart décor wasn’t really my idea,” Red grumbled. The whole castle was covered in it. She didn’t like that her room could be mistaken for her mother’s, and she was a little embarrassed that they’d seen it—she thought, particularly, of the Mermaid Band posters that plastered her closet door—but at least they had seen something in it that told them it was hers.
“So, what’s the plan?” she asked.
“No plan.” Ace shrugged. “Breaking you out was the main thing. Now we can relax.”
“Well, I should probably show you out of this maze before it gets dark,” Red said.
They went along quickly, with Red making expert, decisive turns as they slipped through the hedges. Soon they were out in the Royal Woods to the east of the castle, near the fork in the path where Red and Chester had parted yesterday. Red had walked these trails many times before, but somehow it was now tinged with a kind of magic and excitement.
She was out when she wasn’t supposed to be, which always gave her a clandestine joy.
“Good job.” Chester gave her a high five.
The three sat down near the trunk of a Tumtum tree, its branches swaying in the evening breeze.
“Thanks, Chester. I needed that,” Red said, sitting cross-legged and leaning back on her hands. “You know, it’s too bad…all the other kids in Wonderland are missing out on shenanigans like this. They’re a bunch of rule-followers.”
Chester raised his eyebrow. “All of them?”
Red sighed. “Pretty much. You guys are the only ones I’ve met who aren’t.”
“I’ve never been a rule-follower,” Ace said, picking at a bit of grass and shuffling the deck of cards from his sleeves. Even though they were in the woods, the lawn was still mowed and well-kept. Neat and orderly. “But then, I’ve never gone to one of these royalty-run schools. Maybe it’d be a different story if I did.”
“I guess they do kind of hammer it into us,” Red said. Mouth shut, ears open—that was the second thing they taught after the War of the Roses. She thought of the little boy at the garden un-party who had been brave enough to steal a tart. Did he have something the others didn’t? Or did that rebellious impulse exist in all the Wonderland kids?
“I’ve been sneaking out forever, even without your help,” Red said, thinking aloud. “Do you…Do you think the others actually want to do stuff like that? Would they, if they had the chance?”
“Hmm.” Chester traced patterns in the grass with a stick. “They’d have to be pretty motivated. Sometimes I look in the eyes of those kids and think—nothing’s there. Just robots, the lot of them.”
“My uncle’s a soldier-card,” Ace said. “We hardly hear from him anymore. But my dad says it’s because the Queen really wants the cards to be a single deck instead of individuals, like they all think with the same mind. He says it would only take one or two cards to start having opinions about how things should really be, and then those feelings would spread through the ranks. A slippery slope, he called it—means a very small number of outspoken cards can cause the whole house to fall.” He raised an eyebrow at Chester, then Red. “If one of the Wonderland kids crack…they all might.”
Red felt her heart beat a little bit faster as he spoke. Could she be understanding him correctly? Maybe Red had never wanted to be the leader of Wonderland. But leader of the rebels? That had a nice ring to it.
“Interesting,” Chester murmured. “If one disgruntled soldier-card could break the whole army”—he glanced at Red—“I wonder what an heir apparent could do?”
“Hmm,” she said. “But how could we pull off a real coup? Ace, you should see these kids at the un-parties. Standing silently for hours, ignoring the cake and presents—they are in deep.”
“That’s it!” Ace cried.
“What?”
His grin was devilish. “We’ll throw a party!”
Chester eyed him in surprise.
“A real party?” Red asked. “Not an un-party? I don’t even know if that’s been done in Wonderland before.”
“That just might work,” Chester said, rubbing his chin in thought. “Have you heard of the ones they throw in Auradon?” He spread his hands wide. “Pizza, nachos, ice cream—the works. Loud music and dancing. You can do anything you want there.”
Red considered it wistfully. Auradon parties were nothing more than rumor, usually told in whispers by scandalized adults and soldier-cards, but they were tantalizing. A party like that just might be enough to knock Wonderland off its feet.
“Where would we do it?” Red asked. “The gardens can hold most of Wonderland High, but we’d attract way too much attention there.”
“We’d attract too much attention in a lot of places,” Chester said. “The gym at school is no good. Even though it’s a nice size, I’m guessing your castle is out, Red.”
“What about right here?” said Ace.
The two others looked at him.
“Well, not right here,” he clarified. “But in the Royal Woods? The forest is deep enough that we wouldn’t be seen from the road or the castle. I’m sure we could find a clearing where we could be as loud as we want.”
“I like it,” Chester said, a slow grin starting on his face. “I think people will be more likely to enjoy themselves if they’re far away from where the Queen or the soldier-cards could find us. No offense, Red.”
“None taken.” She sighed. “I agree.”
“So it’s settled,” Ace said. “We’re doing this! Let’s all brainstorm some ideas, and then we can start planning right away tomorrow after school.”
“Let’s,” Red said. She grinned as they all shook hands to seal their pact.
“I have to head back,” said Ace. He smiled at Red. “It was nice meeting you, un-Princess.”
Red cleared her throat. “You too!” she said a little too brightly as he waved and headed off into the forest.
“I’ve got to go too,” said Chester. “But hey, Red—” He pushed his floppy hair out of his face and looked a little sheepish.
“What is it?”
“I underestimated you. I really wasn’t sure if you’d climb out the window tonight or sic your soldier-cards on us.”
It stung. “Oh, come on,” Red said quietly. “They’re not even ‘my’ soldier-cards.”
“I know.” Chester nodded. “And I’m sorry. I mean, you’re the Queen’s daughter…but I was wrong. And Ace, he’s played enough cards that he can tell who’s bluffing and who’s not. And it’s clear to me that he trusts you.”
Red put her hands in the pockets of her leather jacket and willed herself not to blush. “Well, thanks for that,” she said. “I want you to know you can trust me. I’m on your side, not my mom’s.”
It felt unfamiliar to say, but this was the first time someone her age had been able to get past their first impression of Red. The words had come rushing out of her all at once.
“Fabulous,” Chester said in an imitation of Mr. Maddox, and winked. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Princess.”
“See you.”
A small smile played on Red’s face as she watched him go. She had a hunch that such a party could cause a great deal of trouble.
Which was just the kind she was looking for.






  
But the next day, as if by design, Red and the boys’ plans to continue their scheming were thwarted. Red was sitting in her fifth-period class, History of Tea Parties, when a courier from the Queen’s castle appeared at the door.
“Message for you, milady,” he said, bowing snappily and delivering a sealed envelope. Red’s cheeks burned from being singled out, and she knew every student in class would have been looking her way if they weren’t compelled to stare straight ahead, perfectly still in their seats.
Then she thought of what she, Ace, and Chester had talked about last night and almost wished they would stare, whisper, do anything against the grain.
Red shook her head and opened the letter. Inside was a scrawled note in her mother’s hand:
Red, darling,
I’m in a panic realizing how close the Tea is and how much we still must do. I’ve called in some backup and have notified the school that you’re excused from classes from fifth period onward, beginning today. Please head home as soon as you get this.
Hearts and kisses! ♥♥♥
Mother
Red felt her fingers tighten around the parchment as she resisted the urge to rip the letter. Royal training time had doubled? And she’d miss both History of Tea Parties and croquet for the next two weeks? This was not what Red had signed up for.
In fact, she hadn’t signed up for any of it.
But Red recalled their party—their real party—once more, and it strengthened her resolve. The more she could keep her mom off the scent until the preparations were complete, the better chance they had at success.
It was still begrudgingly that Red packed up her books and slipped out of the classroom. She paused in the hall, wondering if she could get a message to Chester, but she wasn’t sure which class he was in. And she had no idea how to get in touch with Ace—as much as she might have liked to.
Red shook her head as she started on the forest path; the thought had come to her unbidden. She didn’t have the time or energy for a crush, and the Queen would put a swift end to any relationship of that nature with someone who was a commoner—a homeschooled one, at that. The Queen of Hearts often crowed that there was no better discipline and education than at her own Wonderland High, which she’d both founded and funded.
Red assumed her mother would be quicker to accept a relationship between Red and one of the courtiers’ children, or someone of noble blood. But in truth, Red suspected it would be just one more thing her mother would disapprove of her doing. The Queen of Hearts often emphasized that you couldn’t trust anyone, and Red was certain this extended to any ostensible love interest.
She sometimes wondered if it extended to daughters.
When Red arrived in the Ball Room, there were two new faces there to greet her. She recognized both girls as recent graduates of Wonderland High who were now apprenticed in the Queen’s court, learning to be ladies of nobility who spent their days sitting in parlors and looking displeased.
The first was Red’s height, with a plump face that Red was sure would have looked cheerful if it wasn’t pulled into a frown. Her light blond hair was styled in a tight, complicated updo that looked rather uncomfortable.
The other was much shorter, with a timid, mousy disposition and chestnut hair. Both girls were dressed in attire that was nearly as outlandish as the Queen’s, black-and-white silks accented with reds.
“Darling, you’re here!” the Queen cried when she caught sight of Red. “Wonderful! I’d like you to meet these two young women of the court, who will assist in your coaching: Miss Twee and Miss Dora, daughter of Dormouse.”
Twee curtsied and Dora gave a polite, cursory smile that showed her two front teeth.
“Hi,” Red said, wary of these additions. Over the course of her life, she had learned that the closer people were to her mother, the more awkwardly they treated Red. This was being further proven by Chester and Ace, boys who had spent their lives far from the castle. Red had felt like a normal person with the two of them last night.
“Good afternoon, Princess Red,” the two young women chorused.
Red nodded at them. “Just Red is fine.”
“I have so many things to plan,” the Queen of Hearts continued. “Caterers to call, talking with the groundskeepers—so Twee and Dora will get you started today.”
“You’re not even going to be here?”
“I’ll come back to check on your progress very soon!” the Queen assured her. She pecked a kiss on Red’s forehead, and then The Look came back to her face. “Frog boys!” she yelled, calling her butlers. “I need seven rolls of parchment, now!”
As Red’s mother strode from the room, Twee and Dora moved to the tea table that was set up for practice. They sat delicately, backs ramrod straight and elbows off the table.
Twee eyed Red and patted the empty place setting, gesturing for her to come over.
Red sighed and sat, taking her napkin and unfolding it in her lap.
“Try again,” Dora sniffed.
“I’m sorry?” Red said.
“The fold.” Twee pointed at Red’s napkin. “It should be facing you, and then you should unfold it all the way.”
Red paused and looked at them both to see if they were joking. If they were, it was perfectly deadpan.
“Would…would anyone even notice that at the ceremony?” Red asked.
“Oh, you’d be surprised.” Twee raised her eyebrows. “The kind of reprimand I’d get from my mother if I did it your way—ugh.”
“Now,” Dora said. “Say they’re serving oysters. Oysters from Briny Beach. Which fork would you use?”
“I don’t really care for oysters,” Red said. In fact, she thought they were disgusting. “Can we use a different example?”
“No.”
Red scanned her place setting. There were smaller plates stacked on larger ones, bowls and silverware of all sizes. Dora and Twee had the same. She’d seen such place settings before; the Queen of Hearts loved having fancy dinners, and they often had guests in the Grand Hall. Red’s mother was strict about everything—including table etiquette.
The fact that she had brought two Wonderland High alums in as coaches told Red just how important this Tea Ceremony was supposed to be. The Queen was very keen on appearances, of course, but it seemed her mother also believed this would be a critical moment in Red’s political career.
Hazarding a guess, Red picked up the smallest fork, which she felt was the most oyster-size.
“Lucky guess,” Dora said.
“And salad?” said Twee.
There were two other forks on the opposite side: one large, one small. Big salad leaves were hard to pick up, Red reasoned, so she chose the larger of the two utensils.
“Wrong!” Dora crowed.
“The waiter brings sorbet,” Twee jumped in. The more guesses Red missed, the slyer their grins got. “What do you use?”
Red tried not to roll her eyes. She knew enough to recognize the dessert utensils at the top of her plate, but sorbet was a silly question.
“Surely either the fork or the spoon could be used?” she said. “It’s sorbet.”
Twee and Dora dissolved into little fits of snickers.
“Hardly!” Dora said. “It’s a spoon. Always a spoon.”
Red sighed long and hard, not trying to hide her exasperation. She thought of Chester and Ace, probably off in the woods somewhere wondering where she was. “I know you’re trying to help. And I know that there’s a certain way to do these things. But I don’t see how any of this matters.”
Though the place settings were for show, there was real tea in the fine china cups and a pot steaming in the middle of the table. Twee plucked a cube of sugar from the sugar bowl and stirred a little cream into her tea.
“Tell me, Red.” She sipped from the cup. “You’re being groomed as a leader—that part is a given. But do you want to be respected as a leader?”
“Um—well.” Red knitted her brow. “What if I don’t want to be a leader at all?”
Dora rolled her eyes, somehow managing to make it look dainty. “That’s not an option.”
“Why not?” said Red.
“Your mother decreed it.” Dora sniffed. “Her word is law.”
“You’re going to be a leader,” Twee repeated. “Do you wanted to be respected or mocked—never taken seriously?”
“Respected, I guess…” Red said slowly.
Twee and Dora exchanged a look. Then Twee continued: “For better or worse, Wonderland is built on perfection. Discipline. If you want to be respected, you have to adhere to whatever customs are most important to Wonderland—perfectly.”
“People will be watching,” Dora added. “Wonderland is good at hiding that, because correct conduct also means perfect allegiance. But no one comes under more scrutiny than royals. We see everything that goes on with you and your mother.”
Red felt a curl of foreboding in her stomach. She and Chester had joked about the Queen, and Red was no stranger to the fact that her mother wasn’t very popular. But Twee and Dora hinted that even the advisors and ladies of the Queen of Hearts’s court, whom Red had thought were the closest things her mother had to friends, disliked their ruler. Disliked her very much, perhaps. The Queen had always seemed oblivious to criticism—or at least, far above caring about it. But she had to sense it, didn’t she?
And those same ladies and courtiers—all of Wonderland, in fact—might dislike Red too, at the first wrong step she took.
“So!” Dora trilled. “Let’s move on to the soup course!”






  
Red was still mulling over training on the way to school the next day when a familiar face caught up with her.
“Hey,” Chester said, jogging down the path to meet her. “What happened yesterday? Where were you? I’m the one who usually disappears without a trace. Ace and I waited forever.”
“Sorry,” Red mumbled. “My mom doubled the length of this awful royal training. All she can think about is the annual Tea Ceremony.”
“So ditch.”
“What?”
“If it’s no fun, and we have stuff to do for the”—he looked around and then whispered—“party, ditch your training tonight.”
“I don’t know….” Dora and Twee’s lesson yesterday about being correct and flawless in order to win respect was still fresh in Red’s mind. She had lain awake during the night, just thinking. She’d always chafed against her mother’s edicts, and was ready to do more to show the Queen she didn’t rule over Red. And she didn’t want to have the kingdom’s eyes on her—but if she had to, she wanted to be respected. Better than her mother. Would that take even more perfection? Red wasn’t sure she had it in her. She told herself she didn’t care about what the other Wonderland kids thought, but what if she and Chester and Ace were wrong about them? Maybe they didn’t really want to rebel and would reject her when she showed them how she truly felt, along with all the courtiers and nobility who apparently already hated the Queen. Then she’d never be respected.
It was a lot.
Chester grinned his signature grin and shook his head at her. “Wow, I thought we’d cured you when you climbed down the ivy. But it sounds like you still need my help.”
Red sighed. “It feels more complicated now, somehow.”
“Hey.” Chester stopped walking. “All this training stuff, these lessons, this Tea Ceremony—isn’t that exactly what you’re rebelling against? You’re starting to sound like any old Wonderland High kid.”
Red held her book bag closer; he was right. Twee and Dora had made her feel, well—bad. Red had always seen her mother as the primary authority of Wonderland, but yesterday’s training had shown her that Wonderland itself had lived with the standards of perfection for so long that it severely judged anyone who couldn’t maintain them. The people of the court might criticize the Queen of Hearts, but in their own subtle ways, they were just as bad as her. And they upheld everything she stood for.
Red was always a rebel, but at Chester’s words she realized she wanted to take it to the next level and really show them all—the stuffy courtiers, the snide noblewomen, the idea that you could be disgraced just by the way you used your dinner silverware—that it was no way to live. Besides, on the nights she stole away to the kitchen, she’d had a taste of sugar. And unlike her mother had warned, it was good. Delicious, even!
“You’re right.” Red lifted her chin. “I’ll do it.”
“’Course I am.” Chester’s smile was megawatt; he winked. “Knew you wouldn’t want to let Ace down.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Red sniffed, striding ahead of him to school.
After classes, Red went with Chester to meet Ace in the Royal Woods instead of continuing down the path to the castle. Seeing the towers from afar and knowing she was supposed to be inside gave her the same thrill she’d felt climbing down the ivy—a little bad and a lot of fun. Ace met them at the edge of the trail and led them off-road, deeper into the woods. There were leaves and bits of twigs in his curly hair.
“I think I’ve found the perfect spot,” he said, pulling back the branches of ferns and a curtain of ivy. On the other side was a clearing of grass and moss, ringed by gnarled Tumtum trees and willows. A few slithy toves slithered into the underbrush as the three of them stepped into the opening. The space was wide enough for a large gathering, but thickly shrouded.
“It’s perfect,” Red said.
“Nice find!” Chester agreed. Ace smiled proudly.
They all stood for a moment, hands on hips, and surveyed the area. After a few seconds, Chester cleared his throat. Ace kicked at the grass.
And Red said what they were all thinking. “So…do any of us know how to throw a party?”
“Well, we were talking about how they have nachos in Auradon,” Ace said uncertainly. “Maybe…we bring some nachos? If you guys know what they are? Some kind of chips and cheese?”
“And jelly doughnuts or chocolate-covered strawberries?” Chester asked.
“Oof, it’s going to be hard to get sugary treats,” Red reminded him.
“Okay. Then maybe pizzas?”
Red made a face. “If we can’t think of anything better.” Pizzas in Wonderland were more like stale flatbread—no sauce, no toppings, no fun. But they could get plenty for cheap, and it was better than nothing. Red bit her lip, moving to the center of the field. “It’ll be dark, so maybe we can have a bonfire here in the middle. And—I don’t know, games or something?”
“What’s the opposite of croquet?” Ace said. “Pickleball?”
“I have a few rackets.” Chester shrugged.
“We’ll need invitations and drinks too, I guess…” Red listed. Little details rushed at her that she’d never thought of before. Plates for the pizza, cups for the drinks. Tables to put everything on. Where would they sit? Would a fire be bright enough for the whole clearing? Suddenly, and to her great chagrin, Red thought she just might know how her mother was feeling about the annual Tea Ceremony.
“I have a wagon. I’ll just bring all the dishes I have in my house,” Chester said. “My mom won’t mind.”
Ace looked at the trees, rubbing his chin. “I think we still have some string lights and lanterns in the basement from last year’s War of the Roses Victory Day. I could bring those.”
“And don’t worry about the pizzas,” Red said. “I have a decent allowance; I’ll pick them up.”
“This is going to be great!” Chester said. His smile was optimistic, but Red felt a twinge of doubt. Could they really pull this off?
“So, when are we doing this?” she asked.
“Let’s not lose our momentum,” said Ace. “Plus, the faster we do it, the less time there’ll be for anyone to tattle. It’s Wednesday—what if we send out invitations tomorrow and have it on Friday?”
“That’s a fast turnaround, but you’re right,” Chester said. “Red?”
Red nodded. “I’m in.”
But Red’s concerns hadn’t disappeared by the time she reached the edge of the hedge maze gate. She planned to stay up all night making her third of the invitations, which would have to be discreet and enticing. Even if they did manage to get people to come, how could they know no one would snitch on them? What if nobody showed up at all?
She was still lost in thought when she heard voices coming toward her in the maze—Twee and Dora.
They were the last people Red wanted to see. Hurriedly, she ducked down a dead-end path to the right of the main trail and waited.
“. . . never been so insulted,” Dora was saying. “Just sitting there looking like fools with our parasols indoors, waiting for someone who isn’t coming…”
“She doesn’t stand a chance,” Twee’s voice followed. “She says she doesn’t even want this? What kind of mind games is she playing with us? What wouldn’t I give to be the Princess of Wonderland? Anyone would love to be in her place. And she’s just going to throw it all away?”
Red bit her lip.
There was a pause, and then Dora sniffed. “You know—there’s something off about her. It’s not like I’d expect someone raised by the Queen of Hearts to be normal, but she doesn’t have the discipline that a Wonderland kid should have. A desire to please.”
“She’s an odd duck,” Twee agreed. “And she’s up to something. Ugh, my heels are killing me in this bloody endless maze.”
“The road is just up the way. Then I’m hailing a carriage first thing, I don’t care what father says about my spending habits….”
The voices trailed off, and Red took a deep breath. She hadn’t thought of an excuse for missing royal training, but it sounded like she was going to need to—quick.
Red slipped back into the castle, keeping a sharp eye out for her mother or any of the courtiers. She snuck through the Grand Hall and had one foot on the stairs when a voice came bellowing from behind her.
“RED!”
Red winced and turned slowly. The Queen of Hearts had somehow materialized in the Grand Hall, standing next to the enormous redwood dining table with her hands on her hips.
“Hi, Mom.” Red made her best attempt at a smile.
“Don’t you Hi, Mom me.” The Queen cocked a well-groomed brow above her signature scarlet eyeshadow. “Where were you today?”
“I’m really sorry. I had, um—a project I needed to work on, and I completely lost track of time.”
“What kind of project?”
“A group project. Something for Maddox’s class.” It wasn’t the furthest thing from the truth; Red had a feeling Maddox would heartily approve of their throwing a party. And the whole thing had started when Red and Chester were working on his assignment.
“Oh, well, in that case,” said the Queen of Hearts. “Carry on.” The Queen had always had a soft spot for the son of the Mad Hatter.
“Either way,” Red said quickly, trying to calm her down, “I’ll be at royal training right on time tomorrow.”
“That’s the spirit,” said the Queen. “Really, I should punish you, but there’s just no time. Darling, you have no idea what I’m dealing with, and as usual, you’re not making it any easier. The pastry chef is being a beast about having savory tarts instead of sweet ones. And the florists—they said they would only have white roses, because we used all the red for the last un-party. Only white? They know I have a thing about that!”
She growled in frustration.
“I—I’m sorry,” Red stammered. “I know how important this is to you.”
“Well, it should be important to you too!” The Queen sighed before she turned on her heel and stormed out of the Grand Hall, muttering to herself.
Red took a deep breath, heart pounding as she escaped up the back stairs to her room.






