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CHAPTER 1
THE TWISTER

On an overcast Monday morning in December, I masked a boatload of stress with a carefree smile and carried a breakfast tray into my father’s bedroom. “Tell your appetite to prepare for greatness,” I called as orange juice sloshed over the rim of its glass. “I made my specialties. Burnt toast and rubbery eggs.”
“Thank you, sweetheart, but I’m not hungry.”
At the first sight of him, my carefully crafted expression wavered. More fragile by the day.
He lay in bed, propped on a mound of pillows, his lower half draped by a faded pink and white comforter my mother purchased ages ago. One of the few mementos we possessed of the woman we missed with every fiber of our beings. Once I’d owned her favorite ring, but I’d done the unthinkable and misplaced it. The loss still haunted me.
Dad’s attention shifted to the window, where muted sun rays streamed in. “A storm is brewing,” he intoned.
“I’ll hunt down some candles in case the power goes out,” I replied as cheerfully as I was able. Our generator died last month, and I hadn’t yet raised enough funds to repair it. “How are you feeling today?”
He pursed his lips. “Like I’ve been chewed up and spit out.”
“So much better than yesterday. Excellent.” Oh, how I hated lung cancer.
In only four short months, the awful disease had ravaged the once ox-strong man, rendering him a shell of his former self.
As I set the tray on the nightstand and organized my father’s plethora of medications, sunken brown eyes beseeched me. I stifled a groan, knowing what was coming next.
“You shouldn’t have to be my nurse and do my chores and wait tables at a crappy diner,” he grumbled. “All to pay my bills.”
Bingo. “Daddy, please don’t⁠—”
“You’ve got to let me go, Rye.” More desperate by the heartbeat, he reached out with a frail hand and clasped my wrist in a weak grip. “I know you’ve got no desire to return to college. Why not attend trade school? Those jobs are always in high demand. Think of it. Class in the mornings and fancy dates at night. Nothing would make me happier.”
We rehashed this conversation at least once a week. “First, I will never let you go. Second, I like what I’m doing now.” But he wasn’t wrong about having no desire to return to college. I’d struggled to pick a major and switched from creative writing, to business administration, to fine arts.
My talents began and ended with bringing to life the hideous dragon-esque monsters my mother wove into the fantastical fairytales at bedtime. The elaborate stories had centered around a hero king with power beyond imagining who died in battle but somehow lived on, helping his people defeat the evil beasts left behind. An artist at her core, she’d dreamed of writing and publishing a children’s book filled with her one of a kind sketches. I wished she had. I’d do anything to read it. My obsession with the beasts persisted to this day.
In high school and college, I’d failed almost every creative assignment. Paint sunflowers—F. I’d created a bouquet of monster faces. Mold a vase—D. I’d shaped a winged monster able only to hold a single flower between its fangs. Sketch yourself—A-. Honestly, that had been a shocker. The teacher praised my ability to recognize my “inner trauma.”
When my father’s diagnosis came in, I’d entertained zero qualms about packing up and heading home to tend to the family farm while he recovered. A decision I did not regret. “As for dating,” I said, picking up the conversation where I’d left off, “no thank you. Something about me makes guys uncomfortable.” They never relaxed in my presence. But then, I never relaxed in theirs, either.
“It’s your eyes.” Dad sighed. “They see too much. Your mother dealt with the same problem.” Affection tinged his voice. “The right man will welcome your deep dives into the innermost recesses of his heart.”
My chest constricted. I was eight years old when Mom vanished. Daddy took me with him to plow the soybean fields after I’d begged to ride my favorite tractor. We returned hours later to find the house ransacked, blood splattered about, and Sandra Shaker missing, never to be seen or heard from again.
Dad and I had both adored the loving homemaker who’d made everything better, and we’d been ill prepared to deal with her absence. Or the unknown. What happened to her? Everyone believed she was dead, but a part of me still clung to a sliver of hope.
Tears singed my eyes. “I miss her.” Don’t make me miss you, too.
“She was a special lady, that’s for sure. And so are you.” His hand fell away, flopping onto the mattress, but his expression remained staunch. “Attend a play date with your city friend, at least. What’s her name? Jeanie?”
“Jeanette. But she isn’t my friend. She was an assigned study partner.” We’d gotten along about as well as witches and water.
“You’ve got to face facts, sweetheart. People need people, and I’m not getting out of this life alive. Every time I see a doctor, the prognosis is worse. You’re wasting your future here.”
“No. No!” I reiterated with more force. “I love you. Not one second with you is wasted.” He’d always been there for me, providing everything I needed. More than shelter and sustenance, he’d given