  
When Chester and Red arrived at school the next day, they exchanged a knowing look and nodded at each other. Chester patted his book bag, which seemed quite a bit bulkier than usual. The invitations were on plain pieces of white paper so as not to draw attention, folded in fourths and simple in their design:
Want to see what real fun looks like?
Come to the party to end all un-parties.
The Royal Woods, Friday night 
Keep it quiet. 
Brought to you by the Wonderland Party Commission
That last part had been Ace’s idea.
“What?” he said. “We need to sound official!”
Red and Chester went to work all day, slipping the invitations into kids’ book bags, setting them on the seats of chairs before class, leaving them inside bathroom stalls. Red tried to unload most of her supply by lunch, knowing she couldn’t skip out on royal training again and would therefore miss the last few classes of the day.
She was careful not to let anyone see her. While the three had initially considered signing their initials to the invitation—“Should we do ARC? RCA? We can’t do CAR, that would be silly”—they decided against it, worried about leaving any identifying information if a teacher came across the note. Red was more than fine with this, because although the Wonderland Party Commission would be revealed on Friday, she worried people wouldn’t come if they knew she was behind it. A secret party thrown by the daughter of the Queen of Hearts? Even Red knew that sounded like a trap.
She watched a few different students carefully as they found their notes. Their faces remained unchanged—only one or two raised an eyebrow before stuffing the paper into their pockets—but slowly, almost imperceptibly, a certain energy began to hum through the halls of the school. The students’ posture seemed more relaxed; Red noticed one boy whispering intently to another, invitation in hand.
“Do you feel it?” Chester whispered after lunch. He’d passed out most of his invites too.
“I do,” Red whispered back, and as she did, she felt her optimism rise once more. Then she saw something that made her stomach drop. “Wait.”
“What?”
“Look—”
Coming down the hallway was the Duchess, a sour-faced woman with a quick temper and a terrible sneezing habit. In drab, frumpy gowns, she looked like the Queen’s opposite, but just as unpleasant to cross.
She was the headmistress of Wonderland High. And as she trudged down the hallway, a single, folded invitation lay directly in her path.
“Maybe she won’t notice?” Chester muttered hopefully.
The Duchess advanced, peering down her nose at the students as though trying to accomplish the impossible goal of detecting any misbehavior at Wonderland High. For a moment, it looked like she would walk past the note, but then the bottom of her shoe hit it and sent it skittering forward.
The Duchess stopped, staring at the folded paper. Red and Chester held their breaths.
Then she reached down and picked it up.
“Headmistress Duchess!” Red called, surprising herself and marching forward. The Duchess frowned at Red.
“You’ll speak when you are spoken to, Princess Red,” she snipped. “Mouth shut, ears open. Sound familiar?”
“If you are under the impression that the rules that apply to the common Wonderland student body apply to the daughter of the Queen of Hearts, you are sorely mistaken,” Red said, drawing herself up to her full height. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Chester, open-mouthed. “I have it on good authority that you have not responded to my mother’s annual Tea Ceremony invitation yet. Do you intend to skip the event?”
The Duchess’s haughty expression slackened. “No, I—I hadn’t looked at my calendar yet.”
“Anything on your calendar should pale in comparison to the Tea Ceremony,” Red said coldly. She cast a meaningful glance at Chester and then at the invitation in the Duchess’s hand. “Especially this year, when I’ll be giving the royal decree. Not attending would be a slight to my mother, myself, and the future of Wonderland—not fitting at all for a headmistress of Wonderland High.”
Chester plucked the paper from the Duchess’s fingers just as she brought both hands to her chest. He quickly disappeared into the crowd of students behind her.
“On Jabberwocky, I swear I will be there,” the Duchess spluttered. “There’s no need to bring my position into this. My acceptance will be in the mail this very afternoon.”
“See to it,” Red said, sniffing. “That is all.”
She swept away as the Duchess stammered another apology.
“That was amazing!” Chester hissed as Red rejoined him down the hall. “You sounded just like your mother.”
“Thanks,” Red said with a shrug. “I guess I can turn it on when I need to.”
“They better be more careful with these.” Chester shoved the rogue invitation into his pocket. “These kids don’t know how to be sneaky to save their lives….”
Red wasn’t really listening. She kept her head down, noticing the shocked faces of the students who’d witnessed her outburst. In their eyes, she supposed, Red had just reinforced their reasons to feel intimidated by her.
Whatever, Red told herself. They would know what really mattered to her soon enough.





  
When Red got home to the castle, reluctant to face Dora and Twee again, she found that her mother had joined them in the Ball Room.
“I couldn’t take any chances, darling,” the Queen said. “We really need to make some progress. You’re doing worse than I expected.”
“Sorry,” Red muttered.
Twee and Dora said nothing but eyed Red suspiciously.
“Have a seat.” The Queen of Hearts patted the back of one of the ornate little chairs around the tea table. “Now where did my frog boys go? Frog boys!” she yelled, stamping toward the hall.
“Where were you yesterday?” Dora asked. Her arms were crossed.
“Working on a project,” Red said as she sat.
“It’s the height of rudeness, you know,” Twee said, “to stand somebody up.”
“I know. I apologize.”
“I don’t believe you’re really sorry,” Dora said suddenly. “Twee and I have worked very hard to get a spot in the Queen’s court instead of becoming soldier-cards or servants. And I don’t think you have what it takes to be queen.”
“I’ve seen you hanging out with that Chester boy,” Twee said in a low voice. “You know his family comes from a long line of Cheshires, don’t you? From up near Bramble Bay, around Caterpillar Bush, if I’m not mistaken. You can’t trust anything they say—and once they’ve manipulated you to do their bidding, they vanish.”
“They’re known for undermining the Queen,” Dora whispered. “The rumor is that they’re the ones who want to be on the throne.”
“I wouldn’t know anything about that.” Red cleared her throat and put her napkin in her lap, correctly this time. But she did wonder, not for the first time, about Bramble Bay. “And I don’t like being spied on.”
“If you’re planning anything with him, you’d better be careful. You seem like just the type he would take advantage of,” Twee continued, clucking her tongue in patronizing sympathy. “Someone close to power, but suggestible. Naive.”
“A pushover, nothing like your mother,” Dora agreed.
Red felt a hot churn starting in the pit of her stomach. But before she could say anything, the Queen returned with a line of frog butlers. They were dressed in their finest scarlet coats and tails, wearing bow ties dotted with tiny hearts. The butlers flanked either side of the tea table as the Queen took a seat with the girls.
“On with our training at last!” she said, clearing her throat.
Twee, Dora, and the Queen placed their napkins in their laps in perfect unison. Without hesitation, the Queen of Hearts sipped from her teacup and reached for the oyster fork.
It was then that Red realized her mother did know everything Twee and Dora did, and she knew it better. The queen could be a short-tempered tyrant, but this disciplined world was the one she’d created for Wonderland. It was the Queen of Hearts alone who set the standard for everyone else. And that was exactly why she was able to break it.
Red’s thoughts were interrupted by the butler at her elbow, who placed a single cold oyster from the Boiling-Hot Sea onto her plate.
“Thank you,” Red said shortly, though she didn’t feel any gratitude for the slimy appetizer at all.
Dora rolled her eyes and Twee raised an eyebrow.
“You don’t thank them,” the Queen of Hearts corrected flatly.
Red’s shoulders sagged. “Sorry.”
“Red,” the Queen continued. “Do you like oysters?”
“No,” Red said, frowning at her mother. She knew Red didn’t.
“Then why didn’t you say anything to the frog boys?”
“They’re just serving what’s on the menu, right? They don’t know I hate oysters.”
“They should.” The Queen leaned over the table, watching Red intently. “It’s their job to know. You are the one in power; they should know you inside and out, cater to your every need, anticipate your every whim. The fact that they gave you something you dislike is a direct insult to you and your authority.”
Red pursed her lips. The butler had a weary expression on his face, and Red suspected he had been told to serve her the oyster on purpose. Dora and Twee exchanged smug looks, as if to say, You know she can’t do it. No way.
Red bristled. For all their supposed politeness, the girls were being very rude, and their suspicion of Red was putting the secret party in jeopardy. The Queen of Hearts was being irritating with all this ridiculous training, and the quivering, gelatinous body of the oyster in its shell was making Red feel sick.
“Take it away,” she snapped.
“My lady?” the butler murmured.
“You heard me!” Red’s own voice jumped in volume, and she summoned the same commanding tone she’d used with the Duchess. “You would serve me this dish when you know I dislike it? That is unacceptable.”
“My deepest apologies.” The servant bowed and removed the plate.
“More,” the Queen of Hearts said.
“Um…” Red’s mind raced. “Am I to be without an appetizer, then? Bring me…a soufflé!”
“A soufflé? My lady, there are none prepared—” the butler croaked.
Twee’s and Dora’s smirks had disappeared, replaced with an expression of mild surprise.
“Did I ask whether there were any prepared?” Red said coldly.
“Very good,” her mother whispered, and Red understood that they were moving past the part of the training that covered decorum. This was about exercising power.
The butler, looking distressed, continued. “I will tell the chef immediately. Though it may take a bit of time—”
In one swift movement, Red yanked the plate from his hands and threw it across the room like a Frisbee. It hit the castle wall with a crash, shattering pieces of itself and shards of oyster shell onto the floor. Red’s heart was pounding.
For a moment, time stood still. No one took a breath.
Then the butler bowed low. “Very good, my lady.”
“And clean that up,” Red commanded before her boldness faded. The frog butlers scattered, bringing a new place setting to the table, cleaning up the mess, and bearing fresh tea from the kitchen.
Dora’s eyes were wide and Twee looked slightly nervous. But the Queen of Hearts grinned so broadly that her smile nearly matched the likes of Chester’s.
“Very good indeed,” she said. “At our next training session, I want to hear your best new law for the decree, one that will make you feared, respected, in the driver’s seat of this whole kingdom. And, Red?”
“Yes?”
“Make it heartless.”
“Do I have to?” Red whispered.
“Oh,” said the Queen, whose face changed immediately when she noticed Red’s hesitation. “I thought you had it in you to be like me.” The disappointment in her tone was so palpable that even Dora and Twee didn’t snicker.






  
Red awoke on Friday morning—the day of the secret party—with a peculiar feeling in her stomach. She blamed it on a whole mocktail of emotions that plagued her through breakfast, on her walk to school, and all throughout the morning.
First was guilt. Red couldn’t believe how rude she’d been to the frog butlers, who were always as kind and accommodating as possible. The second was shame at how she had disappointed her mother, after the Queen had been so proud of her for a moment. Praise from the Queen of Hearts was always hard to ignore, because there was usually so little of it.
But Red knew she couldn’t be as heartless as her mom. She would have gone down and apologized to the butler if there weren’t any risk of getting caught.
And then, of course, there were nerves. Nerves plus excitement for the party, and doubts that it would happen as she hoped.
Red tried to reassure herself as she made her way along the forest path. What was the worst thing that could happen? The worst thing would be getting caught. That might have a number of consequences. At least the administrators of Wonderland High wouldn’t be able to do anything, since the party was off school property and after hours.
But anything happening in Wonderland, and especially the capital, was under the Queen’s jurisdiction. Red doubted her mother would punish all the Wonderland High kids (though she didn’t put it past her). No, more likely she would go after the ringleaders—really make an example of them. Maybe she would ground Red for a month. Maybe she would go so far as to cancel the Tea Ceremony.
Red shrugged to herself. So if that was the worst that could happen…
“Hiya!”
Red turned, startled, to find that Ace had popped up beside her on the trail.
“Oh! Hi.” She smiled, a little too brightly.
“You excited?” His grin was infectious. A lock of his curly dark hair fell over his eyes and he pushed it back.
Red nodded. “Excited and…then some.”
“You’re telling me. I could hardly sleep last night, running through all these different scenarios.” He gave a low whistle and shook his head. “Well, the plan is that I’ll do some prepping of my own today, and Chester will join me as soon as he can after school. You go to your princess lessons or whatever so everything seems all jolly and normal. Then—” He smacked his hands together. “Boom! We meet up, and it’s party time.”
“Okay,” Red said breathlessly. “We’re really doing this.”
“Sure are.”
Red bit her lip, then sort of blurted out, “Thanks for all your help with this, Ace. It’s—it’s been really great working with you and Chester. I think we’re going to pull it off.”
Ace winked. “I’m proud of all the progress you’ve made, Princess.”
“Ugh.” Red made a face. “Not you too.”
“Sorry, couldn’t resist. See you soon!” And he disappeared, turning off onto some unseen fork in the trail.
Focusing on classes was impossible. Red watched the students carefully, looking for any indication of whether they harbored secret plans to attend the party. Most of them steered even clearer of her than usual—Dora, who had younger siblings at Wonderland High, must have spread news of the events at princess training yesterday.
It was only Maddox who seemed to have more of a twinkle in his eye than he normally did, though Red and Chester had done everything in their power to keep the invitations away from the professors.
“And here’s a treat—no homework tonight!” the teacher announced at the end of class, as he was notorious for assigning tough projects over the weekend. “Enjoy giving your brains a break!”
Though Red trusted Maddox, he was still a teacher—and this made her suspicious.
“Wow, no homework,” she said, passing by his desk after class. “What will you do this weekend if you can’t imagine all of us toiling away?”
He smiled mischievously. “Oh, I’ll muddle through somehow. Perhaps I’ll even try my hand at making hats, like my old father! It’s a good weekend to try something new.”
“Is it?”
“I certainly think so,” he said, fixing her with a knowing eye.
Red nodded and bid him good-bye. She hoped Maddox could keep a secret.
Royal training passed uneventfully after the previous day’s session. Dora and Twee maintained a quiet, almost respectful silence as the Queen of Hearts went through the finer points of card-army strategy. That was out of the older girls’ wheelhouse, anyway.
Red would have found it interesting if her mind wasn’t already totally occupied with thoughts of the party. It was all she could do to stay focused enough to respond to her mother’s questions and look as though she was listening.
Sure enough, when the Queen of Hearts demanded to hear Red’s law for the royal decree, it took her a moment to remember her lackluster idea.
“Um, right, it was…to thwack any unsanctioned plants. Immediately. Straight from the root. No mercy,” Red said.
The Queen of Hearts frowned. “So, your royal decree is about weeding?”
When Red didn’t elaborate, the Queen sighed. “Dear, you’re going to have to do better than that.”
When the lecture was over, Twee and Dora bade her a hurried good-bye, and Red was alone in her bedroom by eight p.m. like she was every Friday night.
But tonight would be different.
First, Red called Mock Turtle Pizza, impersonating a castle cook and ordering ten pies to the point on the forest path where Ace would pick them up. Then she was faced with the oddly difficult task of deciding what to wear.
Red hadn’t even thought about it. But she didn’t really have any party clothes; the dull gowns she wore to school and the elaborate dresses for the un-parties and Tea Ceremonies wouldn’t do. More than anything, she didn’t want to choose an outfit that reminded kids she was her mother’s daughter.
Finally, Red settled on a cool red-and-black dress with hearts all over it that she wore over her red leather jeans.
When all was done, Red stuffed pillows beneath her bedsheets to approximate the shape of her sleeping body and turned off the lights to her room. It was a little trick Chester and Ace had clued her into.
Red slipped down to the kitchens and stuffed a stack of plates and bundles of silverware into her book bag. Then she snuck into the Grand Hall without being seen by any soldier-cards and pressed a small square of bricks behind her mother’s throne. It was one of the secret passages within the castle, and this one had a path that led under the moat and into the hedge maze.
Red slid the stones back into place behind her, pulled a flashlight out of her bag, and started through the dark ancient tunnel with practiced movement. She’d never had such a reason to use the passages before—usually she was just bored. This time, the mossy stone walls and far-off sounds of dripping water felt secretive and exhilarating.
Red jogged all the way through the hedge maze and to the clearing, heart pounding. She half expected to hear sounds of music and laughter already, but the forest was still quiet—people must not have arrived yet.
As Red stumbled through the thick underbrush, she tripped and collided with someone else.
“Oof!” Ace’s voice called. “Careful.” His arms were full of the pizzas.
“Oh good, you got them!” Red exclaimed. She took half of the stack so he could see. “They sounded a little unsure when I told them to deliver to the side of the road, but I knew you’d come through.”
“They’re not sweet treats, but at least there’s enough for everyone.” He smiled. “You look nice.”
“Oh! Thanks.” Red shifted the pizzas so he wouldn’t see her blush. “You do too.” He was wearing a top hat, a leather duster, and his usual jeans, but he somehow made the casual outfit look extremely cool. Red cleared her throat. “How are things going?”
“It’s, well—it’s good! We’re…working on it.”
“Yeah?”
He didn’t have to answer. They stepped through the curtain of branches and into the clearing and Red’s heart dropped—just a little.
It looked mostly the same as before. In the dusk, a few lanterns glowed around the circumference of the field, but unlit strings of fairy lights were still visible. The space was empty except for Chester, who was working furiously to light a campfire in the center.
“Hey!” he called. “Can you bring some twigs and stuff?”
“This is…okay,” Red said.
“Yeah,” Ace said apologetically. “Chester and I got here and realized we had no extension cords for the lights. He’s got some matches over there, but…I think he’s struggling. Also, I found out some toves got into our badminton equipment and chewed through the netting, so we won’t have any games.”
“I wish we had a table for the pizzas. We could put them on that old log, maybe?”
Ace and Red set the pizzas down, then helped Chester gather kindling. They threw sticks and dry leaves around the logs he’d stacked, and he got back to work.
“I had it going, I swear,” he said. “It just needs a little more oomph—there!” A tiny flame licked along the bottom log, and soon they had a campfire going. It wasn’t the bonfire any of them had imagined, but it did make things a bit cozier.
There were a few other fallen logs around Chester’s fire, and the three of them sat down. Red rubbed her arms and looked around the clearing. Then she said what they were all thinking.
“Do you…think anyone will come?”
Chester pursed his lips and ran a hand through his hair. “I passed out every invitation I had. We can only wait and see.”
“Well, if they don’t, then I’m going to give up on every last one of those boring—”
“Shh—” Ace hissed. “Wait! Did you hear that?”
“What?” Chester whispered.
But then they did hear it, all three of them—there were voices coming from the path and through the trees.






  
“Friend or foe?” Chester murmured mysteriously. Ace snorted, and Red elbowed him. The three of them peered toward the edge of the clearing as the voices grew louder, accompanied by the sounds of people trying to walk quietly through the underbrush and failing.
Suddenly three faces popped out of the trees and stared, wide-eyed, back at them.
It was a few kids from school, some whom Red recognized from Riddles class.
“Hi!” Chester called.
“Hey,” the first one, a girl, said. “Is this the—” She stopped short, staring open-mouthed at Red. All at once, she turned around and waved her hands frantically at the others. “Go!” she hissed. “You were right!”
“I told you this was a trap!” a boy to her left said. “That’s the Princess!”
“Wait!” Red cried. “Please don’t worry. I’m not going to tell on you. In fact, I’d get into the most trouble of all, because this is my party—our party.”
The girl eyed her suspiciously. “The daughter of the Queen of Hearts? Throwing some sort of—gathering? As if. I saw how you talked to the Duchess yesterday.”
“It’s a party,” Chester corrected.
“Yeah, I’m not sure that it is,” the other boy said, glancing around the empty field.
“The way I talked to the Duchess was just for show,” Red said. “She almost found one of our invitations; I had to distract her. And come on, you don’t like the Duchess either, do you?”
The girl had her hand on her hip, but she seemed to relax a little.
“Haven’t you ever wanted to see what it’s like?” Red said. “I know I have. Maybe more than anyone.”
Ace patted the boxes next to him on the log. “At least come eat some pizza. It’s getting cold and we have so much!”
“Okay,” the girl said slowly. “We’ll have some pizza. That’s all—no funny business.”
Red couldn’t be disappointed; she’d gotten them to stay. The three kids cautiously took their pizza and sat down on the other side of the fire, opposite the Wonderland Party Commission. Red glanced at Chester and Ace, who shrugged. Then she clasped her hands together and tapped her shoe on the ground; they should have thought to bring music. But how? The only songs Wonderland kids knew were the national anthem (“Hail the Queen of All Our Hearts”) and a few military hymns. Red heard that they had some good violin medleys they used to play at court before, but she didn’t know anyone who played the violin. Music, like sugar, was discouraged in Wonderland. Earworms, her mother called it.
“So—” Red started, trying to think of a conversation starter. But Ace interrupted her.
“Look, there’s more!”
Sure enough, other figures were emerging from the trees. Kids from Red’s Science classes, Croquet, Etiquette. Some stared at Red, but as soon as they saw the free pizza, they went for it. The clearing was getting dark enough—even with the lanterns—that many didn’t notice her right away, in any case.
“There’s so many,” Chester said.
“I can’t believe it,” Red said softly. “They really came.”
An odd feeling tugged at her chest. She looked around at the Wonderland kids, tearing into the tolerable pizza and breaking off into little groups to talk. Some sat on the ground, some stood near the fire. Though they still glanced over their shoulders every few minutes, something about their posture looked more natural than their usual robotic stiffness.
For the first time in her life, Red caught herself feeling something for her fellow Wonderlandians. Maybe pride wasn’t the word, not yet, but they’d surprised her. They’d tried.
“So this is a…party?” one of the girls said to Red and Ace. The Wonderland Party Commission was doing its best to mingle, trying to bring up the energy in each little group, but Ace and Red kept ending up next to each other. “I’ve never eaten pizza without a knife and fork before.”
“It is!” Ace said brightly. “I mean—it’s a start, at least. It’s more of a party than anything else we’ve done.”
“I’ll say.” The girl rolled her eyes. “Those un-parties make me want to scream.”
“Really?” Red said. This particular girl was a fixture at all the un-parties—known for being expertly dull. “I always thought you liked them.”
“There’s a difference between being good at something and enjoying it.”
Red cleared her throat and thought of the way she’d silenced the Duchess and the frog butler so effortlessly. “Yeah. I guess that’s true.”
Ace tugged her elbow as they stepped toward another conversation. “Red, I don’t know if our pizzas are going to last. People are looking hungry.”
It was true; a group of kids were standing around the log with the food, rifling through some of the empty boxes and crusts that had been left behind. Hands in their pockets, eyes wandering, they were starting to look bored—a couple broke off and headed back toward the path out of the forest.
Red bit her lip. She didn’t blame them; without the food, what was keeping them here? The lanterns around the glen were pretty, but beyond that and the dwindling campfire, it was getting too dark to see.
Chester stumbled up to the two of them out of nowhere.
“Chester, do you think we can order more pizzas?” Red asked worriedly. “I don’t know what time Mock Turtle closes, but we have to get everyone back—”
“We’ve got bigger problems,” Chester said, and it was only then that Red noticed how agitated he was. “There are lights coming down the forest path—dozens of them. I thought I heard a horn too—”
He was cut off by one of the kids Red had seen leave, sprinting at full tilt back into the clearing.
“Soldier-cards!” they cried. “They’re right behind us!”
No sooner had they said it than the clearing was suddenly ablaze, with soldier-cards carrying torchlights entering the field from all sides. The light gleamed off their heart-adorned helmets.
“RUN!” Red shouted.






  
The Wonderland High kids didn’t need to be told twice. In moments they had bolted from the clearing, scattering in all directions and twisting out of the soldier-cards’ grasp. In contrast, the guards rushed in, attacking from all points and forming a uniform circle around the circumference of the clearing. It was chaos, with the firelight glinting off the soldier-cards’ shining red-and-black uniforms and the movement all in a blur.
Red and Ace tried to dodge while Chester grabbed at Red’s book bag and the remaining plates.
“Are you kidding?” Red cried. “Leave it!”
“They’ll know it was us!” Chester yelled back.
“Pretty sure they already know,” Ace said.
“Split up!” Red shouted, running in the direction opposite them and trying to draw the guards’ attention. She didn’t have a plan. Even if she did manage to escape, what then? Going home didn’t seem like an option right now.
The point ended up being moot; just as Red lunged for an opening in their ranks, one soldier-card grabbed her arm and held it fast as she struggled.
When she turned around, Chester and Ace were caught too.
They were marched through the hedge maze very unceremoniously and separated in three different waiting rooms. It was a tactic, Red knew, that the Queen used to prevent prisoners from getting their stories straight with one another.
Red paced the room, hands behind her back and fuming. She hoped no one else had gotten caught. She was less mad at the soldier-cards for breaking up the crowd than she was at herself for not throwing a party that was really worth breaking up. The guards had done little more than disperse a loose gathering.
At last, a soldier-card knocked at her door and led her to her mother’s throne room. When Red got there, it was empty save for the Queen.
The Queen of Hearts sat in her ornate black-and-red chair, the one with the heart-shaped back. Red expected her to be in one of her rages, but the only expression on her face was The Look.
Red approached the throne and folded her arms. She tried not to think of the little boy who had been whisked away for stealing tarts at the un-party. “Where are Ace and Chester?”
The queen sniffed. “I sent them home.”
“Did you get what you wanted out of them?” Red sneered.
“Red, your…little friends.” She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t at all want you getting too chummy. They’re a bad influence, you know.”
“Why, because they actually want to do normal stuff like hang out with friends?”
The Queen’s eyes flashed. “Because royalty should not have friends. It is not only unseemly, it’s dangerous—do you hear me? People may take advantage of you. You don’t know people’s true motives; and what’s more, it makes you a weak ruler.”
“Oh come on,” Red seethed. “Chester and Ace would never—”
“How will you rule with an iron fist if you’re skipping through the forest with some townsfolk? How will you lay down the law if you have to answer to every simpering bleeding heart you come across?”
Red took a step back, feeling the force of her mother’s words as if it were physical. “I don’t think having friends makes you a bad ruler,” she said uncertainly, hugging her arms around her chest. “I didn’t mean anything by it. They were just helping me—”
“Red, I want you to understand something,” the Queen of Hearts said, patting a hand along her silky red hair. Though she spoke calmly, a line had appeared between her eyebrows. “This Tea Ceremony is only a week away. It is next Saturday. Do you understand how fast that’s coming up? Now, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but whatever you were doing, it’s a distraction.”
“We were just trying to have some fun,” Red mumbled. Had it been so dismal a party that no one even knew it was one? “It was…a party.”
The Queen cocked an eyebrow and Red waited for her to get angry, to yell, to be disappointed in Red, anything. But she only laughed. It was a terribly high-pitched staccato sound.
“Is that what you were calling it?” she said with a smirk. “Darling, I heard that a group of hooligans was having a campfire in the woods, which, as you know, is not allowed. That’s why I sent the guards.”
“There was pizza too.”
The Queen of Hearts sighed and shook her head. “Even the un-partiest un-party is more of a party than that. Now, you want to know how to plan an event—darling, I have vendors who aren’t calling me back, I have a delayed tea shipment, that miserable Duchess still hasn’t RSVP’d to my invitation, and the final guest count is due on Tuesday….”
Red’s heart sank as her mother prattled on. All this rebellion, to do something that would shake Wonderland from its status quo, and none of it had made the slightest difference. She wasn’t even in trouble.
“I’m going to go to bed,” Red muttered, not even sure if her mother heard her.
“. . . and all the napkins we have are the most dreadful shade of maroon, I’ll drop dead if anybody at the ceremony sees them. Frog boys! Where are my frog boys? Come here!”
Red left as her mother shouted at nobody.
In her room, Red curled into bed, defeated. Strangely enough, she’d been hoping to get in trouble. Not that she wanted Chester or Ace or anybody to be caught, but a small part of her thought their party attempt would disrupt something in Wonderland—anything. And an even tinier part of her had thought it might be enough to derail the Tea Ceremony and her impending decree.
She pulled her quilt closer, realizing now how silly that all was. Parties were illegal, but her event hadn’t even registered on the punitive scale, and for what? She and the boys simply didn’t know how to throw a party, and now no one would trust them again. Maybe there really wasn’t anybody in all of Wonderland who could wriggle out from under the Queen’s thumb. The capital was hopeless; people were regimented and bland from Bramble Bay to the Vorpal Mountain, from the Dismal Mire to the endless sea…
Red paused in her line of thought, staring intently into the middle distance.
The sea and the town at its edge nagged at her again. Wait, that was wrong. What was it about Bramble Bay? Things are different up there, Chester had said. Twee and Dora had seemed to share a knowing glance about it too.
Red rolled over restless, once, twice, willing the morning to come faster. She needed to get some answers.






  
Early the next morning, Red slipped out of the castle before her mother could rope her into Tea Ceremony planning. It wasn’t until she was making her way down the forest path that she realized she didn’t have the slightest idea where Chester lived. But she followed the direction he usually walked until she came to a little village of tree houses—not houses in the branches of trees, but built into their trunks. Each dwelling around the village square was carved into the warm wood of a huge beech tree, complete with glass windowpanes and black-and-white-checkered welcome mats out front.
Red stood in the middle of them all for a moment, thinking. Then, in a stroke of luck, Ace walked out of one of them.
“Ace!” she called, trying to keep her voice down in the quiet morning.
He turned, startled. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be grounded for good,” he said.
“Apparently not. I’m glad to see you made it out alive.”
“Yeah.” Ace shrugged and pushed his curly hair back from his face. “The Queen didn’t even say much, just told us to knock it off and then made sure the soldier-cards took us all the way home.”
Red sighed. “She’s completely focused on the Tea Ceremony. Normally something like this would make her blow her lid, but she barely flinched.”
“I suppose that’s good news for us.”
“I guess.” Red scuffed her shoe on the ground. “But it’s like we didn’t even do anything worth getting mad about.”
Ace put his hands in his pockets. “Maybe Wonderland just isn’t ready for parties.”
“No.” Red shook her head. “I refuse to believe that. Where’s Chester?”
“At home—I was just going to see him.”
“Then come on.”
She marched across the square before she realized she didn’t know which tree was Chester’s. Ace chuckled at her, then steered her around to a beech with tall branches. The door in its wood was painted the regulation capital gray, but there was a tiny festive wreath of willow branches nailed to the outside.
“But we’ll go around to his window so we don’t wake his parents,” Ace said. He led Red to the side of the tree and then tapped on the glass of an arched pane.
“Chester!” he hissed. “Wake up and smell the roses!”
A sleepy-looking Chester pushed the window open in response, scratching an unruly head of hair. But when he saw Red, his eyes flew open.
“Whoa, you’re alive!”
“I am,” Red said. “Are you doing okay?”
“Yeah. I’m sure Ace already caught you up.”
Red nodded, then glanced at the two boys. “Listen…I need you to tell me more about Bramble Bay.”
Chester and Ace exchanged a look. “What do you want to know?” asked Chester.
Red sighed. “We all knew that ‘party’ was a bust last night, right? Let’s be honest with ourselves—there was hardly anything for the guards to break up. We tried our best, but we just don’t really know how to do it.”
Ace winced but nodded.
“And I think…” Red continued slowly, “that everyone being afraid of the Queen of Hearts doesn’t help. We’re all too set in our ways; we’re scared of what will happen if we rock the boat. I might not speak for everyone, but I’ll admit it—even I’m having a hard time shaking off everything I was taught as a kid.”
“Sure,” said Chester. “But what does this have to do with Bramble Bay?”
“You said things were different up there. Different how? Because it seems like anything that differs from the way the regions closer to the castle are run would be good news for us. And in my lessons with Twee and Dora, they made some similar comments. What exactly did you mean, Chester?”
Chester sighed. “I didn’t want to say anything when we first met, but you’ve definitely earned my trust. Red, how does your mom feel about the sea?”
Red blinked. “Um—she hates it.”
“Why?”
“She can’t control it, she thinks the salt and the sand are itchy and messy, she hates the fish smell….I could go on.”
“How often does she go there?” Chester pressed, his voice very low.
“Pretty much never.” Red glanced at Ace, wondering what this was about, but he only shrugged. “And I haven’t been, either.”
“Well.” Chester laced his fingers together. “It’s sort of an open secret that Bramble Bay does its own thing when it comes to your mother’s laws.”
“What? How?”
“It’s hard to say exactly,” said Chester. “I’ve never been, and even though that’s where my parents grew up, everyone stays pretty vague about it. But since your mother never goes there, I think the idea is that they can get away with a lot more.”
“Okay,” Red said, her heart beginning to beat a little faster. The news was exactly what she’d been hoping for. “Did you know about this?” she asked, looking at Ace.
“A little,” Ace said. “But I’d be really surprised if anyone in the capital knew about it. I’ve only heard bits and pieces myself.”
“They have to be really careful. If the Queen knew, she’d shut it down,” said Chester.
“Can we go?” Red couldn’t hold it in any longer. She needed to see this place, and the more she heard about it, the sooner she wanted to leave.
Chester sucked a breath of air in through his teeth. “It’s risky. We wouldn’t want to put them in jeopardy.”
“And the capital borders are closed to all but official traffic,” Ace added. “Your mom made sure of that. How would we leave the city unnoticed?”
“Aren’t I official enough?” Red scoffed. “Am I not the daughter of the Queen of Hearts?”
“But then your mom will know where you went,” Chester pointed out. “And we definitely don’t want that.”
“We’ll find a way,” Red said. “Come on, we have to. Don’t you want to see the place where your parents grew up? Somewhere that isn’t bending to my mom’s every whim? It might be the key to turning all of Wonderland on its head.”
“Look, I’m with you, Red,” said Ace. “I’m really curious too. But how would we even get there? We can’t walk. We’d have to go through Tulgey Wood to get there—and that’s impossible on foot. It’s known to pull weird tricks just to get you lost—trees rearranging themselves, signs disappearing, stuff like that.”
“Okay, okay,” Chester said. “Listen, I have a cousin who works on cars for the nobility sometimes. I could check with her to see if anyone would be willing to lend us a ride.”
“Yes! Let’s do it,” Red said, hearing some command come back into her voice. “I’ll try to figure out how we could get past the guards. Ace, dig up any information you can about Bramble Bay—its history, the people there, what it’s like, anything that might be helpful.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Ace said. But he was smiling.






  
Monday morning found Red even more determined. She’d spent the weekend hunting for every scrap of information she could find on Bramble Bay, which wasn’t much. All she came up with was a brief, dry description of the town—coordinates, population—indexed in a ledger of the Queen of Hearts’s domain. Her mother’s castle library was less of a library and more of a place to shelve all the scrapbooks she’d made of her accomplishments. Red ignored the empty pedestal in the center of the room as she passed, ready and waiting for her very own royal achievements scrapbook.
But the searching wasn’t wasted. In the back of the library, there was an old shelf crammed full of records, maps, charts, and old books that were left over from before the Queen’s reign. Red wanted to learn about Bramble Bay, but she also needed a way out of the capital and to the outskirts of Wonderland.
More specifically, she needed a good map of Tulgey Wood.
Much like the hedge maze, it protected the capital from unwanted visitors. But unlike the hedges, it did an equally good job of preventing Wonderlandians near the capital from getting too far into the outer regions. In one afternoon alone, Red found five different versions of maps that depicted the confusing forest. All the paths tangled in different directions, and Red had thought each of them were wrong until she’d noticed that one of the squiggly lines was not a road, but a stream.
“There,” she’d whispered to herself, tracing the mark with her finger. On each map, it stayed the same. As she looked closer, other similarities began to reveal themselves. After a great deal of study, she discovered that each map was a different version of the wood’s patterns—every one a possible way it might rearrange itself in order to stump them.
It took some doing—and many different-colored markers—to create a map that color-coded all five possible paths at once, but soon enough, Red knew the sinister wood like the back of her hand. Navigating it in real life, however, would be a different story.
“I’ve made good progress on Tulgey,” Red whispered to Chester as they walked into Maddox’s class Monday morning. “Any news on a car?”
“Not yet.” Chester pursed his lips. “But my cousin said she would ask some of her clients this week, so we’ll just have to see. It’s a tall order.”
“Good morning, good morning,” Maddox said loudly. He didn’t give any indication that he knew what had happened over the weekend or that anything had changed at all. The kids at school today had gone back to their usual obedient selves, staring through Red as though she wasn’t there. If Red didn’t know better, she would’ve thought she dreamed the events of Friday night altogether.
“I hope you all had a lovely and uneventful weekend,” Maddox went on. “But today we continue our very brief exploration into quantum physics, so it’s time to stretch our brains again.” He thought for a moment, staring at the class with bright, wicked eyes and placing a finger on his chin. Then he said, “Mr. Chester. Where are you?”
Chester blinked; he was sitting no more than five feet from Maddox. “Um, I’m—I’m right here?”
“Yes, I see that. But where are you, relative to everything else?”
“Ohhh.” Chester nodded. “Uh, I’m here at my desk, in this classroom, in Wonderland High, in the capital of Wonderland….” He scratched his head. “Honestly, I’m not sure about much beyond that.”
“You’ve answered my question well, but not to the fullest extent that you could.” Maddox winked and headed for the chalkboard. He drew two dots connected by a single line, and on the line he marked an X. “You’re here, in the first dimension. We know you can move left and right along a plane.”
He drew more lines, turning the initial segment into a square. “I’ve seen you stand and sit at your desk, so we also know that you’re in the second dimension. You could move around this square.”
Next came diagonal lines extending from the corners of the square, making it a cube. Chester’s little X stayed where it was, part of the shape that was being built around it. “I’ve seen you come and go from my classroom, so I know that you can move back and forth, making you part of the third dimension as well.”
Chester nodded.
“So you’ve told me where you are in physical space,” Maddox said, pausing with his chalk and frowning at the board. “But you haven’t told me when you are. Think of—oh, say, an un-party invitation. Perhaps it invites you to the Castle Gardens for tea and refreshments, even a game of croquet. Fine, but you still don’t have enough information to be able to attend.”
He drew lines outward from the cube, creating a complicated drawing that depicted Chester’s first cube suspended within a larger one. Then he shook his head and drew two other cubes side by side, connected by dotted lines. He shook his head again and drew a cube within a sphere, its sides bloated like a volleyball. Finally he drew a strange hexagonal shape, with lines folding in on each other.
“Unless we have the place and the time, we can’t know precisely where the un-party exists in space.” Maddox marked more Xs in the midst of each of the complex drawings. “These are all attempts to visualize the fourth dimension: time,” he said, brushing off his hands. “Scientists are still working on it, because it’s very difficult to understand how the shape of time may look when it’s not something we can see. All of us know what a cube looks like, but a hypercube, a tesseract—the names for what you see here—make less sense. It turns out that studying the nonsensical is a very rich research field indeed. Now, Miss Red, we’ve established that Chester here can move left and right, up and down, back and forth in physical space. What do you think I’m going to ask next?”
Red peered at the board and the little X in each of the drawings. “He can move around in the first three dimensions,” she said slowly. “But can he move around in the fourth?”
“Princess has it.” Maddox grinned.
“Ugh, stop calling me that!”
Maddox continued. “This is where it becomes even stranger—where science, as I always like to say, takes on a sort of magic. We can move around in all these physical directions as much as we please; I can climb a tree and come down again as many times as I want. If I start my walk to school and forget my lunch, I can turn around and go back from where I came to get it. However, that might make me late. But why? Why couldn’t I just pop back to the point in time where I forgot it, and then forward to the present moment again?”
He stared at the class, wild eyebrows raised. They stared back at him, characteristically silent.
Finally, Maddox shrugged and said, “We simply don’t know. Perhaps other creatures have the ability to travel the fourth dimension, but us humans—for now, at least—are stuck plodding forward.”
Red rolled her eyes. Stuck sounded about right. If she could only make it through the dreadful royal training, then she could consult her maps of Tulgey Wood again. Things had to change at some point, right? She just wished she knew when.
Little did she know, it would be that very day that they got their big break.





  
“Wonderland Party Commission meeting at noon,” Chester whispered to Red in the school hall later that morning.
She found him by the croquet lawns at lunch and sat next to him on the little bleachers made for watching matches.
“Is it really the Wonderland Party Commission without Ace?” she asked.
But no sooner had she said it than she saw Ace himself ducking out from the wooded path, hands in his pockets.
“Hey,” he said, grinning, when he jogged over. “Fancy seeing you in the middle of the day.”
“Ace!” Red said, annoyed by how happy she was to see him. “What’s this all about?”
Chester put his elbows on his knees, steepled his fingers, and looked at them both with a solemn expression. “My cousin has a car in the shop. The owner brought it in yesterday afternoon and gave her three days to work on it, but my cousin’s such a whiz that she’s finishing up as we speak.”
“That’s great news,” Ace said. “But did the owner say we can use it? I’ve been wondering how all of that is supposed to work.”
“Well, I didn’t want to tell you,” Chester said. “But…we probably wouldn’t get permission from the owner, no matter whose car it was.”
“What?” said Red. “What’s the plan, then?”
Chester looked a little sheepish. “My cousin and I, we’ve…taken the cars for little joyrides before. Never the cars of any regular folks!” he said quickly. “Only nobility and bigwigs—people who could stand to be knocked down a peg. And I’ll take the blame if something goes wrong; we say it was a family dispute, we’ll handle it, no need to get the guards involved.”
“Couldn’t your cousin get in a lot of trouble? What if we crash it?” said Red. Getting in trouble was fine for her—in fact, she was used to it—but she didn’t want to cause anyone else grief.
“The guards don’t care about lesser Wonderland crimes anyway,” Ace scoffed. “If it doesn’t have to do with the Queen’s bidding, they don’t even pay attention. It’s…It’s not her car, is it? The Queen’s?”
“Well, no, but…”
“Then whose is it?” Red asked.
Chester grimaced. “It’s the Duchess’s.”
“Oof,” Ace said.
Red put her hands on her hips and bit the inside of her cheek, thinking. “It’s not ideal,” she said. “But if you’re sure we can do this, maybe there’s a way we can make it work….”
“We don’t have much time.” Chester shook his head. “My cousin’ll only have the car until the day after tomorrow.”
“Then we’ll go tonight,” Ace said. Both Red and Chester looked at him in surprise. “Why not?” He shrugged. “Sometimes things work better if you don’t plan them, and honestly, we’re running out of time. Once that Tea Ceremony happens, Red”—he pursed his lips and looked her in the eyes—“I don’t know what’s going to take place. But I have a weird feeling that you won’t be able to plan a party like you can now.”
A shiver rippled down Red’s spine. She hadn’t given much thought to after her first royal decree, but how would things change then? Would her mother pull her out of school to do more for the crown? Would she even be able to see Chester and Ace like she did now? The Queen of Hearts wanted Red to have power and authority, but that never meant having sway over the Queen herself.
“Then we’ll do it,” Red said. “I’ll tell my mother I’m doing some special training, I’ll tell her—I don’t know, I’ll figure something out. Get the car and meet me on the path at five o’clock, okay?”
“I’m in,” Chester said. “But did we ever decide how to get past the soldier-cards at the border?”
“I think I’ve got a plan. I just need some time.” Red eyed the third floor of Wonderland High and the wide bay windows of the administrative offices.
Red took a deep breath, then knocked commandingly on the Duchess’s door.
“What?” a voice barked from within. “Come in.”
Red tried the door. It was locked. She heard grumbling on the other side: “Hold on, hold on….Bad enough they don’t give me any servants at this ridiculous school, have to open my own bloody doors….”
The lock turned and the door was yanked open unceremoniously.
“Oh!” the Duchess said when she saw Red standing there. “Good afternoon, Princess Red. How can I help you?”
Red clasped her hands behind her back and put on The Look, entering the room and surveying it with disdain—though it was nicer than any other classroom in the building, with oak paneling and an antique desk before the wide windows. To one wall was a high bookshelf, filled only with textbooks, etiquette guides, and copies of the Queen of Hearts’s autobiography, The Queen of All Our Hearts. To the other wall was a tall wardrobe of carved wood.
“I come with word from my mother.” Red sniffed. “Who tells me you still have not replied to her invitation. Do you realize the ceremony is this Saturday? You are running out of time.”
“No, but, Princess Red, I put my RSVP in the mail on Friday—just as I said I would.”
“Well, it has not come.” Red glared at her. “And so my mother requests that I deliver your reply myself, written on your own personal letterhead.”
“All right,” the Duchess said doubtfully. “Well, if that’s what it takes—”
“Sooner rather than later, Duchess,” Red snapped. “I have training to attend.”
“Of course, of course,” the Duchess acquiesced, flustered. She sat down at the broad desk and rummaged through the drawers. Red glanced around for a clock but couldn’t find one; she’d told Chester to give her five minutes before causing a disturbance. They would be cutting it close.
Presently the headmistress found a pad of ornate paper, each page titled From the Office of the Duchess of Wonderland, Headmistress of Wonderland High School and marked with the school’s official seal. She scrawled a note, including what looked like an apology, then handed the pad to Red.
“Will this do?”
Red gave it a cursory glance and sighed. “I suppose,” she said, then put the entire pad of paper, RSVP and all, into her book bag.
“Oh, but my letterhead—”
CRASH. An enormous ruckus sounded from the hall behind them, followed by more scrabbling and thumping.
“What is going on out there?” the Duchess bellowed, nervous demeanor vanishing and face blooming red. “I will have you expelled, do you hear me? Who is out there? You’ll be sorry you ever enrolled at Wonderland High!”
The headmistress stormed out of the room. Red puffed up her cheeks and hoped Chester was as good at disappearing as he said he was. She had no time to waste.
Red hurried to the wardrobe and rummaged through the clothes within—heavy coats, silken sashes, even a cape, all of it in the Duchess’s signature dull gray. Then Red found what she was looking for: the broad headpiece with a veil that the headmistress wore to only the fanciest of un-parties. She snatched it up and took the cape for good measure, rolling the fabric into a cylinder and tucking it under her arm. Then Red closed the wardrobe and slipped into the hallway.
An enormous bust of the Queen of Hearts, which usually sat on a pedestal in front of the administrative offices, had been toppled to the ground and shattered. There were shards of plaster and white clay everywhere, and thankfully, Chester was nowhere to be seen. Some of the other teachers had come out of their offices to survey the damage, and the Duchess was already yelling at the school janitor.
“Well, did you see who did it?” she shouted. “Did you see anything? Just clean it up! No—maybe we can dust for fingerprints. On Jabberwocky, nobody tells the Queen—she’ll have my head—she’ll have all our heads—”
Red slunk through the little crowd and down the staircase behind them, though she thought she saw Chester’s wide grin flash from somewhere among the faculty.
At training that afternoon, after Red had shared her latest royal decree idea—a complete ban on sand, which got a lackluster Better, but not great, darling, from her mother—she handed over the folded piece of the Duchess’s letterhead.
“What’s this?” The Queen of Hearts frowned. “From the Duchess?”
“I don’t know.” Red shrugged. “She asked me to give it to you today.”
The Queen rolled her eyes and then snapped her fingers at one of the frog butlers, who discreetly slipped her a pair of heart-shaped reading glasses. She unfolded the note and peered at it, adjusting its distance closer to and away from her face.
“Hmm. As an apology for her late RSVP, she wants to provide you with a supplemental training session this evening and tomorrow, at her duchy.”
“Oh, really?”
The Queen of Hearts frowned. “Well, she doesn’t know anything about giving a royal decree. Neither do Twee and Dora, of course. And soon you’ll begin to exercise your jurisdiction over Wonderland High and the duchy, too.”
“So it would be good for me to start building a partnership with the Duchess?”
“Bahah!” the Queen barked, shaking with laughter and wiping a tear away from her eye. “Ha! No. It would be good to start putting her in her place. Teach her who’s boss! Give you inspiration for the decree!”
“Do I have to?” Red sighed, feigning reluctance.
“You do.” The Queen of Hearts refolded the note and tossed it aside, not bothering to inspect it too closely—though if she had, she might have noticed that the “Duchess’s” handwriting bore a close resemblance to Red’s. “You’ll learn to love it, though; don’t you worry, darling.”
“All right,” Red conceded. “I’ll pack a bag and wait for her outside.”
Before long, Red stood in front of the castle hedge maze with a stuffed duffel bag and a triumphant grin. When the Duchess’s white roadster pulled around the forest bend, she saw Chester’s astonished face and Ace’s gleeful one.
“Standing out here in broad daylight,” Chester marveled when he pulled up. “How did you do it?”
“Don’t worry about that,” Red said. She threw the bag in the back seat and opened the zipper. “Both of you, put these on.”
The boys unrolled the red pieces of cloth, finding them to be the standard tailcoats of the frog butlers. There were white button-down shirts and black bow ties.
“A bit snug, aren’t they?” Ace asked, pulling at the sleeves.
“They were the biggest I could find,” Red said apologetically. “And I’ll be wearing this….”
She pulled the Duchess’s gray fur-lined cape from the bag, throwing it over her shoulders. Next came the headpiece and veil that obscured her face.
“Spooky,” Chester said. “I’d never know it was you. Can you see out of that thing?”
“More or less. Let’s go!”
“Better strap in. This thing really flies,” Ace warned.
With a pump on the gas, Chester sent the car lurching forward. They tore down the forest path, the dusky evening growing deeper and darker as they made their way toward Tulgey Wood.





  
It was smooth sailing at first. The three made their way past the school, around the Dismal Mire, through the meadow where Hatter House was, and into the first third of Tulgey Wood without much issue. Chester was having the time of his life piloting the roadster, and Red felt her heart rate mounting with excitement as they covered the length of fifty soldier-cards laid end to end, one hundred, two hundred, past the farthest point Red had ever traveled in her life. Wind whipped through the open body of the car and sent their hair and her veil flying merrily. The dark green canopy of trees and mysterious little fireflies felt welcoming at first.
Then Ace pointed to a large outcropping of boulders. “Haven’t we passed that already?”
“At least twice,” Red said uneasily.
“Oh, Clubs,” Chester swore. He slowed the car to a stall. “Where’s that map of yours, Princess?”
“Here.” It was the moment Red had planned for; she passed the large scroll to the front seat. “Find the boulders. Can you see what version of the map we’re on?”
Ace studied the scrawled drawings carefully, then located the rocky outcropping on the page. “Okay, I see it here—the boulders intersect with both the red path and the yellow path. The red shows a road to the left, which is the one right there—do you see how it circles back on itself? That must be why we’re stuck in a loop. But the yellow says there should be a road to the right too.”
They looked, but the forest seemed dense and packed to the right side of the car.
“Chester, try driving that way anyway,” Red said. “Let’s see what we find.”
“No way,” Chester protested. “The car will get all scratched up.”
“Please?” Red pressed. “Just go slow, I want to see what’s there.”
“Okay, okay,” Chester grumbled, easing onto the gas pedal.
As the roadster approached the wall of trees, they gradually saw it was similar to the greenery that had obscured their forest clearing—a trick of the eye, with fauna that was arranged just so to conceal another road.
“There!” Red cried. “The yellow path!”
“Well, I’ll be a Jabberwocky’s uncle.” Chester grinned and stepped on it, soon leading them into new territory. Red thought she felt the forest shudder and rumble—just a little, so she could have imagined it—as though it was annoyed they’d seen through its scheme.
After a few more twists and turns, they came to another dead end.
“Ace?” Chester said.
“Purple path says full steam ahead.”
All they could see was a little ridge leading to empty space. But as Chester crested it, they saw that the road dipped sharply down deeper into the forest.
Soon they were cruising the wood like experts, Chester swerving boldly ahead—even where there was no path in sight—Ace calling out directions, and Red laughing at their excitement in the back seat. No matter how thickly the forest grew or tried to confuse them, the roadster tooled along at a fast clip until the trees began to thin ahead.
“Chester, slow down,” Red said sharply. “Do you see what I see?”
They had driven almost completely through the wood and into a dark, open field. About a mile in front of them was a single light.
“Is that the capital outpost?” Ace whispered. Each of them had a similar instinct to duck down, keep quiet.
“Must be,” Red murmured. She readjusted the Duchess’s headpiece and veil to make sure they were covering her face. “Follow my lead.”
Chester toned down his speed and continued cautiously toward the light. As they drew closer, they could see a little red shack, two soldier-cards, and, somewhat ridiculously, a single candy-striped barrier arm that barred only the narrow road and none of the wide-open space that surrounded it.
Sparse as it was, the outpost felt ominous way out here in the middle of nowhere. In the distance beyond, the unknown regions of northern Wonderland were invisible in the darkness.
“Halt,” the first guard commanded as the roadster rolled up. Both soldier-cards peered into the car. Red saw Chester’s jaw stiffen, and he and Ace looked straight ahead.
“What is your business?” the second guard asked mechanically.
“Driving the Duchess on an errand, sir,” Chester said in a gruff voice.
“The Duchess didn’t notify us of official business this evening.”
“And doesn’t she employ frogs, like the Queen?” the first guard said, resting his hands on the roadster’s door. “You two look very young to be driving this car.”
Red folded her arms and mustered all the brazenness she had inside her. “I say!” she bellowed. “Am I supposed to mail my itinerary to every soldier-card in Wonderland? I have an urgent appointment in Mushroom Grove and these two are my—interns. Students from the school in a special program to learn how to serve the nobility.”
“Pardon, Your Grace. But it is our sworn duty to protect the borders of—”
“Yes, yes,” Red droned, trying to sound exceedingly bored. “I understand you have a job to do, but we’re in a rush.”
“Of course. We’ll just do a routine check.” He leaned over, looking even closer at the boys. The other guard poked the license plate on the front of the roadster with his sword. Out of the corner of his eye, Ace looked nervously at Red.
“Enough!” Red shouted. “Don’t you touch my car!” She bristled beneath the veil. “If you must know, I’m going to a seamstress in Mushroom Grove to arrange my gown for this weekend’s annual Tea Ceremony. If you do not let us pass immediately and if you cause me to miss my appointment, I’ll tell the Queen it was your fault I’m improperly dressed! I see your badge numbers! Four of clubs and three of hearts? I believe Her Majesty will be very interested to know her own guards are stalling the ceremony’s preparations, I do indeed.”
The guards backed up quickly and exchanged looks.
“Please, Your Grace,” Four of Clubs said. “We haven’t had a real command in weeks. All we hear of is the Tea Ceremony. If she thought we were impeding its progress, she’d have our heads.”
“Then you’d better get out of the way!” Red bellowed.
They jumped out of the road and lifted the candy-striped gate, falling over each other in their efforts.
“Perhaps I’ll forget this little episode,” Red grumbled, settling back into the seat. “But we’d better be granted swift return if that’s the case.”
“Of course, Your Grace,” Three of Hearts said. “Safe travels to you.”
With that, Chester stepped on the gas and the roadster lurched away from the outpost.
“Impressed as usual!” Ace crowed, craning his neck to look back at Red with admiration. She tore off the veil and headpiece, their weight having made her itchy and slick with sweat during the interrogation. The cold night air hit her face as they drove—a relief.
“Thank you,” she gasped. “I thought they had us for a second.”
“Me too,” Chester said over the motor. “But forget all that now. Look!”
Red looked, and her heart caught in her throat. On the very edge of the horizon, one tiny pinprick of light blinked in the black fabric of the night. Then came another and another as the road curved and revealed the little lights emerging from behind some high hill in the darkness.
Chester put on speed. “That’s Bramble Bay.”






  
It was hard to see much of the town until they were nearly within its limits. Bramble Bay was nestled against a cluster of tall cliffs, from what Red could see on the map. Chester drove the roadster down into a valley, and suddenly they could see it laid out before them, a cheerful jumble of buildings and lights.
The first thing Red noticed was the town’s design. Unlike the gridlike roads around the castle and the sharp edges of the hedge maze, Bramble Bay was circular, with convoluted streets curving and looping around its center.
As they drove closer, Red could see that the buildings were still regulation capital gray, but there was something different about them. They were shabbier and charmingly crooked in the salty air, not the same pristine shapes as in the Wonderland capital. Imperfect. Wreaths of willow festooned the doors, just as Red had seen at Chester’s, and sculptures made of smooth driftwood and colorful sea glass decorated the yards.
Even though it was past sunset, a few people still strolled the sidewalks, glancing with interest at the snazzy white roadster as it passed. Their clothes were just as dull and gray as anyone’s. But as Red peered out the window of the car, she saw handkerchiefs of sea green and pins and earrings handmade with coral-and-cream-colored shells.
“I wish I could have told my parents I was coming,” Chester murmured in the driver’s seat.
“You didn’t?” Ace asked.
“They wouldn’t have let me do it. They don’t like to talk about this place, and—I don’t know. I think they had some sort of falling-out with my family when they left here.”
“How could they ever leave?” Red breathed. “We’ve hardly seen anything yet and I already want to stay forever.” She couldn’t put her finger on what it was—the briny smell in the air, the wild wind that blew through the streets, the bits of bright color that shone through the night. But she felt more at ease than she ever had.
“I knew it’d be good,” Ace murmured in the front seat. “But not this good.”
The town was quiet as Chester navigated the car through the narrow, twisting streets. Though they were a little out of place with the luxury vehicle, Red nonetheless felt a sense of anonymity. No one here knew who she was, even without the Duchess’s veil. How could they? She doubted many of them had gone as far as Tulgey Wood. And while the Queen of Hearts was unmistakable in her royal garb and outlandish hair, Red liked to think she could blend in.
“I think you told me about a place to stay, Ace,” Chester said. “Where was that again?”
Ace pulled a smaller map of his own from his pocket and consulted it. “It should be just up ahead: the Turtle Inn.”
“What’s that?” Red asked.
“It’s a little hotel near the town square,” Ace said. “My mom had an old guidebook back from before travel between the regions got so strict, and I thought it sounded nice. Also, it’s one of the only options.”
“I’m glad you were planning ahead, because I hardly even thought about where we’d stay. Nice one.” She grinned, and he grinned back.
Chester pulled up in front of the inn, which was a tall timber-frame building with a thatched roof that looked quite a bit more rustic than any building Red had seen.
When the engine turned off, Red heard a constant, roaring thunder somewhere in the distance.
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked of no one in particular.
Chester smiled at her. “That would be the sea. We’ll have to check it out tomorrow.”
Red peered at the darkness between the houses, wishing she could catch a glimpse.
Inside, Red doubted the inn had changed in decades—possibly even since before her mother took the throne. It was just like she’d imagined a fabled storybook place to be: wide oak reception desk, cozy leather chairs, a roaring fire in the large stone hearth that took up nearly the entire wall. Bookshelves flanked it, full of real volumes about literature, history, and science. Red felt a small twinge of nostalgia, wishing Maddox could be there to see it.
An old man with tiny spectacles and a weather-worn face looked up from his book behind the counter. He adjusted the glasses over his nose, raising his eyebrows at Red’s windswept ginger hair.
“Can I help you folks?” he asked.
“Two rooms,” said Red, still absorbed in the charm of the place. She felt a sharp elbow against her arm and looked over to find that Ace was frowning at her. “Oh—please,” Red corrected herself awkwardly. It seemed the Queen’s royal tyrant training had been working too well. “If it’s not too much trouble.”
The man nodded. “Traveling from out of town?”
The question was offhand, but Red sensed something tense beneath it. She hesitated as she placed the purse containing her allowance on the counter.
“Yeah, over from Marmoreal,” Chester jumped in. “We’re here to visit family.”
“Ah!” The innkeeper gave a cursory smile. “What family’s that? It’s a small town, you know.”
Chester’s smile, on the other hand, disappeared. “Um—it’s my aunt Charlotte and her husband. Of the Cheshires.”
“That so? I didn’t know they had much family to speak of.”
“Well, they do,” Chester said, clearing his throat as Red gathered their room keys. “We just—don’t get around very often.”
“Hard to, these days.” The old man gave a deep nod. “You tell them I said hello.”
“I’ll do that.” Chester put his hands in his pockets as they started up the stairs.
“How did you do that?” Ace hissed. “Guess a name he happened to know? That’s pretty lucky.”
“I didn’t guess; my aunt Charlotte really lives here,” muttered Chester. “Not that I’ve ever met her, but—‘not much family to speak of’? What does that mean, they just disowned us or something?”
“Maybe it doesn’t come up very often,” Red said. “This place is pretty remote….”
“Maybe.”
They busied themselves with settling into their rooms, and soon the three were overlooking the cozy town of Bramble Bay from the second floor of the inn. The windows faced north toward the sea, and Red couldn’t stop staring—she’d never seen so much nothingness.
“You’re sure it’s actually there?” she asked.
“You’ll see.” Ace leaned on the sill and grinned at her.
“Where should we start?” Chester said, sounding antsy.
“I didn’t get very far with contacts,” Ace admitted. “This place is really under wraps. But I thought we could just see who we can find.”
“Well, I’m starving.” Chester patted his stomach and pointed out the window. “Let’s start there.”
Across the street from the Turtle Inn was a café much more inviting than the prim eateries of the capital, its timber sagging and its warm light spilling out into the town square. There were so few restaurants in Wonderland; people usually ate quietly at home, and any raucous behavior was highly discouraged. So Red was astonished when she entered the Bread and Butterfly and saw tables crowded with hungry customers and heard the room buzzing with conversation. Apart from her own dinners with her mother, Red’s rare experiences with communal eating were mostly in the silent cafeteria at Wonderland High. She looked at the boys with wide eyes, and they returned her Do you see this? expression.
Red, Ace, and Chester found a few empty seats and marveled at their surroundings. In a blink, a waitress appeared with a basket full of fresh bread and butter, even softer and creamier than what came from the castle kitchens.
“Anything I can start you out with?” the waitress asked.
The teenagers exchanged glances. Their collective restaurant experience was extremely low.
“What…do you have?” Red asked.
The waitress clicked her tongue. “We have tea, we have black coffee, we have root beer….”
“Root beer?” Chester spluttered. “But how? Soft drinks are illeg—”
“He means, is that local, or…?” Red cut in quickly.
The waitress smiled, but looked at them quizzically. “Home-brewed, of course. Bramble Bay only. Are you folks from out of town?”
“He doesn’t get out much,” Ace said, pointing a thumb at Chester and smiling as if to say, What are we going to do with him?
“Three root beers,” Red said. “And maybe some sandwiches? Um—please. Thank you.”
“I’m sorry,” Chester said when the waitress had left, smoothing his hair back from his forehead. “I don’t know what came over me. I’ve wanted to try root beer my whole life. That’s like—that’s my life goal. I never thought I’d get to.”
“It’s okay,” Red muttered. “We’re all having culture shock.”
But nothing could have prepared them for what happened next.
At the back wall of the Bread and Butterfly was a little raised platform that Red had hardly noticed when they came in. But as they sat and waited for their drinks, a man climbed on top and produced a polished wooden instrument and thin reed on a bow.
“It can’t be,” Ace whispered.
As they watched, he brought the fiddle to his chin and struck the strings. A sound that Red had never heard before filled the room, jagged and pliable at the same time, scratchy and soft and warm. The instrument produced a rhythm all its own, a honeyed wail that seemed to reach to the rafters and stretch around the floor.
Red and the boys stared, dumbfounded. The only live music the Queen of Hearts authorized was songs written in her honor and performed by the palace string quartet of frog butlers. The fiddle was in the same instrument family, but this music had a life all its own. It belonged to no one.
Enamored by the performance, the three kids were startled when the waitress thunked glass pitchers in front of them on the table.
“Well,” Chester said, his face flushed and bright. “Here goes nothing.” He raised the heavy mug to his lips and drank as though he was dying of thirst. Then he did a spit take all over the table.
“Chester!” Red cried.
“Sorry. It’s—spicy? My tongue is tingling. You have to try it.”
Red sipped and smacked her lips. “Whoa. That’s weird.” The caramel-colored, gingery-sweet liquid left a strange stinging sensation. “But…I think I like it?”
Ace put a hand to his chest as the sandwiches arrived. “I never thought I’d be so happy to see plain old ham and cheese.”
It was true; the plain food somehow tasted better than any sandwich Red had eaten. She looked around the room as they ate, seeing how relaxed the townsfolk were, their easy smiles, their comfortable postures. It was what she’d barely begun to see in the Wonderland kids at the forest gathering, only magnified. Red looked at their jewelry made of shells, each piece unique and personal, not uniform as it should have been.
This, too, must be rebellion. It didn’t have to be loud and flashy. It could start small.
Lost in thought, Red suddenly became aware of a person standing near the bar, giving their table a rather dirty look. It was a tall girl with a round face and light blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing a gray skirt and dark cable-knit sweater. She seemed to be a little older than Red, and something about her was very familiar. As Red returned the frown, the girl picked up her own mug of root beer and walked over.
“Where did you say you’re from?” she asked coldly.
“Um…” Red looked at the boys; Ace paused mid-bite, fork halfway to his mouth. “We’re over from Marmoreal. Why?”
“What are you doing here?”
“We’re just visiting,” Chester chimed in.
“It’s a lie.” The girl narrowed her eyes at Red. “Bright red hair, royal insignia on your leather jacket—you think I don’t know who you are? The Queen’s daughter, the Princess, through and through. Did she send you here?”
“What? No!” Red snapped.
“Are you a spy? Is she trying to see what we get up to over here in Bramble Bay?”
“Hey, calm down,” Ace said. “Nobody’s spying on anybody.”
A few people at nearby tables glanced their way. Red felt her face begin to burn. “Look, I don’t know you, and I’m trying to have a nice dinner with my friends. Why don’t you leave us alone?”
“I will if you will,” the girl muttered. She took a swig of her drink and then pushed herself away into the crowd.
“What was that all about?” Ace murmured.
“Don’t let it get to you,” Chester said. “Another round of root beer?”
But the girl’s voice still rang in Red’s ears. She twisted her red hair behind her back and slid farther into the corner of the booth.






  
Despite the confrontation, Red slept better at the Turtle Inn that night than she had in years. Something about being so far from her mother’s watchful eye and her own looming responsibilities made her feel incredibly rested. Even the air here seemed easier to breathe.
As soon as a ray of light slivered through her curtains, Red jumped out of bed and threw the drapes back from the window. There, laid out flat and blue before her, was the endless expanse of the sea.
Red couldn’t stop staring. It was bigger than she’d ever imagined, more powerful than any illustration she’d seen in a book. The sunlight glinted off the water and created bright spots in her vision even when she closed her eyes.
She, Ace, and Chester ate breakfast at the inn’s dining room, where there was fresh cream to go with the oatmeal and tiny cubes of sugar for the tea. Red turned her chair backward so she could see the water, and Ace chuckled at her. It was strange to think that the Wonderland High kids were starting their days at the same time, eating bowls of cold porridge and drinking glasses of water.
“So, what’s the plan?” Chester finally asked.
“Is there a school around here? Maybe we could try to find some kids our age and…ask them for advice?” Ace offered. “Or we could go to the beach to see if there’s anyone—um…you know, to be honest, I didn’t actually think we’d get this far.”
“Me neither,” Red admitted. “But I think talking to people is the right idea.”
When they had eaten all the sweet oatmeal they could, the three piled into the roadster and Chester adjusted his mirrors. “The streets here are much narrower than in the capital,” he said. “That’s the only gripe I have. It wasn’t built for cars.”
He pressed down carefully on the gas and eased out.
“Watch out for that walker,” Ace said, half-turned in his seat. “And there’s a group of kids—Okay, now you’re good!”
Chester put on some speed just as Red looked the other way.
“Wait, Chester, there’s—”
Too late. Chester backed right into the side of an oyster cart that had appeared out of nowhere. The cart’s gate fell open and the barnacled gray shells clattered everywhere—into the back seat, over the roadster, and onto the street. Red covered her nose and mouth.
“Clubs!” he cried. “Is anyone hurt?”
Ace climbed out of the car and inspected the damage. He winced. “Only the roadster, a little bit.”
The driver of the cart walked over. “Hearts!” He took his hat off. “I didn’t see you there.”
“Sorry about this,” Chester said. “Is your cart okay?”
“Looks to be. Can’t say the same for you, though.”
Chester groaned, seeing the scratch on the roadster’s creamy paint for himself.
“It’s okay,” Red said, jumping out and trying not to gag from the fishy smell. “We’ll help you clean this up, and then we’ll find a place that can fix it, Chester.”
The four got to work, scooping up armfuls of oysters and reloading them into the cart. Halfway through the job, Red saw with dismay that the girl from the tavern last night was on the other side of the street with her arms crossed, watching them intently.
To Red’s surprise, she started over and picked up an oyster. “Can I help?”
Red blinked. “Be our guest.”
With the girl’s help, they cleaned up quickly and waved to the fisherman as he pulled away.
The girl turned to Red and looked her straight in the eye. “You are the daughter of the Queen of Hearts, aren’t you?”
Red didn’t say anything, but she guessed the expression on her face was answer enough.
“It’s okay,” the girl said. “Look, I’m sorry for losing my cool last night. I shouldn’t have been so quick to judge—I assumed the worst. But when I saw you get out to help this guy so quickly, I knew I’d been wrong. The Queen of Hearts would never do manual labor on her own, much less labor that helps another person—so maybe you’re not as bad as her.”
Red laughed nervously. “Well, thanks. I know Bramble Bay likes to keep to itself…and seeing how different things are here, I can understand why. I’m sorry we lied, but we didn’t want to alarm anyone.”
The girl stuck out her hand. “My name is Dee. Is there any chance you might know my sister, Twee?”
“Oh!” Red exclaimed, shaking her head and suddenly understanding why Dee looked so familiar. The two girls could have been twins—and in fact, must have been—but Red hadn’t been able to place the resemblance with Dee wearing comfortable seaside clothes instead of tight corsets and gowns. “Yes, I do. Nice to meet you.”
“So, what are you doing here?” Dee pressed.
Red bit her lip and glanced at Ace and Chester, who shrugged. “Well, to tell you the truth…we do have sort of an ulterior motive,” Red said slowly. “Listen, I’m sure you know how things are in the Wonderland capital. Things—well, I think they need to change. Maybe it’s a wild idea, but we really want to throw a party, or just do anything that will shake people out of their routines. We tried it ourselves and it was a bust. So we’re here for inspiration.”
Dee raised her eyebrows and nodded. “You better believe I remember how it was in the capital—that’s why I left.”
She crossed her arms again and looked at the three teenagers, as if sizing them up. “Listen, we don’t have parties in Bramble Bay.”
Red sighed. She supposed it had been too much to hope for.
“But…” Dee continued slowly. “We sometimes throw shindigs. The occasional soiree, a function here and there. And in fact, there’s one of those things happening tonight.”
“Oh, is there?” Chester said slyly.
“You three seem okay after all,” Dee said. “If you swear not to arrest us, I’d be happy for you to come.”
“She couldn’t arrest a borogove,” Ace said.
Red frowned. “I’d like to think I could. But really, Dee, we know how big of a deal this is. That would be amazing, and we’ll take it very seriously.”
“Not too seriously, I hope.” Dee winked. “Then it’s settled. Meet me at the fountain in the square tonight and I’ll take you there. Things are supposed to kick off around seven o’clock–ish.”
“As long as we have the car back by the end of the night,” Chester said.
“And I can tell my mom the Duchess had a few more tasks for me,” said Red.
Ace grinned at Dee. “We’re there.”
Dee leaned over to inspect the damage to the roadster. “One more thing. Head down to the cove by the harbor, in the little line of shops there. I have a friend, Jace, who’ll be able to fix your car right up. You can tell him I sent you.”
Red, Chester, and Ace thanked Dee profusely and followed her directions, driving along the road that followed the beach and the sharp curve of the coast. Red couldn’t tear her eyes away from the tide, with its thundering boom and crash of water. She knew exactly why her mother hated it here—no legion of soldier-cards, no matter how big, could control the wild force that was the sea. But something about it drew Red in.
Soon they came to the little auto shop on the coast run by Dee’s friend Jace. A salt-encrusted sign swung from the shop’s eaves, reading BRAMBLE BAY AUTO AND REPAIR.
Jace was a skinny guy, accompanied by a smaller, rounder boy named Harry. They both looked a little shady, but Jace said any friend of Dee’s was a friend of theirs. After brief introductions, Jace wiped his hands on his overalls as he inspected the roadster’s paint job.
Ace, Red, and Chester marveled at the inside of the garage. There were maps and buoys, strings of colorful lights, road signs from places that Red didn’t recognize.
“Where did you get all this stuff?” Chester said.
“It washed up on shore,” Harry explained as Jace continued to look the car over. He motioned to a tiny rusted chandelier that hung over his workbench. “We get a lot of cool things that way. It’s another part of Bramble Bay that we have to hide from the Queen, but it’s also a luxury that we get to keep a secret. But we’re good at that, yeah?”
“Queen doesn’t have anything on Miss Cruella, that’s for sure,” said Jace. But he cut his eyes over to Red, frowning. “So if I ever hear you snitched…”
Red held up both hands. “I wouldn’t.”
“Anyway, this repair shouldn’t be any problem,” Jace said. “I’ve brought cars back from the brink of junkyard death. And luckily I have some coating that’s the same color as this paint. You all want to hang out while we work on it?”
“Sure,” Chester said, taking a seat on a crate in the garage.
“Jace, Harry, I have a question,” Red said slowly.
“Shoot.”
“I don’t want to sound rude, but—why are you guys here? In Wonderland? And you mentioned Miss Cruella? You guys are from that other place, aren’t you?”
Jace found a rag and wiped his hands. “It’s a fair thing to ask. Harry and I got stuck here when they closed the Rabbit Hole, and…well, that was that.”
“I’m so sorry,” Red murmured.
“Yeah, it’s not great. ’Specially as all the Isle kids are welcome in Auradon now. As soon as we have the chance, we’re all breaking out of here and not coming back. And we’re taking Dee with us.”
Red didn’t know enough about the sealing of the Rabbit Hole; King Beast of Auradon had done it before she was born. All she knew was that it made travel into and out of Wonderland impossible.
“And how are you going to do that?”
Jace leaned down and whispered, too low for the others to hear. “The Rabbit Hole isn’t the only way out of Wonderland, you know. There’s also the Pool of Tears.”
“The Pool of Tears? What’s that?”
“It’s supposed to be some kind of lake—and if you can swim into it, you come out somewhere else, somewhere even the Queen can’t find you.”
Red thought on that. Another way out. It seemed impossible.
“What made Dee come to Bramble Bay?” Red asked.
“She’d had enough of the capital.” Jace sighed as he worked epoxy into the gash on the car. “She saw what her options were—noblewoman or soldier-card—and got out when she could. Between you and me, I think she had a very hard time leaving her sister. Dee couldn’t convince her to come.”
“I’m sorry,” Red murmured.
“Yeah, she doesn’t like to talk about it. But she’s in the same boat as a lot of the folks here.”
Red felt an uncomfortable warmth creeping up her neck and wanted to change the subject. She thought of Chester’s family, the divide between families who wanted to stay in Bramble Bay and the ones who chose to stay in the capital, separated by miles of difficult travel. It felt like it was all Red’s mother’s fault.
Ace seemed to sense Red’s distress and jumped in. “Are you guys going to the function tonight?” he asked Jace. “Dee told us it’s going to be great.”
Harry and Jace exchanged grins. “Wouldn’t miss it. Now, it’s not a party—let’s all be clear on that—but we do the best we can.”
“I’m excited,” Chester said. “No matter how big or small.”
Red watched Jace apply the paint and buff the spot over and over again, the scratch on the car slowly disappearing. Red wished she could make things better like that. With their plans, she would—she was determined to.






  
It was with a whole swarm of Jubjub birds in their stomachs that Chester, Ace, and Red walked to the town square that night. They’d hardly been able to eat their dinner at the Bread and Butterfly for all their excitement. When Ace drummed his fingers on the heavy oak table and Chester stirred his root beer, Red could tell they were feeling the same anticipation she was.
They stood in the empty town square, looking up at the crooked clock tower and peering into the dark streets for any sign of Dee.
“You don’t think it’s some kind of prank, do you?” Chester whispered. “She really didn’t like the looks of us last night.”
“No.” Red frowned. But Dee had every reason to hold a grudge against Red and her mother if she felt they were influencing Twee.
At that moment, Dee slipped into view at the edge of the square and smiled at them. “Fancy meeting you three out this late,” she said. “What are you up to?”
The teenagers looked at each other.
“Um…” Ace started. “You said to meet—?”
“Just taking the night air?” Dee winked. “I’m going for a walk myself, if you’d like to join me.” Without waiting for an answer, she turned and strolled into the dusk again.
“Well, this is it,” Chester murmured, raising his eyebrows.
“Whatever happens, I’m glad to be here with the two of you,” Ace said, giving a goofy salute. But his voice was serious.
“Time for the Wonderland Party Commission to do some research,” Red said.
Then they nodded at one another and followed Dee.
She led them through corridors and alleyways, twisting around the switchback streets until Red lost all sense of direction. For a moment her trust faltered, and her upbringing told her exactly how easily Dee could trap them in here with no way out. It wasn’t as though Twee was the kindest person either—maybe it ran in the family. But Red thought of what Jace said, and of Chester’s family somewhere nearby, and soldiered on.
At last they reached a nondescript cottage with gray stone walls and only one dim lantern in the window. Unperturbed, Dee walked up to the door and rapped three times. Instead of opening, the door shook with two knocks from the other side—then, after a moment, a thump.
Dee nodded. She clasped her hands behind her back and walked away from the door.
Red couldn’t help it. “But aren’t we—” she started.
“Come on,” Dee said calmly. “Keep your voice down.”
She led them around the side of the house and knelt before a broad cellar door built into its foundation. Red listened hard to hear any sounds of this supposed shindig—or signs of an ambush—but all that reached her ears was the distant roar of the sea.
Dee knocked three more times on this door and waited. At length, it opened toward her and light emerged from within. She turned to Red and the boys, a smirk on her face. “Come on in.”
Red felt Ace squeeze her elbow as they descended the ancient stone steps behind Dee.
Awaiting them was a sight Red had not expected at all. The cellar opened into a large, long room with a wooden floor and whitewashed walls inset with candle sconces. For all its size, the room was quiet enough to hear a pin drop—and yet it was filled wall to wall with people all dressed in Wonderland garb, in red and black and white and gray. They sat or stood around, many reading books or the newspaper. One woman worked at a cross-stitch, and a few men murmured in low voices at the other end of the room. No one looked up when they entered.
But as Chester let the cellar door fall shut behind them, everyone immediately stowed their busywork and relaxed, striking up conversation at a normal volume and moving easily about the room. The fiddler they’d seen at the inn appeared from nowhere and began playing a light, gentle melody, and someone uncovered a table of sandwiches that Red hadn’t noticed before. In the blink of an eye, the same warm atmosphere Red had felt at the Bread and Butterfly was present once more.
“What is this?” she asked Dee, who grinned.
“A function,” she said simply. “Or a get-together. It might not be the party you three were talking about, but it’s a place where we can enjoy each other’s company in the way most Wonderlandians can’t.”
“But why all the secrecy?” asked Ace. “What makes this different than the pub, where you all meet in broad daylight?”
“The pub’s an easier cover, but we can’t let quite as loose there,” Dee answered. “Because at the pub, we can’t do…that.”
She inclined her head toward an open space on the floor. Red watched as one person, two, three, began to turn and move to the music of the fiddle. Some clasped arms, some stamped their feet, clapping and swaying in rhythm.
“They’re dancing,” Chester breathed. “That’s real dancing.”
They held balls at the castle, yes. They were stiff affairs for nobility only, with predetermined steps and perfect posture. But this movement was fluid, soft. Red longed to feel it in her own body, but at the same time was unsure whether she even had it in her.
The feeling rushed at her all at once—she didn’t belong here. She wanted to, so badly, but she didn’t. The reason these people couldn’t live freely was because of her mother, her own flesh and blood. And Red wasn’t sure if she could fix it.
“Wait, is that root beer?” Chester cried. “Ace, help me carry some pitchers. As much as we can.”
They disappeared into the crowd. Over by the sandwich table, Dee saw Jace and Harry and waved.
“Jace and Harry did an amazing job with the car,” said Red. “I can’t thank you enough for bringing us here. You’ve helped us more than we ever expected.”
Dee shrugged. “I always wanted to see things in Wonderland get a little shaken up. If I can help make that happen in any way, I will. Hey, before I forget—”
She wore a small leather bag slung over her chest. Dee took it off and held it before Red. “It’s my gift to you—call it a Tea Ceremony present.” She smirked.
Surprised, Red lifted the flap and looked inside. Tucked into the pouch were nearly a dozen slim plastic rectangles of different sizes, all bright neon colors that didn’t exist anywhere in Wonderland. She took one out and turned it over in her hands. There was a label stuck on with adhesive, but whatever had once been written there was long scratched off and worn away.
“They’re tapes,” Dee explained. “They wash up onshore sometimes, and I’ve collected a bunch. That’s how we found the fiddle, too. You can still get your hands on some boom boxes from the old days around Wonderland, if you ever get a chance to listen. They’re a nice change of pace from national anthems.”
Red slung the bag over her own shoulders, speechless. Then she said, “You know…your sister is doing well. She’s been working with me on my royal training, which is…not my favorite thing ever, but she seems like she’s okay.”
Dee sighed and rolled her eyes. “Sounds like Twee’s cup of tea. She was always obsessed with being perfect when we were kids—much more than me. She wanted everyone to like her, and she was terrified of becoming a soldier-card.”
“Is that why she went for a position in the court instead?”
Dee nodded. “It gave her both of the things she wanted: approval from authority, which she’s been taught to seek above all else, and an escape from the prospect of a job she hated. She never considered there might be a third way.”
Red crossed her arms and squeezed them tight around her chest. She didn’t like Twee—not at all, really—but she hadn’t considered that there might be underlying reasons for the rigid and stuck-up way she acted. Maybe there was a version of Twee who was as nice as Dee was, hidden inside.
“That must be hard,” Red said. “Not seeing her.”
Dee chuckled a little, watching Ace and Chester find Jace and Harry and hand them two pitchers each of root beer—one for each hand. A few other townsfolk joined them by the tables. “It’s her own fault. I tried to get her to come with me; we had this whole plan for the lives we would build together in Bramble Bay, and maybe even Auradon someday. I thought it would be super good for her. But in the end…she just couldn’t do it.”
Red didn’t know what to say. She watched the fiddler smile as he hit a high note, fingers flying over the neck of the instrument. Finally, she nodded. “I’ll try to work on her when I get home. Maybe a get-together like this is exactly what she needs.”
“You could do more than that, you know.”
“What do you mean?”
“Red, you’re the Princess of Wonderland. Right?” Dee said. “Have you ever thought about actually using your authority? I’m hearing a lot about party plans, but not a lot about how you’ll actually change anything once you’re the next most-powerful figure in the land.”
Red frowned. “Ugh, I don’t want to be that.”
Dee pressed her lips together in disapproval. “So why even try, huh?”
“Dee, come on—”
“One for you, and one for you,” Ace said, hurrying up to them with pitchers of soft drink. “I haven’t had this much sugar since sweets were outlawed. Is there sugar in these? I feel great. I have never had so much energy in all my—”
At that moment, the sound of a bell, brassy and deep, cut through the noise of the room. The fiddler stopped immediately; all the townsfolk returned to their positions and fell silent.
“What is it?” Red asked Dee. “What’s happening?”
“Guards!” someone called from outside the cellar door. “Soldier-cards are on the horizon!”






  
Dee answered Red’s question calmly, but Red could tell she was agitated. “We keep a lookout up on the cliffs. If they see any sign of the Queen or her men coming, they ring the bell in the clock tower to put everyone on alert.”
Red’s heart sank. “Dee, I swear, we had nothing to do with them coming here. You have to believe me.”
“I know. It’s okay,” said Dee. “It’s probably a false alarm; a troop comes every other month or so to make sure we haven’t gone full rogue. And we’ve been due for a checkup.” She glanced around the room, and Red saw that the townsfolk were looking at the three newcomers with suspicion.
“Still,” Dee said in a low voice. “You should probably go.”
“Red, if the soldier-cards see the Duchess’s car, they might report it,” Chester said.
“Clubs,” Red swore. “Okay, we’re going. Dee—” How could Red express her gratitude for what the girl had done for them? “Thanks for everything.”
Dee gave her a curt nod. “If you take a left behind the cottage once you’re out of the cellar, there’s a street that goes straight to the town square. Good luck.”
Red and the boys bade one another a very quick good-bye and hurried up the stairs. In the dark streets, every shadow looked like a soldier-card and every looming building reminded Red of her mother. She wasn’t afraid of the cards—she could have handled them with a single command. But if word of Red’s presence or the Duchess’s car in Bramble Bay ever reached the castle, it would bring the full attention of the Queen of Hearts crashing down on the hidden town. And that wasn’t something Red wanted on her conscience.
They reached the square just as Red heard the sound of galloping hooves somewhere beyond the crash of the ocean waves.
“Come on!” she hissed.
“Are we leaving our stuff at the inn?” Ace said.
“There’s no time to grab it.”
“Wait,” Chester said, tossing Red the keys to the roadster. “I have to do something quick. Get in the car, I’ll be right there!”
“Chester!” Red snapped, but he was already running into the Turtle Inn.
Red and Ace jumped in the car, with Red in the driver’s seat. The galloping hooves were getting closer. Red turned the key in the ignition and let the car idle as they waited for Chester.
“Come on, come on,” Red muttered. “What is he doing?”
At last, Chester jogged back out of the inn and scrambled for the back seat. In his arms, he carried their disguises from the night before.
“Oh, good thinking,” Ace said.
But Chester pointed down the street, where soldier-cards on horseback were coming into town. “We better step on it,” he said.
And Red did—a little too hard. She threw the car into reverse and pumped the gas. The roadster lurched backward into the square.
“Easy, easy!” Ace said.
“I’m just getting used to it; give me a second,” Red snapped. She had taken a special elective to learn to drive in case it ever came in handy—though most kids at Wonderland High traveled by foot or horse carriage—but she’d never driven a car like this. The Duchess’s roadster was smooth and responsive to Red’s every movement. It was almost like the car anticipated the direction she planned to turn before Red had made up her own mind. She considered her options, then turned deeper into the town and drove away from the soldier-cards.
“You sure about this?” Chester said. “If we felt lost before on foot…”
“Just trust me,” said Red. “There’s only one road in and out of here, right?”
“Unfortunately,” said Ace.
The soldier-cards were almost upon them, and Red hoped they hadn’t spotted the car. At the last moment, she swerved into an alley and brought the roadster to a halt.
“Wait, what are we doing?” Chester asked.
“Shh,” Red whispered, turning the car off and cutting the lights. “Get down.”
They hunched in the seats, listening as the hoofbeats sounded closer and closer on the cobblestone streets. Red watched in the rearview mirror as six, twelve, fourteen soldier-cards rode by not twenty feet behind them. The three kids remained perfectly still until they couldn’t hear the horses anymore.
“Let’s get out of here,” Red muttered.
She restarted the car and eased out of the alley. Once their direction was righted, Red drove slowly back to the square and then past the inn, picking up speed the farther they got toward the edge of town.
With no sign of any more soldier-cards, Red pressed her foot to the gas and flew them out of Bramble Bay and into the dark, dark night beyond. When the sea cliffs eclipsed the tiny lights of the town, Red sighed and looked in the rearview mirror but didn’t slow down. With the town obscured, it felt as though it had never existed at all. But Red knew it was there. And she wouldn’t forget.
The candy-striped gate at the Tulgey Wood checkpoint was down again, and the soldier-cards came out of the outpost shack as they had before. But in their frog-butler and Duchess disguises, the three Wonderlandians breezed by them.
“What, I can’t drive my own car?” Red barked as the two cards looked with surprise at her “chauffeur” in the back seat. “I’ll drive my car whenever I please!”
Three of Hearts and Four of Clubs apologized and bowed low, raising the gate without fuss.
But it gave Red no satisfaction to navigate easily through Tulgey Wood and return to the familiar sights of the capital once more. It was over all too quickly. It seemed that even the forest made only a half-hearted attempt to confuse their path. Red couldn’t stop thinking of Dee and the others in Bramble Bay, hoping the soldier-cards hadn’t found anything suspicious. But it seemed like the rebels could take care of themselves.
“Home sweet home,” Ace grumbled as the sharp towers of the castle of the Queen of Hearts rose before them.
Red brought the roadster to an idle in front of the hedge maze. When she turned the car off, it felt like all her energy went with it. She climbed out of the driver’s seat and handed the keys reluctantly to Chester as they traded places.
“Chester, wait,” she said. “Back at the inn. Did you really go in for the disguises, or was there something else?”
He didn’t look at the others as he adjusted the roadster’s mirrors. “I wrote a letter to my aunt last night. I was going to try to deliver it myself, but I gave it to the innkeeper instead.”
“I’m sure he’ll get it to your family,” Ace said quietly.
Chester shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Maybe we’ll go back someday.”
“We will,” Red said, and she meant it. She had seen a way of living in Bramble Bay that she’d never known was possible. And even if they couldn’t bring all of Wonderland to Bramble Bay, maybe they could bring a little of Bramble Bay to Wonderland. “We’ll make it happen.”
“All right,” Chester said with a small smile on his face. “You get inside, Princess. You’ll have to tell your mother all about your training with the Duchess.”
“Ugh.” Red rolled her eyes. But she waved as she watched them drive away, taillights disappearing into the forest like Bramble Bay had disappeared into the distance.






  
Red had slipped back to her bedroom without notice. She thought she’d be nervous to face her mother again, but by the time she woke up on Wednesday morning, it felt as though she’d dreamed their whole trip to Bramble Bay. Everything was normal as she walked down to breakfast like she’d never left.
“Good morning, darling.” The Queen of Hearts eyed her daughter over heart-shaped reading glasses as she paged through the Wonderland Times (which, by law, only reported good news).
“Hi,” said Red. She stuck a spoon in her porridge, wishing there was fresh cream like they had at the Turtle Inn. Red glanced up at her mother, waiting for an interrogation, but the Queen kept reading the paper.
“Royal approval is up seventy percent,” the Queen of Hearts murmured. “Just splendid.”
“My trip to see the Duchess went well,” said Red, not without an edge to her voice.
The Queen looked up, unfocused, and took off her glasses. She squinted at Red. “Your what?”
“My…trip,” Red repeated. “My training with the Duchess? The whole reason I was gone the past two days?”
“Ohhhhh, right, right, right, right.” The Queen nodded. “Good.” She returned to the paper.
Red paused, her spoon halfway lifted to her mouth. “You don’t even want to hear about it?”
“Darling, please, you can’t imagine the pressure I’m under right now. We’ll talk about it later. Blech, this juice isn’t orange enough. Frog boys!”
Red glared at her. Sure, she didn’t care that the Queen hadn’t missed her. So what? It was better that she didn’t suspect anything, anyway. But Red had spent so much time coming up with alibis and little stories about her time with the Duchess. The Queen of Hearts could have at least asked.
A butler hurried up to the table. The Queen narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s wrong with your uniform?”
Red grimaced. The butler’s little red jacket was riding up his waist and bunching at the shoulders. She’d forgotten to return the disguises. “Pardon me, Your Majesty,” he croaked. “But the jackets in my size seem to have gone missing. I’ll have it tailored straightaway—”
“You’d better,” the Queen said with a sniff. “I won’t have you coming to Looking Glass Mountain dressed like that. And make a note to bring orangier orange juice with us—this is just dreadful.”
“Looking Glass Mountain?” Red asked.
“Yes, yes.” The Queen took off her glasses and massaged her temples, the very picture of stress. “All the options I’ve been given for ceremony tea sets are just…terrible. Ugly. I have a very specific design in mind, and the artisans at the village on top of Looking Glass Mountain might have what I’m looking for. I can’t trust anyone else’s taste, so away I go.”
“What’s wrong with the tea sets we normally use?” Red asked. They were fine bone china with intricate patterns of tiny red hearts—a little silly, Red had always thought, but both traditional and a guest favorite. “Won’t those work?”
“NO!” The Queen of Hearts slammed her fist on the table. “This needs to be special! Everyone will be watching. We need something new.”
Red crossed her arms. She wasn’t in the mood for these…moods. “Just trying to save you some trouble.”
“Well, I’m going to the trouble, and I’m doing this all for you, so you don’t get to question it!”
Red kept her mouth shut. It didn’t seem like the right time to argue with her mother, and what was more, she wasn’t about to argue away a unique opportunity to be home alone.
The Queen of Hearts raised an eyebrow. “Now listen, Red,” she said between bites. “I won’t be back until Friday morning. That means we will have only one day before the Tea Ceremony, and everything will need to be working like clockwork. I need you laser-focused while I’m away, do you understand me? Royal training. Mull over more laws. Style your hair, for heaven’s sake. Do some…” She snapped her fingers, making a mildly offended expression at Red’s physique. “I don’t know, do some push-ups or something. I want you to look strong, powerful. Everything must be perfect when I return.”
“What’s wrong with my hair?” Red mumbled.
“You’re always wearing it down. You need to start wearing it up, as is custom.”
“What if I want to break custom?”
The Queen slammed her fist down again, making the china jump. “Red of Hearts, I am not in the mood! Now do as I say. Diamonds! I have so much to do….”
Red waited only until the Queen had staggered away from the breakfast table. Then she grabbed her book bag and ran all the way to Chester’s tree village.
“Emergency!” she hissed outside his window. “Emergency meeting of the Wonderland Party Commission!”
Chester’s sleepy face appeared, and he nodded. “Okay, okay. Let me call Ace.”
Soon they were all standing in front of the village fountain, and Red had repeated her mother’s plans to be out of town for the next two days.
“More adventures, then?” Chester yawned. “Red, when are we going to have time to sleep?”
“You’ll sleep after the Tea Ceremony. Now listen—we only have three more days to jolt Wonderland awake. What did we learn in Bramble Bay? We can replicate their shindig—we can multiply it into a party.”
“I just don’t know, Red,” said Ace. “What would that even look like?”
“No one wears gray, or red, or black—they wear something they’ve always wanted to, but have never been able to.” Red felt her energy returning, bursting with ideas. “Bramble Bay had sandwiches? We’ll have even more—other food too. They had a fiddler? We’ll have music. Loud music, and real dancing.”
“Would all of that work in the woods?” Chester said doubtfully.
“Not in the woods.” Red clasped her hands together, knowing her next words would hardly be well received but going for it anyway. “In the castle.”
“What?” Chester cried. “That’s nuts—we’ll never get away with it.”
Red shook her head. “First of all, we will. If I’m the heir apparent to Wonderland, everyone has to obey my orders, right? If I swear everyone to secrecy, they can’t make a peep. If I order them to cut loose and ignore authority—well, ironically, they have to.” She put her hands on her hips. “And second, honestly, I don’t care if we don’t get away with it. Last time, Mom hardly noticed we’d done anything at all. Nothing can shake her from this stupid ceremony planning. We might as well do it while we still can.”
“I said it was nuts.” Chester sighed. “I didn’t say I wasn’t in.”
Red grinned devilishly, a smile worthy of Chester himself. “That’s the spirit. Ace?”
His mouth curled wryly. “You know it, Carrot Top.”
Red smirked at the nickname. She put her hand out, palm down. The other two rested theirs on top. “The Wonderland Party Commission’s biggest night yet,” she said. “Three, two, one…let’s go!”






  
For the rest of the day, Red abandoned all hope of paying attention in her classes. In Etiquette, she kept her head down at her desk and drafted a memo that would be sent to all the soldier-cards: Her Majesty the Queen of Hearts has arranged for a private training event to take place in the Grand Hall during her leave. All soldier-cards must vacate the vicinity on Thursday evening from 7:00 to 11:00 p.m., and Princess Red is NOT to be disturbed in her preparations.
In Riddles, she sketched a crude map of the castle with plans for her guests. They could come in through a back service entrance—Ace or Chester could be stationed there—up the side stairs, and into the hall without attracting too much attention.
She didn’t even follow much of Science with Maddox, instead she made lists of decorations and other supplies they would need. However, his lecture on the refraction of light did give her a flash of inspiration.
But it was harder to float by in princess training. Even stranger was seeing Twee now that Red had met her counterpart in Bramble Bay. As Red returned to the Ball Room, it was as though she was coming face-to-face with a stiffer, more bitter version of Dee. Where Twee had once seemed intimidating, it now struck Red that she might just be unhappy—with herself and with the life she’d ended up in. Red glanced at Dora, wondering if she had a similar story.
“I heard you were receiving training from the Duchess,” Twee said, sniffing. “I hope you didn’t absorb too much. She’s a dreadful woman. Now listen, we need to get to work if you’re going to be in halfway passable shape by the time your mother gets home.”
Red bristled. She was about to retort but thought better of it. Before she let herself change her mind, Red sat down on the floor of the Ball Room and crossed her legs.
Dora and Twee looked horrified.
“What are you doing?” Dora said, her voice strangled.
Red shrugged. “Sitting on the floor. It’s comfortable. Have you ever tried it?”
“I would never!” Twee exclaimed. “It’s not ladylike, it’s dirty—”
“No, it’s not. The fish servants sweep every morning.” Red ran a finger along the marble floor; it came away clean. “Aren’t you tired of sitting with perfect posture on those stiff chairs? I don’t know about yours, but my butt gets pretty sore.”
Twee looked as though someone was choking her. “Princess Red, we never refer to our—to—to that in polite company.”
“Is that what this is—polite company?” Red wrapped her arms around her knees and looked up at them both. “Do we have to be polite company? Can we just be friends? Sit down.”
The older girls didn’t move a muscle.
“That’s an order. Sit down with me.”
Mechanically, as though they’d never bent at the knees or waists in their lives, Twee and Dora lowered themselves to the floor. They stretched out their arms for balance and landed, rather awkwardly, on what was not to be named.
“There,” said Red. “It’s kind of fun, isn’t it? It’s a whole new perspective of the room.” She looked up at the high arching ceiling and the pool of light in which they sat, pouring in through the tall windows. “I used to sit on the floor and play cards all the time when I was little. Then my mother told me that nobody sits on the floor, especially not nobility.”
Twee and Dora only stared.
“But why not?” Red went on. “Look, we’re doing it right now. We don’t always have to listen to people…who tell us we can’t do something.”
“This is just—” Dora spluttered. “Of all the ridiculous, backward—”
“Don’t be mean,” Red said coolly. “I want to know more about the two of you. What do you like to do? Why did you decide to become part of the court?”
Dora blinked. “I—well, I mean…this is my whole life. My mother was a lady of the court. So was my grandmother. What else is there?”
“This is the only thing worth doing in Wonderland,” said Twee, her voice close to a sneer. “Be an ugly soldier-card? No. Slave away at Wonderland High, teaching every silly thing the Queen tells you to teach? No thanks.”
Red spoke slowly. “If you could be anything…what would you be?”
“Anything, like—in Wonderland?” Dora asked.
“No, no, anywhere. There are other places than just Wonderland, you know.”
“Well, I’m not about to walk off and abandon my hometown like”—Twee vigorously shook her head—“like some people. This is where I was raised. I’m not going to just give up on it.”
“So all this royal training, complaining about the monarchy, this position you don’t seem to like very much…that’s you not giving up on Wonderland?” asked Red.
“Oh, I don’t know,” Twee said irritably. “I don’t even know what we’re talking about right now—you’re making a big thing out of nothing. I’m just doing what I’m supposed to do. Doesn’t everybody?”
Red leaned back and nodded. She let the silence hang between them.
Then she said, “I just wanted to let you know: This will be my last day of training.”
Dora frowned. “That’s not really your decision.”
“If I’m the heir apparent of Wonderland, then it is my decision. I’ve learned all I can from you, and when my mother gets back, there’ll be no more time for lessons. Thank you for spending time with me.”
“You can’t just—” Twee started, but Red rose and started out of the room. At the door, she paused, looking back at them and crossing her fingers that there was something in the two girls she could trust.
“If you ever want to find out what it’s like to do things you’re not supposed to,” Red said, “keep your eyes peeled. You just might get a chance.”





  
While Red had woken up feeling nervous on the day of the last party attempt, Thursday morning found her determined and calm. She dressed quickly and met Chester at the fork in the road with a heavy book bag on her shoulder.
“I’m not going to school today,” she said when she saw him. “I’m going to stay here and prepare.”
“Well, I guess I’ll be on my own, then.” Chester sighed. “Ace is spending the day trying to get in touch with people who will help with food and music.”
“But you have an important job too. Here—I made more invitations last night that you can pass out just like before.”
Chester opened the bag and took out one of the flyers. It read:
TONIGHT ONLY
The Party, Part 2: Bigger, Better, Bolder
The Castle of the Queen of Hearts, Grand Hall, 8:00 p.m.
Dress the way you’ve always wanted.
Enter through the service door and tell no one!
~~~
The Wonderland Party Commission
Chester grinned. “Nice. This should get them interested.”
“I’ll see you right after school, then?”
“Not if I see you first.”
Red had sent around her official memo to the soldier-cards and frog and fish servants the night before, so the Grand Hall was empty when she set to work. Red locked all the doors but one, which she used to come in and out with supplies.
First, she pushed aside her mother’s gaudy, heart-shaped throne—couldn’t have that looming over them. She rolled up the long carpet and dragged it to one side so everyone would have plenty of room to mingle. Then Red ran back and forth, moving the potted plants from various parts of the castle into the Grand Hall and stationing them around the tall marble pillars that rose to the ceiling. Though the plants looked kind of pitiful on their own—pots of wilting vines and scraggly ferns—there were so many of them that together they formed a dramatic arrangement reminiscent of the wild green sea.
Then came the mirrors, an idea Red was particularly proud of. She’d thought it up during Maddox’s lecture on the refraction of light. One by one, Red moved frames from the Queen’s Hall of Mirrors down to the party room. She leaned them against the marble pillars and set them on top of plant stands, positioning them just so and spending the rest of the morning making adjustments here and there.
Red had three very powerful flashlights, which she covered with colored cellophane wrappers from forbidden candy she had stashed in her room: lime green and blue raspberry. Checking her angles, Red placed these at different points on the stage at the far end of the room where her mother usually sat. Then she turned the lights off in the Grand Hall.
The effect was perfect. Though faint in the sunlight that came through the windows, each flashlight beam bounced off the mirrors and created colorful blue-green lasers in the air. Red clapped and pumped her fist, grinning to herself.
This was really going to happen. They were going to do it.
Red spent the rest of the day decking out the Grand Hall more and more. She was so absorbed by the task that she forgot to eat lunch, and when Chester let himself in through the service door, she nearly jumped out of her skin.
“It’s four o’clock already?” Red gasped.
“Well, four thirty. It takes about a half hour to walk here.” Chester smiled and handed her a sandwich from the Wonderland High cafeteria, as though he knew just how hungry she suddenly was. “You did all of this by yourself?”
“Mhmm.” Red nodded, her mouth full.
“This is amazing!”
“Just wait until I turn the flashlights back on.”
Ace followed soon after, dressed in black jeans and the red jacket that still hadn’t been returned to the frog butlers.
“Why are you wearing that?” Red laughed.
Ace shrugged, running a hand along the lapel. “I thought it looked cool. But whoa…all of this looks cooler.”
“Thanks.” Red pretended to adjust one of the mirrors to hide her self-satisfaction.
“Okay. Chester doesn’t want to brag, so I’ll do it for him,” said Ace. “He found someone with a boom box.”
“What? No, he didn’t!”
Ace grinned. “He did. Katy—that’s the Caterpillar’s granddaughter—found one in her grandpa’s storage. And Bill from my homeschooling group was taught to cook by his aunt, who used to be the Duchess’s cook. She stopped using so much pepper after she quit that job, though—don’t worry. Bill says he can bring over a bunch of food before we start.”
“That’s perfect. Is there anything else we’re forgetting?”
“Music, food, decorations…” Chester listed off items. “We have everything we were missing last time. And even more than what they had in Bramble Bay.”
Ace cleared his throat. “I have one more thing I have to work on quick.”
“Okay,” said Red. “And I’m going to change clothes. There’s food down in the kitchens if we want a light dinner first; I’ll be down to help Katy and Bill after I get dressed. Break?”
Ace and Chester nodded. “Break.”






  
Though she had been uncertain last time, Red knew exactly what she wanted to wear tonight. She rummaged through her closet until she found a long dress at the very back—not red, not black, not white, but a soft pink. It was something she had made herself a few years ago, in a fit of hating every uniform color in her wardrobe. Starting with a white dress, Red had smuggled strawberries from the breakfast table for weeks until she had enough to dye the garment in the kitchens late at night, when no one would see.
Of course, she had never been able to wear it. But now she couldn’t think of a more perfect opportunity.
Red slipped into the dress. It was fitted at the bodice and flowing at the waist, with thick straps that tied into bows at her shoulders. She took a deep breath as she looked in the mirror, brushing her long hair and hardly recognizing herself in a color so different from everything else she’d ever worn. Though the Queen of Hearts had been adamant that Red’s auburn hair would clash with any hue outside of the palette Wonderland adhered to, Red was pleased to see that the pale pink complemented it quite nicely.
She smoothed the dress nervously and glanced at the clock, shocked to find it was already seven thirty. Red steeled herself and hurried down the stairs, hoping to hear the sounds of early arrivals getting the party started. But when she walked into the Grand Hall, it was silent and empty.
Red buzzed her lips and looked around, hands on hips. Where were Bill and Katy with the rest of the supplies?
“Oh! There you are.” Ace jogged into the room. “W-wow,” he stammered. “You look…really nice.”
Red tucked her hair behind her ear and cleared her throat. “Thank you. Where is everyone?”
“Chester’s helping Katy and Bill with their stuff. They’ll be up in a minute. But I wanted to show you my surprise.”
“What’s that?”
“Stand right there….”
She was in the middle of the stage at the end of the room. Ace grinned at her, then walked backward and hit the lights of the hall, plunging them into darkness.
“Ace, what is—?”
“Hold on.”
Then there was a click from somewhere in the room, and flashlight beams as strong as the ones Red had set up flicked on. They pointed upward to the ceiling, where a huge, glittering ball hung from a complicated network of strings.
“What—what is that?” Red gasped.
In the semidarkness, Ace sidled up to her and smiled. “It’s a disco ball, sort of. When I was doing my research on Bramble Bay, I read that they used to have them before the Rabbit Hole was sealed. There was a raid to destroy them through all of Wonderland.”
“So how did you find one? It’s beautiful!”
He shrugged, and Red thought she even caught a blush on his cheeks. “I made it. I came a little earlier and managed to find the Ball Room—I’d heard rumors about it, you know—and while you were getting ready, I took all these pieces of a broken mirror and glued them on a beach ball. Chester helped me hang it.”
“Wow,” Red said softly. “Ace, I’m really impressed. This is perfect.”
He chuckled a little. “Hopefully the seven years of bad luck won’t affect the party.”
They looked at each other. Red realized how close she was standing to him, how beautiful his eyes were in the dark. A shiver went through her.
Then the lights flew back on, and both Ace and Red squinted.
“Why’s it so dark in here?” called Chester. “We have work to do!”
Red took a self-conscious step back from Ace and ran both hands through her hair. “Ace was just showing me the disco ball.”
“Pretty cool, huh?” Chester grinned. Behind him, a very tall girl and a shorter, muscular boy followed with duffel bags on their shoulders. Their eyes got wide at the sight of the hall and the decorations.
“Red and Ace, this is Katy and Bill,” Chester said.
Red went over to shake their hands. “Thank you so much for helping out! We know you’re taking a risk on us, but we really appreciate it.”
“Are you kidding?” said Bill. “I haven’t done anything this exciting in years. I’ve always wanted to cook for more than just my family on every War of the Roses Victory Day.”
“And I’ll chew my own arm off if I have to hear ‘Hail the Queen of All Our Hearts’ one more time,” said Katy. “I’m dying to hear what’s on your tapes.”
“Me too.” Red grinned and handed over the bag Dee had given her. Katy hurried to the stage and began to set up her boom box, which was bigger and better than Red had expected. She’d brought a whole bag full of old tapes, too.
They used the large redwood dining table to hold Bill’s food, which looked incredible—piping-hot calzones, trays of cut veggies, little wrapped egg rolls with dipping sauces, baked pretzels sprinkled with coarse salt. It was food like Wonderland kids had never seen before.
“I would’ve done desserts too,” he said apologetically. “But they keep a close eye on who’s buying sugar and baking supplies these days.”
Katy put on some music—something danceable with an old, funky beat—and the five of them stood around and waited.
Eight o’clock passed, then eight fifteen, eight thirty-three. Red tapped her foot, and Chester went down to the service entrance to make sure people knew where to go. But still the Grand Hall sat empty.
“Maybe they’re too spooked after the last one,” Red finally said.
“Hey, there’s still time,” said Ace. “Remember how late they were then?”
Red crossed her arms. Bill set up some lamps he had brought to keep the food warm.
Suddenly there came the sound of footsteps, running up the marble stairs of the service entrance.
Chester burst into the room, his smile almost too wide for his face.
“They’re coming!” he exclaimed. “They’re all coming!”






  
And he truly did mean everyone. It was as though all of Wonderland High streamed through the small double doors, gasping at the décor, flocking to the tables of food, and milling around the Grand Hall. There were homeschooled kids too, people from Chester and Ace’s tree-house village, and Red saw Chester wave to a girl with similarly floppy brown hair and a wide grin who must have been his cousin.
As Red looked around the room, her heart beat faster. There was so much color. One kid wore a silky yellow blouse. Another girl stuck her hands in her black-and-white-striped pants. A boy Red had seen at un-parties before, who usually wore a gray top hat, now donned one covered in glitter. It was Bramble Bay but amplified. The same kind of handmade jewelry swung from earlobes and wrists. Those who only owned gray, Red could tell, had gone into the forest for wreaths of ivy and little boutonnieres of bluebells.
And in the biggest surprise of all, Red saw Twee and Dora walk through the door too, looking very nervous with little hand-braided friendship bracelets on their wrists. Red beamed at them, and they gave her stiff nods.
“We should say something, get things started,” Ace murmured to Red. She nodded, then ascended the stage and stood next to Katy, who lowered the music.
“People of Wonderland!” Red cried. The noise of the crowd fell, and most turned to look her way. She hadn’t planned any sort of speech, but she let the words come out however they wanted.
“What was the first thing we learned?” Red watched the kids, watched them glance at each other. “We learned how to obey. It’s what we’ve been taught from birth—in our homes, in our classes, in our careers. We’ve been taught not to question authority. We’re seen and not heard. And you know what?”
She was breathing hard. “We’ve been pretty darn perfect! Not a peep of resistance, not a toe out of line. I’ve seen your restraint. I’ve seen when you’ve wanted to break away. Well, guess what?”
Red nodded at Chester; he dimmed the Grand Hall lights to a low glow. At the same time, Ace activated all the flashlights. The dark expanse of the hall lit up with green and blue beams of light, and the makeshift disco ball threw a spray of glittering dots over the room. The plants and colors in the dappled light made it look like they were all deep in the wild waters of the sea. The hushed crowd gasped and murmured, gazing upward.
“Tonight is the night you do it! Tonight we get what we deserve!”
Red threw her first in the air just as Katy cranked the volume of the music, filling the hall with a thundering beat.






  
Though the music boomed around the hall, Red’s speech didn’t have quite the effect she was hoping for. The crowd stared back, swaying a little to the music, but some fidgeted and others looked around uncertainly. She glanced offstage, where Ace smiled encouragingly and Chester shrugged.
Red thought back to Bramble Bay, trying to ignore the feeling of discouragement that was creeping into her chest. It was so easy for them, away from the capital. How did they manage to be as rebellious as they were, as free? What was Red doing wrong?
She wouldn’t give up.
Red climbed off the stage as the others looked on, clutching their little plates of food and trying to make conversation with one another. These kids were out of their depth. It was as though they’d had a tangled hedge maze planted between themselves and true freedom since they were born. Now, for one night, it had disappeared, and they didn’t know how to walk forward and take what they wanted. But Red had one more idea.
She found Chester and Ace.
“Guys,” she said. “We’re going to have to dance.”
Chester looked alarmed. “I mean—I knew it might come to this,” he said. “But we don’t know how to dance any more than they do.”
“I know we didn’t get a chance to practice in Bramble Bay,” said Red. “But if we at least try, maybe they will too.”
“I don’t know—”
“Let’s do it,” Ace cut in. He looked nervous, but his jaw was set. “I’ll dance with you, Red.”
She grinned. “Then come on.”





  
Red bit her lip and led Ace to the center of the room. Katy, sensing what they needed, nodded and slipped in another tape.
It was a young King Ben singing “Be Our Guest” with the Auradon Glee Club, whatever that was. It was music from a place that was not bound to Red’s mother, from a better time that no one in the room had experienced but all longed for just the same. The crowd didn’t change, but they were curious; Red could feel it.
She took a deep breath and faced Ace. He looked at her solemnly and began to shift his shoulders, one by one, to the beat.
“Okay,” he said in a low voice so no one could hear. “I remember seeing some of this, I think. And this…”
At every fourth beat, he sort of dropped his hips. Shoulders plus hips. Red did her best to imitate his movements, though it felt like she was trying to work certain muscles that had been stiff and cold for years. A few people turned to watch with interest, and Red’s face burned.
Suddenly her fingers came to life, snapping to the beat of their own accord. Something about the sound connected the rhythm to her body, allowed her brain to match it better.
“Oh, hey, snapping helps,” Red told Ace. “Don’t ask me why.”
“Good. And some of this…”
Ace took one step to the side, then one back. Steps on the first and third beats. Red mirrored him, moving in the same direction at the same time. Then she burst out laughing.
“We must look so ridiculous!” she said.
“That’s okay, keep going!” Ace grinned wide, and Red saw that a circle of people had formed around them. It almost made her falter, but then she noticed a few nodding, snapping, and tapping their feet.
“It’s working,” she whispered.
“How about this?” Ace switched up his rhythm and stepped opposite her, moving one way while she moved the other. He got his head into it now, leading with his chin and letting his body follow in a movement that became more and more fluid.
Red laughed and then stepped backward and forward instead of side to side. She thought suddenly of Maddox’s lessons on the planes of space and movement; there were so many ways they could dance dynamically, bringing it into new dimensions. Red dropped low for two beats, then popped back up. Side to side, back and forth, up and down. Around.
“Nice!” Ace laughed. He began to clap instead of snap, getting into it more. Katy inched the volume up even higher. Red and Ace moved around each other in a circle, trying out their new moves and never taking their eyes off each other.
But in her peripheral vision, Red saw that others were joining them; singles, pairs, and groups of three were breaking away from the circle, looking a little robotic at first but getting better, getting smoother. The crowd buzzed again, chatter and shrieks and laughter ringing out here and there.
Katy switched to a song that went even faster, and Red and Ace tightened their circling around each other to match it. They were whirling around so quickly, so dizzily, that at one moment Red nearly tripped over her own feet; Ace grabbed her hands and pulled her back to him.
Red cried out and then laughed aloud, breathless. She and Ace were surrounded by people but somehow also completely alone, in their own little bubble of time within the chaos and noise. The laser lights cut through the darkness behind him, and he stared at her, mouth open slightly.
One of his hands held hers; the other was somehow around her waist. Red felt time slowing, sliding to a stop as she became aware of every second that they were passing together in this embrace.
“Red,” he murmured.
And he leaned down closer to her—
The lights flew on, stark and blazing. The music fell immediately.
Red groaned inwardly. Someone had stumbled against the switch, or it was Chester playing a joke on them—
Then the sound of her mother’s voice, commanding and ice-cold, cut sharply through the room.
“WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?”






  
When the soldier-cards had broken up the first gathering in the woods, there had been chaos. Now nobody moved. Neither did the Queen of Hearts. She stood stock-still at the other end of the room, hand twitching slightly.
Then she stamped her foot and roared again, her voice ricocheting off the marble floors and pillars with a horrible, horrible echo. The exclamation was part strangled cry, part question, and part deadly command.
“WHATAREYOUDOINGINMYCASTLE? GETOUT GETOUTGETOUT!”
And that’s when the room erupted. Wonderlandians fled every which way, abandoning the service entrance and running to doors on all sides, even flooding past the Queen herself in an effort to leave as quickly as possible. They threw off their hats, their colorful sweaters, their favorite clothes, scrambling to become a mass of gray again. Red saw Twee and Dora bend down and hide their faces, bumping into others when they couldn’t see where they were going. There were so many more teenagers than last time that bottlenecks formed at the exits and people began to scream.
“Clubs,” Ace said under his breath. Chester ran over to them.
“She wasn’t mad last time,” Red said uncertainly. “She’s probably just had a long day.”
As the crowd parted, the Queen of Hearts focused her dagger-gaze on the Wonderland Party Commission. Her face, normally very pale, was beet red. A thick vein pulsed in her forehead, and her mouth was a snarl.
“I don’t know, Red,” said Chester.
“GUARDS!” the Queen bellowed.
“Maybe…we should go,” Red said.
“As quickly as possible,” confirmed Ace.
Soon legions of soldier-cards were shoving their way through the doors, working to stop the terrified kids who were trying to get out.
“Take them away!” Red’s mother shrieked. “Anyone you can get your hands on!”
“Up here—” Red beckoned Chester and Ace toward the door on the stage that blended in with the marble wall around it, the passage that was used as an out should the Queen ever need a quick escape. When they were inside the dark tunnel, Ace switched on a flashlight he’d smuggled out of the room.
“Good thinking,” Red whispered. “But we have to hurry. She knows I know about this secret passage.”
Ace gave Red the light and she led the way, crouching to avoid hitting her head on the low ceiling and running her hand along the stone wall. They came to a fork in the tunnel, and Red paused; the left tunnel, she knew, led into the hedge maze. But if the Queen of Hearts had seen Red enter the hidden door and planned to head them off, that would be the first place the soldier-cards would look. Red’s mother would never expect her to choose the other option.
That meant they had to do it. Red grimaced, looking back at the boys.
“We have to go this way.” She pointed. “But it’s not going to be pleasant.”
“What’s down there?” Chester murmured, noting the gradual slope of the path.
“The former servants’ passageway.”
“The ones under the castle? Aren’t those filled with—with—” Chester stammered, the color leaving his face. “Doesn’t she have—”
“They’re not filled with crocodiles,” Red said impatiently. “Maybe they were at some point, I don’t know. She probably made that rumor up herself.”
Red didn’t mention she herself had grown up terrified of the unused tunnels and their contents. From high up in her bedroom window the rocky opening did cast large shadows, and she imagined horrible things lurking inside. Paired with the fact that there was always some sort of liquid puddled in front, a red liquid that looked alarmingly like blood—it made for a very effective defense.
And a terrible escape route.
But it was the one place Red’s mother wouldn’t be guarding, so down they went.
As Red, Ace, and Chester ventured into the dark, rocky passage, the smell of stale water and mildew filled their noses. Whatever had flooded the path was stagnant, and for some reason there was a stinging chemical smell. The tunnel began to get steeper, and Red could hear the faint noises of water from the moat. Finally her flashlight caught the end of the path, where dark red liquid lapped at the mouth of the tunnel.
“What is this stuff? It’s not really…?” Chester trailed off.
“I think it’s runoff from the castle. Probably from the dye room or something.” At least that’s what Red hoped.
“There’s another opening, right?” Ace said, more than a little panic in his voice. “Or a bridge we can walk across?”
Red heard the grimness in her own voice. “No. I think we have to wade.”
Chester groaned. “Is this worth it? Maybe we should go back up—maybe she’ll just ground you. That would be a good thing, right? You might miss the Tea Ceremony.”
Red bit her lip and was about to agree when a sound cut through the slimy lapping of the water. It was a bloodcurdling scream, as if a borogove had been hit by the Duchess’s car driving at top speed.
“What was that?” Ace whispered.
Red could only shake her head; for the first time, real fear was starting to seep through her limbs and make them tremble. A memory of the disappeared little boy at the un-party flickered through her mind. Red forgot her mother’s reputation sometimes. Between all the silly royal training and the ceremony planning and years of mundane life in Wonderland with little rebellion, Red had forgotten why the citizens were so predictable and obedient.
Because no one wanted to cross the Queen of Hearts, who showed no mercy.
Without any more hesitation, the three of them stepped solemnly forward, took deep breaths, and walked into the dark and murky water.
It wasn’t even cold, which was somehow worse. It was lukewarm, with a strange oiliness that left Red’s hands filmy and slick. She switched the flashlight off and held it above the water so it wouldn’t get wet; the three moved beneath the bowels of the castle. Luckily they could touch the moss-ridden ground under whatever had flooded the tunnel, however soft and mucky it might be.
From somewhere above them came more shouts and screams.
“If we go to the back of the castle, there’s a little trail that we can use to get off the grounds,” Red whispered over her shoulder.
“The sooner the better,” Chester hissed back. “I hate this so much, it’s—whup—”
He stumbled as he said it, trying to catch himself but making a sickening splash in the moat. Ace grabbed his arm.
“Oh, Clubs,” Chester moaned. “It got in my mouth, it got in my mouth—”
“Just spit and then shhh!” Red said.
It was with great relief that they found the little footpath at the end of the tunnel and pulled themselves out of the tepid water. Without pausing to clean themselves off, Red, Ace, and Chester hurried out and away from the castle, back into the woods that surrounded it.
Red took one last look at her home before it vanished behind the cover of the trees.






  
They ran, stumbling through the forest with no good sense of where they were going. Red’s only thought was to put as much distance as possible between herself and her mother before her mother got wise. The Queen wouldn’t show brute force toward her daughter so much as psychological force, and Red knew just how strong that manipulation could be.
The Queen of Hearts knew they’d taken the secret door. When the guards didn’t find them in the hedge maze, she’d know they swam the moat. From there, it was only a matter of guessing at Red’s moves. It was all a game to the Queen.
But they would get as far as they could. And Red knew that somewhere, beyond this wood, was—
Ace, a few paces ahead of the others, suddenly cried out and disappeared from view.
“Ace!” Red and Chester cried.
Then Red herself felt the ground falling out beneath her as Chester grabbed hold of her arm, and she saw that Ace had run right off the edge of a bluff. In the dark, they could just barely see him picking himself up.
“Are you okay?” Red called.
“Yeah.” He stood and brushed himself off. “It’s not too steep, luckily.”
Red and Chester picked their way down carefully, feeling the sandy shelves of earth with their hands. These must be the bluffs that overlooked the Red Desert, and beyond that, somewhere in the night, was the Pool of Tears. She told the boys about what Jace told her. About how there was another way out. If they could survive the swim.
“Are you sure you didn’t get hurt?” Red asked, lightly touching Ace’s arm when they reached him.
“Yeah,” he said. “It surprised me more than anything.”
“Wait, do you hear that?” Chester asked.
Every muscle in Red’s body tensed. “What?”
“Water, I think—over here—”
He hurried away and, sighing, Red followed. There wasn’t as much tree cover here, and their way was lit by the pale blue light of the moon. But sure enough, several yards away, there was a trickling waterfall coming down from the bluffs and turning into a feeble stream that flowed into the desert. A stream that led to the lake, she hoped.
“Oh, thank Hearts,” Ace murmured. “My clothes still smell like that tunnel.”
“You two go first,” said Red. “I’m going to poke around.”
She wandered farther into the trees, embarrassed by the thought of seeing either boy shirtless. But the thought was easily overcome by greater worries. Was it safe to stop and rest for the night? And what if the Pool of Tears was just a story?
“Your turn,” Chester said behind her, making her jump.
“Thanks.” Red ran a hand through her hair, disgusted by the stiff, sticky ends that had dipped into the tunnel water. “Guys…I think we should stop here for the night. I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow, but we need to rest at some point.”
“The grass is soft, at least,” Ace agreed. “And we have fresh water. You go clean up, and we’ll try to make a little base camp.”
Red nodded and headed for the waterfall. She stepped into the stream at its base, dress and all, wanting to wash everything at the same time. The water was as cold as ice, and she sucked air through her teeth as it rose to her hips, her ribs. Red braced herself and stuck her head under the falling water, forcing herself to stand there and let it run all the way through her hair.
She wasn’t sure how much good it did, and she stepped out freezing to the bone, but the act of washing had at least made her feel a little better.
When Red made her way back to the boys, she found the orange glow of firelight flickering through the trees.
“You made a campfire?” she whispered, finding them warming their hands in the grassy clearing. “How in Wonderland?”
“Just two rugged woodsmen over here.” Chester smirked.
Ace rolled his eyes. “Whatever was in that moat water is super flammable. We did the thing where you rub the sticks together, but once a spark caught the sock I’d taken off, it just went up in flames.”
“So…you might not want to get too close,” said Chester.
Red sat at a safe distance and wrapped her arms around her knees. The light made her nervous, but her body ached for the warmth. “Do you think it’s safe? I mean, could we be seen from far off?”
“We’ll only let it go until we’ve dried off,” Chester reassured her.
“I’ll take first watch,” said Ace. “You two get some sleep.”
Red lay down, pulling her knees to her chest and wishing a winter coat had been part of her outfit.
“I’ll take over in twenty minutes,” she murmured.
She hadn’t expected to be able to sleep at all, but almost immediately she slipped into a fitful unconsciousness.






  
Red’s dreams were nightmares, filled with rivers of blood and enormous soldier-cards and solid ground that dropped out from beneath her feet. When she startled awake, there was pale morning light around her, and she looked over to find Chester sitting guard.
“I said twenty minutes,” she rasped, her voice scratchy and her body stiff.
Chester just shrugged. With every muscle in her body protesting, Red pushed herself to a sitting position. Something slipped from around her shoulders; Ace’s red frog-butler jacket sagged to her waist.
“He was worried you were cold.” Even in their dire circumstances, Chester could hardly hide a smirk.
Red ignored him and smoothed out the jacket, then placed it on the sleeping figure of Ace next to the ashes from the fire. He stirred and rubbed his eyes.
“Hey,” Red said softly. “We should go before the sun gets too high.”
He gave her a once-over, wearing a strange expression.
“What?”
“Nothing.” He quickly shook his head and tried to smile. “We just look like the runaways we are.”
Red looked down at her dress. The beautiful pale pink she’d worked so hard for had been stained a rusty bloodred by the tunnel water. The iron hue had soaked the skirt and all the way up to her chest, where only splotches of the pink remained.
She ducked her head, hiding the tears gathering at the corners of her eyes from the boys.
They walked in silence over the sandy plain, glancing backward now and then and weaving through the trees that grew shorter and shorter. At last the grass turned to hot sand that stretched out before them, flat and rusty and endless. The low cliffs remained to their left, and the three kids hugged their base. They followed what remained of the stream, an arm’s-width trickle that was saved from evaporation by the shade of the bluffs.
Red took deep breaths as they trudged along. The vastness of the desert made her miss the sea by Bramble Bay and its sweet, salty air. Here, her throat felt parched and dry.
“Look out there.” Ace pointed toward the horizon, where an outcrop of rock rose high and jagged in the sky. “Is that…?”
Chester whistled low and deep.
“Yeah.” Red sighed. Up on the Vorpal Mountain was the Hall of Doors and, most importantly, the Pool of Tears.
Red scanned their surroundings, glancing over her shoulder for the millionth time to reassure herself that they weren’t being pursued. As the bluffs continued down through the desert, they began to be pockmarked with dozens of little caves and grottos. A particularly large one stood out to Red in the distance.
“Let’s make our way over there,” she said. “Maybe we can hide out during the day and keep moving at night.”
By the time they got close to the cave, their calves were aching and their feet were sore from walking nearly a mile on sand. Though each of the teenagers had fortunately worn sneakers to the party, they weren’t the type of shoe made for walking long distances. The sun grew high and hot, baking the desert.
The shoes weren’t made for rock climbing, either, but that’s exactly what they did as Red, Chester, and Ace scaled the cliff, passing other caves as they went. Some were too shallow, others filled with debris and sand. Chester gathered an armful of stray brush, twigs, and sticks as they climbed, and when they reached the cave’s mouth, he got to work building a fire. When he at last produced a spark, Chester pulled off another one of his moat-soaked socks and Red watched as it burst into flame.
A few spiders hung from the stalactites, and some slippery toves slithed away into the darkness. But with its cool sandstone interior and warm walls, the cave was almost cozy.
“I don’t care what it is, but we’ve got to go down and get something to eat,” Chester said, poking the growing flames.
Red nodded mutely. They hadn’t had a thing since their last calzone the night before. There was only one possible source of sustenance, and she and Ace climbed back down the cliff to see what they could find in the stream.
“We don’t have the right equipment for fishing,” said Ace. “But I don’t think that matters.”
Red took her shoes off and waded into the sandy water. It felt amazing after the walking and the hot weather. Running her hands over its muddy base, she felt her fingers hit something hard. Red pulled, and it gave way after a moment of resistance. When she brought the object out of the silt and rinsed it, she groaned. “That’s okay. Um…I guess we could eat this.”
“What is that?” asked Ace.
Red inspected the dark shell. She pried its halves open as best she could. “I think it’s a mussel.”
Ace raised his eyebrows. “Not oysters at least, right?”
Red pressed her lips together. “Not much better. But we need to eat.”
He reached down with her, and they found a whole colony fused together, big and small and all a striated jet-black. Ace tied his poor red jacket into sort of a pouch that he slung over his shoulder, and they filled it up.
“I never imagined this would be so handy,” he said. “Whenever we get to where we’re going, I’ll have a brand-new one made of my very own.”
Red paused, forearm deep in the muck as she tried not to gag. She gave him a small smile. “I’m impressed you can be so upbeat at a time like this.”
“Yeah,” Ace said quietly, plunging his arm back into the water. “Well, what’s the alternative? Just be miserable? If we start giving up, we might as well hand ourselves over to the guards now.”
“What are we going to do, Ace?” Red whispered, suddenly feeling panic rise in her chest.
Ace looked at her a long time. Then he shook his head. “I don’t know. Is the Pool of Tears a bridge or a dead end?”
“We won’t know until we try to swim it. I just hope Jace is right about it.”
“Hey, Princess.” Ace put his hand on her shoulder. “We’ll figure it out together when we get there. It’s going to be okay.”
When they got back up to the cave, Chester had a roaring fire going. They rested the mussels in the embers, letting them steam in their own river water, and cracked them open with their hands.
“Red?” Ace said, offering her one.
She shook her head. But as she watched Ace and Chester eat and her stomach began to cramp from hunger, Red groaned and put her head in her hands.
“Okay, okay,” she said, holding out her palm. She slurped the seafood down before she could feel any of it on her tongue, and soon she felt better. Red thought wryly of Twee and Dora’s lesson about oyster forks and shook her head. What would they think of her eating this slimy food with her hands? The days of royal training felt like they had taken place lifetimes ago.
“So…now what?” Chester said.
Red looked around at him and Ace as she fiddled with her mussel shells. She wasn’t their leader, but she felt heavily responsible for all of this—after all, it was her own mother who was putting their lives at risk. So she had to take charge.
“I don’t know anything about the Pool,” she said. “But if I know my mom, it’ll take a riddle to make it work.”
“What if we can’t solve the riddle?” said Chester.
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Ace. His voice was level, but he gave Chester a look. Not The Look, but close.
But Chester pressed on. “And if we can?”
“Then…we’ll leave Wonderland,” said Red.
“Forever?”
“Yeah,” said Red. “We can’t keep living like this.”
“What if there’s nothing beyond the lake?” Chester asked.
“Clubs, Chester, why are you being so difficult—”
Chester wrenched open another mussel shell. “I’m being difficult because the way I see it, we’re stuck running around Wonderland dodging the soldier-cards for the rest of our lives, or we’re wandering naïve into a foreign land that may or may not give one lousy club about our problems. Red, my family could get in trouble for this. My cousin—”
“It’s not worth fighting about,” Ace cut in. “Chester, I agree we’re in a bad spot, but let’s focus on what we can control. Red, you have as good a plan as any. We’ll try to cross the Pool of Tears. Then we’ll decide what’s next.”
“Sorry,” Chester grumbled. “Just tired.”
Red looked stonily down at her hands. “We should all get some sleep. I’m taking first watch this time.”
Ace and Chester nodded, doing their best to get comfortable on the sandy floor.
Red sat at the cave’s mouth, staring out over the hot, bright sand until her eyes stung and blurred. She turned over the mussel shells, scraping them with her thumbnails and feeling their rocky outsides and smooth centers. A strange, ugly feeling roiled in her stomach. What if she had ignored Chester and Ace that night when they climbed down the ivy? She wished she had tried to throw a party all by herself. Then it would be just Red on the run, just Red having to face her mother’s wrath and no one else. Perhaps it was true—these things were best done alone.
Red squeezed the shells in her fists until they shattered into pieces.






  
It was evening when she saw them.
The howl of the wind across the endless desert had almost lulled Red, back on watch after taking turns with Chester and Ace, into a stupor as she leaned against the rock face. The sand was swimming in her field of vision.
But there was a movement in the stubby trees from which they’d come, some disturbance coming down the sandy path and kicking up clouds of dust that made Red sit up straight.
“Chester,” she hissed. “Ace…”
She heard them stir behind her but didn’t take her eyes off the far end of the sand. Soon enough, the first troop lurched into view. Hardened, brutal, and cold in their spiked red uniforms, they marched across the sand at a quick and measured pace. They were all enormous and carried heavy maces shaped like the suit of clubs. It was the Armored Guard, her mother’s most elite legion of soldiers.
“Oh, Hearts,” Ace breathed next to her.
“We should have left already.” Red shook her head. “My mother must have guessed we’d try to go through the Pool of Tears. I should have woken you—”
“It doesn’t matter now,” said Chester. “They’ll search these cliffs for sure. Do we think there’s any chance of running for it? We’ll be seen, but I don’t know how fast they can climb in all that metal.”
Ace set his jaw. “We should split up.” He and Chester shared a look.
“That’ll be risky,” Red said uncertainly.
Ace nodded. “But it’s the only way. They’ll have to chase us separately, and if anyone gets caught…then the others have a better chance of getting away and going for help.”
Red stared at them both. There was some communication that had passed between them, something she didn’t know, but there was no time for questions. Already the soldier-cards’ heavy footfalls could be heard from the cave.
“Okay,” said Red.
Chester met her eyes, and though things had been difficult the last couple days, and they had changed so much, he suddenly looked just like the floppy-haired boy she’d met in Maddox’s class two weeks ago. She felt like she’d known him a lifetime.
“Okay, Princess.” Chester gave her that toothy, familiar smile that made Red’s chest ache. “Let’s go.”
They slipped out of the cave, Red on one side and Chester and Ace on the other. She would climb around the north face of the cliff, with Chester to the south and Ace going straight over the top. If they could move fast enough over the top of the cliffs, they might make it to the Vorpal Mountain before the cards could catch up.
But scaling this cliff would not be easy.
Red and the boys nodded at one another, and then Red began climbing as quickly as she could, a hand-over-hand sort of crab walk, clinging to the rock and making her way out to where it jutted over the desert.
Shouts from the guards came almost immediately. Red felt sick and chanced a look back at the path. The guards, still maybe a half mile off, had broken into a mechanical, athletic run and were drawing bows.
“Clubs!” Red cursed, scrambling for another foothold. She wished she could yell to warn Chester and Ace. The regular soldier-cards rarely used the heart-tipped arrows—they never really needed to—but this was the Armored Guard. A few arrows clattered near the mouth of the cave, ricocheting off the cliff face. Red’s breaths became shallow and fast. The Queen of Hearts must want Ace and Chester dead or alive. 
Red closed her eyes for a moment, fighting overwhelming dizziness. She couldn’t let the thought get to her. She kept going.
Once a few yards away from the cave, Red could no longer see any part of the path or hear a noise other than the wind whistling over the cliff. It gave her anything but relief; she knew the Armored Guard would start climbing at any moment, and she wouldn’t be able to see them coming. Her arms shook and her fingers ached as she reached for tiny ledge after tiny ledge, her progress feeling unbearably slow. Red didn’t dare look down. She thought of the first time she’d climbed the ivy on the tower, how brave she had felt—she tried to put herself back in that headspace and found it impossible.
Red did not feel brave. She felt scared, and she knew they had never been in as much danger as they were now.
“I am Red of Hearts,” she said through gritted teeth. “I don’t care. I don’t care.”
Slowly, slowly, Red came around the other side of the cliff and, chancing a look over her shoulder, saw that the Vorpal Mountain was even nearer than before.
But now came shouts and the earsplitting noise of metal on rock above her.
Red’s heart sank—had the guards already beaten them to the top?
She hesitated, staring upward; the plateau was only a few yards away. She had to see what was happening. She had to know.
Red scrambled and found a spot that allowed her to crouch behind a jagged outcrop of rock and peek over the top.
She clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a cry.
They had Ace. He was flanked by two guards, their hands in viselike grips around his arms. He was far away from Red, but not so far that she couldn’t see the dark gash in his cheek where an arrow must have grazed him. Another guard stood before him, mace glinting menacingly in the setting sun.
The guard was saying something to Ace, who shook his head; then Ace took a deep breath and bellowed, “RUN!”
Red nearly lost her balance as she gasped, but he wasn’t shouting to her. As the guard with the mace turned, she saw Chester farther down the cliff, making a break for it as three guards tackled him from behind, nearly plummeting off the edge.
“No,” Red whispered. “No, no, no, no—”
“She’s long gone!” Ace was shouting and pointing in Chester’s direction. “She went south, and she’s got such a head start that you stupid cards will never catch up—”
The guard questioning him slammed the end of his mace into the rock face.
“Oh, you think that scares me?” Ace screamed, but he seemed close to tears. “You think you’re so tough? You’re just a bunch of cards. You’re just a bunch—”
The guard pointed over Ace’s head, and the others hauled him back toward the edge of the cliff, back toward the foot of the bluffs and the path.






  
Red sat on the edge of the cliff for a long time after they had gone. She felt as though someone had scooped out her insides and left her hollow.
She didn’t know what to do. Ace and Chester wanted her to go on to the Vorpal Mountain, she knew. Her mother wanted her to rule like she did. She looked to her left, toward the Hall of Mirrors, and to her right, toward the edge of the desert and the path back into the forest. She could go to Bramble Bay, steal a boat, and head into the endless sea and whatever lay beyond it, leaving all this behind.
Red looked down at the muddy red stains from the moat in her lap. She would always be Red, the daughter of the Queen of Hearts, no matter how hard she tried or how far she ran. Wasn’t her ruined dress proof of that?
Even if Red had the courage to break away and start a new life, it would never last. She would always be tied to Wonderland.
And she was still tied to her friends.
An accusing little thought thrummed alongside the beat of her heart: You care, you care, you care.
Red clenched her jaw. And so what? She’d always wanted friends, and somehow she’d gotten them. Now she had to fight for them.
Red gritted her teeth and began the slow climb down the cliff, back toward the capital, as the setting sun blazed scarlet against her skin.
Red had nothing as she sprinted back into the forest: no money, no identification—only the dress on her body and shoes on her feet.
But she had her reputation, and she still had The Look.
There was a little logging camp, she knew, somewhere at the edge of the desert and within the Royal Woods. Though night was falling when she finally heard the song of axe on wood, Red went boldly forward until she came into a clearing with little uniform huts, blazing fires, and high stacks of felled tree trunks.
There was a group of men standing around one fire, talking in low voices and drinking from mugs.
“Hello,” Red said, but her voice came out mild and nobody turned. She hardened her hands into fists and closed her eyes. Then she thought of her mother and yelled.
“EXCUSE ME!” she shouted.
The men fell silent and turned, staring wide-eyed at the girl in their midst who must have looked covered with blood.
“Hello,” Red said again, lifting her chin and putting on The Look. “I am the daughter of the Queen of Hearts, and these are my Royal Woods. I require one of your horses in order to return to the castle. If you would lend me your fastest, please.”
There was a long beat of silence, and then one of the men seemed to recover enough to speak.
“Well—hello, Princess Red. What a surprise to welcome you to our camp,” he said. He smirked at her. “The woods are a rough place for royalty, I see. I can understand why you’d like to return to the castle at once.”
“That’s insolent,” Red said coolly. “I need a horse, not a conversation.”
“I’m afraid our horses have bedded down for the night,” the logger said, his smile still mild but his voice a bit harder. “You may own these woods, but you do not own our horses. We’ll give you a place to stay, and one of my men here can take you back in the morning.”
“I must go tonight,” Red said through gritted teeth. “And I can take myself back.”
The man looked her up and down. “I highly doubt that.” Then he added, as an afterthought, “Your Highness.”
Red took a step forward, then another. The other men were smirking now, and one of them chuckled.
“Spitting image of your lovely mother, you are,” he said.
That did it. Red rushed forward, seized one of the men’s mugs, and threw it with all her strength into the fire. The pottery shattered, and its contents billowed into flame, sparks flying onto one logger’s jacket and setting it ablaze.
The man yelped and rushed to pat out the fire as Red stood and watched, working her jaw. While he inspected the singed fabric, Red turned to the first man again.
“A horse,” she said. “Now.”
Red had bluffed; she wasn’t the best rider. But she gripped the horse’s reins tight, one arm clinging to its neck as she spurred the animal faster and faster with the heels of her tennis shoes. They flew through the forest, the horse navigating tangled roots and twisting paths in the swinging light of the lantern the loggers had given her.
Everything hinged on the hope that the Queen of Hearts had not inflicted any sort of punishment on the boys yet. Red refused to even consider that possibility. If they were brought back to the castle, they were likely to be in the dungeons—an awful, damp place below moat level. Red never went down there if she could help it, and she hated to think of them there.
Red would never make it to the dungeons, or on the castle grounds, for that matter, undetected. It was sure to be swarming with soldier-cards, and she had no way of knowing where her mother would be. Red knew the hedge maze better than anyone, but it wouldn’t do any good if she got caught the moment she stepped in.
Red chewed her lip as she rode, thinking hard. Slowly, above the trees, she began to catch glimpses of the high turrets and peaks of the castle, blazing in the sky despite the late hour. It looked as though every room was lit up, every light turned on. Red knew her mother wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight—just like Red.
When she came back to the familiar roads, Red eased the horse into a trot and guided it off the side of the road. Both she and the beast breathed hard, and she patted down its neck and flank.
“Good job,” she whispered. She slid off its back and staggered on wobbly legs to its muzzle. “Go on, then. Go home.”
Red watched the horse whinny and lope back into the forest, disappearing into the night. She was alone again. But maybe not for long.
Red went the rest of the way on foot, slipping through the trees and wrapping her arms around herself against the cold night.
At last she came out by the hedge maze, near the very spot where she so often used to meet Chester on their way to school. Things looked rather different now—lines of soldier-cards were marching in and out of the maze, and huge Jubjub birds were circling in the sky.
Red scanned her surroundings; if the hedges were a little more solid, she could have gone along the top, but it was too likely that she’d be seen or fall through. Reentering the castle through the tunnel was possible, but then she’d come out right in the middle of the Grand Hall, which was sure to be war-room headquarters.
As she watched, Red saw a general soldier-card come out of the maze and stand guard, by himself, at its entrance. Unlike the other cards, he wore a full face helmet, which glinted silver in the moonlight. He was shorter than the others she’d seen and carried no weapon apart from the ceremonial heart-tipped staff, which only hurt if it whacked you.
Red’s heart began to thrash in her chest. She waited until the next line of soldier-cards had passed from view and then, without giving herself time to think about it, sprinted silently up to the short general and grabbed him from behind.
He started, but she wrenched the staff from his hand and turned it horizontally, wedging it up under his arms so he could only flail. With a strength that came solely from the adrenaline coursing through her veins, Red dragged the general backward into the trees. He struggled against her but couldn’t see who’d captured him, and when Red threw him to the ground, she reached immediately for his helmet.
It was stuck fast to his head. She wrestled him, putting her full weight on his back, and grappled with the iron headwear, trying to figure out how to get it off. Then Red noticed a notch in the helmet, a little heart-shaped hole that looked as though it was made for a key.
“Stop it!” Red hissed, bracing herself against him. “What’s this thing in your helmet?”
There was no answer, but it looked like the piece of armor wouldn’t otherwise come off. Red pressed one elbow against his neck and reached in her hair with her other hand, hunting for a stray bobby pin that had managed to stay in since their escape. She found one and shoved it into the keyhole, rattling it around until some mechanism clicked open. Red used both hands to yank the helmet off his head, and he rolled over.
Her mouth fell open.
She’d never been sure exactly what was under the armor of the soldier-cards or what they became when they joined the Queen’s rank, but she had never expected to recognize the person beneath.
It was none other than the boy from the un-party—the young one who had stolen the tarts and been taken away by the guards at the Queen’s command.
As soon as the helmet was off, he blinked and looked around wildly.
“Where am I?” he asked. “Who—What’s going on?”
“You’re a soldier-card,” Red said, bewildered.
The boy made a face. “No, I’m not. I’m…” He trailed off, looking down at the heavy armor he wore. He tugged at the arm shields, and Red helped him out of the suit.
“You mean you don’t remember?”
The boy didn’t answer. He looked very dazed.
“What did she do to you?” Red whispered. The boy watched her as she lifted the chest plate and mail over her own head. “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to take care of this, okay? You go. You run as fast as you can.”
The boy shook his head, backing away.
“Go!” Red snarled, and he stumbled and broke into a run, hurrying deeper into the Royal Woods.
Red looked at the helmet warily; the locking mechanism was now broken. She placed it over her head, and it still latched, but she could get it off and on easily, which she tested a couple times, taking the helmet off again. She picked up the heart staff he had dropped and lowered the helmet over her head once more.
Red stood before the castle, ready for a fight.






  
It was difficult to walk in the armor, but Red hoped that just added to the stiff march that was characteristic of the soldier-cards. She saw first the hedge maze and then her home through the thin line of visibility in the helmet’s visor. The Tumtum tree where she loved to sit and think now looked creepy and unwelcoming.
No wonder Dee had left. No wonder Twee had joined the court. Both options were far better than becoming a soldier-card.
Red felt lucky that the guards rarely talked, because she wasn’t sure if she could disguise her voice. In her armor, she marched freely through the end of the maze and through the front doors of the castle as easily as if she were coming home from school.
But as she rounded the corner of the foyer, she nearly collided with her very own mother.
The Queen of Hearts was in a state like Red had never seen before. Her whole face was scarlet, and the angry vein in her forehead had grown so large that Red was worried it might burst. The Queen’s hair was frizzy, and her eyes were bloodshot.
“Watch where you’re going!” the Queen of Hearts shrieked.
Red lurched back and, not a moment too soon, remembered to salute.
“Well?” the Queen growled.
Red stayed frozen in her salute. Was there some other protocol for soldier-cards? She hadn’t paid attention to them before.
“Did you find her yet?”
Oh. Red put her arms at her sides and slowly shook her head.
“No matter. I just wish we could get any information out of them.” Red’s mother rolled her eyes and then spoke in a mocking, high-pitched voice: “‘You’ll never find her!’ ‘She’ll be a better queen than you ever were!’ Ugh, it’s exhausting.” She rubbed two fingers where the bridge of her nose met her eyebrows.
Red’s stomach churned. Were Chester and Ace being momentarily spared just so the Queen of Hearts and her soldier-cards could get information out of them? She had to get down to the dungeons.
“Anyway, keep at it,” the Queen said, then pouted. “I may lie down for a bit. I’m going to look like a mess at the ceremony tomorrow without any of my beauty sleep….Hearts alive!”
Red almost exclaimed aloud. Her mom was still going through with the Tea Ceremony? What on earth was her plan?
But without elaborating any further, the Queen yawned and headed for the stairs. Red saluted once more and waited until she was out of sight, then broke into a run. She tried to limit her speed to a quick march as she descended the many, many flights of stairs into the dungeons.
They were ancient, built into the foundation of an old castle that had been there even before the Queen of Hearts began her reign, before the time of Alice, before the War of the Roses or the closing of the borders. And you could smell it, the way the centuries-old stone and cold iron, rusted by an eternal trickle of groundwater, seemed to sag and meld into the very earth around it.
It was odd; Red did not encounter any soldier-cards on her way down the stairs, and there was only one standing guard near the first cell. Red nodded to him and then marched on, acting as if she knew exactly where she was going.
But there weren’t as many prisoners as Red had expected. The Queen blew her top at random people all the time—Red had even seen her stop their car on the side of the road once because she saw a man eating a ham sandwich on a Tuesday, which was of course forbidden. The soldier-cards had been called, and he was hauled off.
A few years ago, the Queen of Hearts had issued a “benevolence policy” that promised a more merciful path of reform for offenders, rather than imprisonment. But Red had never known what became of that. Now, thinking of the boy from whom she’d taken this armor, thinking of the many legions of mindless soldier-cards, which seemed to be growing all the time, a slow feeling of dread began to creep up Red’s spine.
There was no time to dwell on it. In the cell at the very end of the hall, Red caught sight of a familiar mop of light brown hair.
She hurried over. Chester and Ace looked awful. They sat on the filthy ground, their faces expressionless and their hands dirty. They looked up sullenly as she approached, obviously expecting more punishment.
“What do you want now?” Chester sneered.
“We won’t talk.” Ace stared straight ahead. “We have nothing to say.”
“Guys, it’s me,” Red whispered. Ace scrambled to his feet and Chester’s eyes grew wide.
“Red?” Chester hissed. “No—no, we told you to keep going. Red, you have to get out of here—”
“And leave you to rot?” Red was almost angry. “How could I? Come on. We’re going together.”
She searched her armor. Did she have—? Yes: There was a set of keys built into her gloves, though not one that would have opened the heart-shaped keyhole in the back of her helmet. She tried each until one tripped the lock of the cell gate. With a sickening screech, the metal scraped along its track and crashed against the stone at the other end. Red froze, but no one appeared.
Ace looked panicked. “Red, I don’t know. We’re sure to get stopped, even if it looks like you’re leading us—you don’t know how brutal she is. We’ve underestimated her.”
“This is not a negotiation,” Red hissed. There were loose chains on the ground of the cell, broken from their prisoners years ago. “Put those around yourselves. Follow me.”
They clanked through the dungeons and passed the guard at the front; he stood at attention for a moment, but Red nodded and kept going.
“What’s that noise?” Chester whispered behind her. There was a rhythmic, ominous clank coming from somewhere above them. Red started the group up the long, winding stairs.
“I don’t know,” she said. They were somewhere beneath the Grand Hall; it could be anything. “Maybe there’s a changing of the guard.”
But the noise was growing louder, ricocheting against the walls of the stairs.
“Red…” Ace said, but she pushed on.
Then they came to the first landing and stopped cold.
The soldier-cards had come down the stairs to meet them, two by two, completely blocking the way. They stared the group down with their lifeless helmets and stood shoulder to shoulder.
Red hesitated, gripping the decoy chains tighter and offering a salute. No one responded.
As she watched, the guards moved in a shuffling pattern, turning sideways and back again; something was coming through their ranks.
At last the ones closest to Red parted, and her mother walked through.
“Nice try,” the Queen of Hearts said quietly.






  
The Queen’s disheveled, angry appearance had been replaced by pure composure and the terrible, icy Look. In the dreary dungeon light, her red eyeshadow looked particularly frightening, and her mouth was sharply downturned.
“Take the helmet off, Red,” she said.
Red couldn’t move. The Queen pursed her lips and snapped her fingers; the soldier nearest her lunged forward and yanked the helmet off Red’s head. She cried out, feeling it graze her ear.
“I had a bad feeling about you,” the Queen of Hearts continued coolly. “We caught your little friends—you should have run.”
The Queen shook her head; a look of keen disappointment spread across her face. “I hoped I would be wrong. But with the way you’ve been acting lately, all this talk of parties…And I see your face at royal training. You act like you can hide it…but you’re weak. You came back for them. For your so-called friends. And where did it get you?”
Red’s mind was reeling. The shorter guard, the easy way in, the absence of any soldier-cards in the dungeons…
“It was a trap?” she choked.
“You walked right in.” For a terrible moment, Red thought her mother might cry. “How could you?”
“This is wrong,” said Red. “How you treat these people, it’s all wrong!”
But the Queen turned her back and snapped her fingers. At once, the soldier-cards that flanked her marched forward, grabbing hold of Red; two more moved behind her for Chester and Ace. Red felt their iron grips close on her arms as they pulled her back down, down to the dungeons—a prisoner in her own home.
“MOM!” Red roared. “Don’t do this!”
It was no use. The Queen quickly disappeared behind the ranks of cards, and soon all Red saw were the mold-slimed walls of the dungeons, the dank black ground, and the iron bars of the cell she now occupied along with her friends.
Sinking to the floor, Red put her head in her hands and moaned.
“I can’t believe it,” she said thickly. “I can’t believe I fell for it.”
Ace and Chester sat quietly. “We’re glad to see you,” Ace said. “But not like this.”
Chester traced the line of stones with his finger. “We made a plan when you were at the waterfall. We said that when the soldier-cards came—which we knew they would—we’d divert them. And you could go free.”
“We should have told you, but we knew you’d protest,” said Ace.
Red chewed her lip bitterly. “You shouldn’t have done that. I wish you hadn’t.”
They sat silently, nearly swallowed whole by the darkness of their cell. Only a single torch burned on the wall outside of the gate.
“Do you think we’ll die?” Ace said quietly.
There should have been fear in the question, but instead he just sounded numb.
“She wouldn’t kill her own daughter, would she?” Chester asked. “She might kill us, though.”
“She won’t,” Red said sharply. “There hasn’t been an execution in years.”
“Are you sure?” Ace asked. “Maybe she just hasn’t broadcast it.”
“I’m sure—she likes the spectacle too much to hide it.”
“Well, doing it at the Tea Ceremony would certainly be a spectacle,” Chester said darkly. “A good time to really make an example to everybody…”
“Oh, Clubs. You don’t think?” Ace said. Even in the firelight, Red could tell his face had gone very pale.
“She won’t!” Red snapped. “I won’t let her.”
“Or maybe she’ll just leave us down here to starve,” Chester mumbled.
They fell silent again; there was nothing left to say. Uncertain of their fate and of Wonderland’s future, exhausted, cold, and sore, Red slipped in and out of a nightmarish sleep.






  
Red snapped awake at an earsplitting clang less than a foot from her head.
A soldier-card was rapping his staff against the bars of the cell; all three teenagers had fallen asleep. Ace and Chester were looking around blearily, equally disoriented by the noise. With no daylight, Red had no sense of the time. It felt like they’d been in the dungeons for weeks, though it couldn’t have been more than a few hours.
“We’re up!” Red snarled, covering her ears. The guard stopped and set the end of his staff into the stone. “I’m the Princess here, you know.”
The soldier unlocked the door of the cell and swung it open. Red looked at the boys, her heart suddenly in her throat. Chester’s eyes were wary as he met her gaze. Whatever was in store for them, it couldn’t be good.
“What—what’s this?” Red asked. “Where are you taking us?”
The soldier-card spoke a single word in a deep monotone: “Upstairs.”
It didn’t sound good, but anything was better than being in the dungeons. In single file, Red, Ace, and Chester trudged out of the cell. Another guard walked alongside them; their arms and legs weren’t chained, but there was certainly no chance for escape.
As they moved up the long stairs together, Red felt Ace brush her shoulder and squeeze her hand. Red wished there was something she could say, that despite her mother’s warnings, he and Chester were her two best friends in the world. That she hadn’t known what friendship was before they came into her life. That the two of them had made her believe she could do anything, even make another Wonderland possible. And that she was so scared she’d let them both down.
But the guards hushed them at any noise. Red didn’t trust herself to get the words out, anyway.
Red blinked as they came out of the dungeons. Bright light was streaming through the high castle windows and splashing onto the floor. It was late morning, which Red would never have guessed—night and day were all the same in the unchanging light belowground. She felt like she was coming out of a cave.
When they reached the Grand Hall, Red had the urge to run. As if they sensed it, the guards moved closer and more appeared on either side. Sweat broke out along her neck, on her palms—what would be behind the double doors?
But when the soldier-cards pushed open the doors, the room was empty.
“What is going on?” Red demanded to know.
At the question, the soldier to her left grabbed her arm and yanked her one way while his companions pulled Ace and Chester the other.
“Red?” Chester said, his voice tinged with fear.
“What?” Red cried. “No—wherever you’re taking them, you have to take me too!”
The soldier had her by both arms now; he was leading her to the stairs at one end of the Grand Hall and Chester and Ace were going toward the other.
“Don’t you dare!” Red shouted, struggling against the cold metal grip. “Chester, run if you can! Ace!”
“Red!” Ace cried before the soldier-card restraining him covered his mouth with an iron glove.
Then they were gone. In a blink of an eye, her friends been dragged from the room, and Red was ascending with the soldier again.
“Explain this to me now!” she wailed. The image of Ace’s and Chester’s terrified faces stayed imprinted on her mind like a lightning flash.
But the guard hauled her silently to the top of the stairs and passed her off to a group of noblewomen Red didn’t recognize. They seized her, clamping on to her arms with their clawlike hands and tearing at her clothes and hair.
“Stop!” Red screamed. “What are you doing?”
Something was tied around her waist; a woman patted her face with powder. Another yanked her hair away from her forehead. Red fought them at every turn, but they were somehow stronger and even more determined. They worked in grim silence, sharp eyes glaring disapprovingly at Red. Then someone shoved her forward, through another door.
Blazing sun, blinding light against Red’s weakened eyes.
She was on the terrace, on the second floor of the castle—the one overlooking the gardens. Before her was a table with two chairs, elaborately set with pristine fine china and laden with delicate finger foods and treats.
Red took a shaky breath and a step forward. Over the terrace railing she could see dozens and dozens of neat round tables set in the garden, where hundreds of Wonderland’s finest nobility and members of the court sat. They were dressed to the hilt and stared, each of them, up at the terrace in anticipation.
A movement to Red’s left made her flinch. The Queen of Hearts stepped out of the shadows and into the sunlight, eyeing Red with an icy, level expression. She took a seat at the table and nodded to Red, lifting a fine china cup.
The annual Wonderland Tea Ceremony was about to begin.






  
Red didn’t move. She couldn’t—the Queen of Hearts expected her to go through with this? After she’d just watched her friends dragged away like common criminals?
A roll of nausea started in her stomach. The nobility chatted and ate, dressed in their finery, with a shriek of laughter going up here and there. They sipped their tea and watched Red and her mother hungrily.
What had happened to all the Wonderland kids on Thursday night? Where were they now?
The Queen of Hearts set her teacup down with a controlled movement and spoke a single word: “Sit.”
Red was frozen. “Where did you take Ace and Chester?” she murmured beneath the noise of the crowd.
“They’ll join us soon enough. Don’t you worry.”
Red took another uncertain step forward, then another. As she approached the table, she saw her reflection, warped, in the shining metal dome that covered the soup course. The noblewomen in the tower had made her up to look almost exactly like her mother—unrecognizable as Red. Her hair was silky and straight, a sleek red curtain, her eyes shadowed with hints of scarlet. Her ribs ached beneath a tight corset that made her waist a sharp V to contrast with the puffed sleeves of red silk at her shoulders.
Hearts, always hearts—now she herself was one.
“Eat,” the Queen commanded from across the table. “Have you forgotten your training?”
“Mom, please,” Red whispered. “Don’t hurt them. Whatever you have planned, know that it was my fault, my idea—not theirs. Punish me instead.”
The Queen of Hearts popped a cucumber-and-cream-cheese sandwich in her mouth as if she was bored. She wiped her fingers daintily on her napkin. “From the way you’ve been acting, it seems like this Tea Ceremony is the worst punishment you could endure.”
For the briefest moment, Red thought she saw pain in her mother’s face. Then it was gone, and the Queen rolled her eyes.
“I’ll go through with it all,” said Red. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Just let them go.”
“Well, I’m not going to hurt them, if that’s what you’re so worried about.” The Queen of Hearts took a sip of tea. “But I’m afraid I can’t let them go.”
“Then—then what—”
Red’s plea was cut off by a roaring cheer from the guests. Red startled, turning to see what had caught their attention. At first she thought they were all looking her way, but no—behind her, something was coming.
Two soldier-cards grunted as they wheeled a large red platform out onto the terrace. Standing on top of it, their arms and legs chained, were Chester and Ace.






  
The Queen of Hearts smiled benevolently and held her hands up for silence.
“Thank you,” she crowed over the guests, “for being here today. I always look forward to our annual gathering, and as you know, this year is particularly special.”
The Queen cleared her throat. Red looked at Chester, hoping he might have some sort of plan, but he met her gaze and then cast his eyes down. Ace shrugged a little and gave Red a helpless look. They were surrounded by the nobility, flanked by soldier-cards. There was nothing, nothing any of them could do.
“The Wonderland Tea Ceremony is an important time to celebrate our fine nation and to remember what sets us apart from our neighbors,” the Queen of Hearts continued. The smile faded from her face. “Power. Power allowed us to best weaker opponents—Auradon, its inadequate soldiers, even Alice herself, back in the day. And as your leader, I have taken on great responsibility to enforce order and righteous rule to ensure that nothing threatens our power. In my efforts, I have never trusted anyone but myself. No one, that is…but my daughter, Red.”
The Queen glanced at Red but didn’t meet her eyes. She turned back to the crowd.
“I hope it hasn’t been a mistake.” She said the last part more quietly, perhaps too low for the nobility to hear. “In raising her, I have taught her everything I know, preparing her to be an austere and powerful princess of Wonderland. This was the year I decided that she was ready to give her first royal decree, to start making her mark on Wonderland.”
The crowd murmured; the recent scandal couldn’t have been lost on them. Red felt glued to her chair, unable to move as the spectacle unfolded like a strange nightmare.
“Yes, yes,” the Queen of Hearts said lightly, waving her hand. “We all have distractions in our youth; we all make mistakes. Oh, wait.” She grinned wickedly. “We don’t.”
The crowd snickered, though Red thought of the Duchess and all the other nobility who were there in the garden by no choice of their own, laughing on cue because they feared for their lives. Red knew better.
The Queen of Hearts approached the platform, nearly giddy. “And so, on this commemorative day, a demonstration of power would be fitting—power over weakness, power over any little nuisances that might distract my daughter from her full potential as the next ruler of Wonderland. And I know you do love my un-party tricks!”
Red felt her heartbeat pounding wildly in her throat. Chester lifted his chin, looking not at the Queen but steadily at Red. Ace took a breath and gave her a tiny smile.
It happened almost instantaneously. The Queen lifted her hands and let out a cry, some words in an ancient, complex language that she had never taught Red, and light exploded from her palms. Red screamed, but the sound caught in her chest as though all the air had been knocked out of her.
It was Ace’s transformation that she noticed first. Suddenly it was not he who stood there on the platform, but another general soldier-card clad in red iron armor, heavy staff in hand and silver helmet obscuring his face. The badge on his chest was a scarlet A over a big, terrible heart.
“Ace?” Red breathed. Behind her, the crowd was cheering, roaring wildly. She ran to his side and touched his elbow.
He didn’t even look at her. Ace turned as though she wasn’t there and crossed the platform to the Queen; he pressed his fist to his chest and knelt before her.
“No,” Red said. “Ace—”
“Very well.” The Queen of Hearts patted him on the helmet. He rose and disappeared into the ranks of the other soldier-cards on the terrace, impossible to distinguish from one another.
Red’s mind reeled. As she stood, swaying on the spot, she realized there was a cat on the platform. It swiveled its head from side to side, bewildered, covered in fluffy chestnut fur.
“It can’t be,” Red choked.
The cat—Chester—turned his strangely bright eyes to meet hers as if he understood. He gave a very un-catlike, toothy grin. Then slowly, before Red’s eyes, his tail disappeared, and then his legs, until all that was left was a disembodied smile that fluttered away in the breeze.
Red felt her heart breaking into two, ten, twenty pieces. They were gone, so quickly it was as though they had never been there at all.
Hands in fists, shaking, Red looked at her mother. The Queen was laughing lightly, as though an immense weight had lifted off her shoulders.
“You lied,” Red said. “You said you wouldn’t hurt them.”
“Well, darling,” said the Queen, sounding like her old self again. “I didn’t take off their heads, did I?”



  
For a moment, Red considered leaving the Tea Ceremony in front of all the court. Now, that would truly disappoint her mother. But she had no choice. The Tea Ceremony was shifting around Red; the next course was coming out; the frog butlers were bringing the Queen’s throne to the red platform. Another throne that Red had never seen before was carried from the shadows. And then a scroll on a velvet pillow arrived too, covered by a dome of red glass.
But Red hardly noticed—her friends were gone.
Her only friends.
The sick, stormy feeling that had churned through her stomach in the Red Desert came back with force. Red should have gone it alone. She should have pushed Chester and Ace away as soon as she’d gotten the chance. If she’d gone by herself to the Pool of Tears, they would still be themselves—maybe the Queen would even have let them go if she realized she couldn’t use them as bait.
None of this would have happened if Red hadn’t cared so much. Caring about others gives them power over you. Carelessness? That’s what puts the power back in your hands.
It was a weakness. And the Queen of Hearts knew how to use it.
Red felt a hardening in her chest as she willed her hands to stop shaking. It was no matter. Red wouldn’t let her mother take advantage of her weakness anymore. Red would ensure that there was nothing soft or vulnerable anywhere within her, nothing for the Queen to crush.
The Queen of Hearts cleared her throat.
“The time has come,” her mother said, “for the royal decree. Red of Hearts…”
The Queen stood on the platform next to her throne. Beneath the dome of red glass, Red noticed cursive writing on the scroll.
“I took the liberty of writing your first laws,” the Queen of Hearts said in a low voice. “You may thank me later.”
Red looked down at her hands, now calm and still. Her mother had the ability to enforce arbitrary rules, to change Ace’s and Chester’s forms. What did she have?
Power sounded pretty good right now.
Red looked levelly up at her mother, knowing that the Queen expected Red to be the perfect daughter. A replica of herself, tyrannical and cold.
But she had no idea what was coming—no clue what Red was capable of. The Queen had taught Red everything she knew, but there was much more to learn—so much Red could use to be the ruler Wonderland never knew it needed. Her reign would be one of unfeeling flame. Indifference was a good start. She couldn’t have friends—no one could be hurt because of her again. She was never going to beat her mom at her own game. She was a solo act, and she was going to play by her own rules.
“Are you ready?” her mother continued.
“I am,” said Red. “‘Every gathering consisting of more than two Wonderlandians must have a preapproved purpose…’” She read aloud what her mother had written for her.
But inside, there was a flame. A fire that wouldn’t be put out. One day, Red swore, she would light it all up. Burn it all down.
They would see…
She was going to paint this town red.



Acknowledgments
A huge Wonderland-size thank-you to my editor, Brittany Rubiano, who made working on this book a delight! Thanks to everyone at Disney, including Kieran Viola, Tonya Agurto, Augusta Harris, Crystal McCoy, Holly Nagel, Danielle DiMartino, Matt Schweitzer, and the entire team! Thank you to my agents, Richard Abate and Ellen Goldsmith-Vein. Thank you to my friends and family. Thank you to the Descendants faithful—I hope you enjoyed the latest installment!



MELISSA DE LA CRUZ (www.Melissa-DeLaCruz.com) is the author of the #1 New York Times best-selling Descendants series, as well as many other best-selling novels, including Alex & Eliza, the Chronicles of Never After series, and the Blue Bloods series. She recently launched her own imprint, Melissa de la Cruz Studio, which publishes fun, fabulous, feel-good stories for children and young adults. She lives in Los Angeles, California, with her husband and daughter.






ALSO BY MELISSA DE LA CRUZ
DESCENDANTS
The Isle of the Lost
Return to the Isle of the Lost
Rise of the Isle of the Lost
Escape from the Isle of the Lost
THE BLUE BLOODS SERIES
Blue Bloods
Masquerade
Revelations
The Van Alen Legacy
Keys to the Repository
Misguided Angel
Bloody Valentine
Lost in Time
Gates of Paradise
After Life
After Death
The Ring and the Crown






  



Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Contents
Dedication
Chapter 1: Seeing Red
Chapter 2: The Red Queen Herself
Chapter 3: Rebel Rouser
Chapter 4: The Science of Magic
Chapter 5: A Wonderland Experiment
Chapter 6: The Look
Chapter 7: Breaking Out
Chapter 8: Tea for Three
Chapter 9: Putting the Fun in an Un-party
Chapter 10: A Close Call
Chapter 11: Yasss Kweeen?
Chapter 12: Party Prep
Chapter 13: Bonfire Bash
Chapter 14: The Un-busted Party
Chapter 15: A Visit to the Caterpillar Bush
Chapter 16: The Science of Space and Time
Chapter 17: The Great Escape
Chapter 18: Border Crossing
Chapter 19: Bramble Busted
Chapter 20: Familiar Faces
Chapter 21: Bramble Fun
Chapter 22: Vroom Vroom
Chapter 23: Take Two
Chapter 24: Twee Is Not Like Dee
Chapter 25: The Princess of Parties
Chapter 26: Ain’t No Party Like a Wonderland Party
Chapter 27: Start It Up
Chapter 28: Party On
Chapter 29: Dance, Dance, Dance
Chapter 30: Party Foul
Chapter 31: Into the Woods
Chapter 32: Ain’t No Mountain High Enough
Chapter 33: Run, Red, Run
Chapter 34: The Rescuer
Chapter 35: Card Games
Chapter 36: Cold, Cold Hearts
Chapter 37: Spill the Tea
Chapter 38: Prisoners
Chapter 39: Off with Their . . .
Chapter 40: The Un-ceremony
Acknowledgments
About the Author
Also By Melissa de la Cruz


cover1.jpeg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BEST-SELLING AUTHOR

MELISSA DE LA CRUZ






images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg
11

Yasss Kureeen?






images/00011.jpg
Dance, Dance, Dance






images/00010.jpg





images/00013.jpg
e
33

Run, Red, Run





images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg
e
)

Putting the Fun in an Un-pasty





images/00001.jpg
20

Familior Faces






images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





images/00029.jpg





images/00028.jpg
D
eyt
19

I
A Visit to the Catespillas Bush





images/00031.jpg
chapler
26

Ain't No- Paaty Like a
Wondesland, Pasty,





images/00030.jpg
F
Bacaking Out





images/00033.jpg
chaplee
32

Ain't No- Mountain High Encugh





images/00032.jpg





images/00035.jpg
i

o= O

oyo\w





images/00034.jpg





images/00026.jpg





images/00025.jpg





images/00027.jpg





images/00018.jpg





images/00020.jpg





images/00019.jpg





images/00022.jpg
chapler
16

The Science of Space and Time





images/00021.jpg





images/00024.jpg
The Red Queen Heaself





images/00023.jpg
chapter
24

Tuee ls Not Like Dee





images/00015.jpg





images/00014.jpg





images/00017.jpg





images/00016.jpg





images/00038.jpg
The Science of Magic





images/00040.jpg
L3

Take Two





images/00039.jpg





images/00042.jpg





images/00041.jpg





images/00044.jpg
—h
WONDERLAND

MELISSA DE LA CRUZ

%‘anep - HYPERION
LOS ANGELES NEW YORK





images/00043.jpg
The Paincess of Pastics





images/00037.jpg
56

Cold, Cold Heants





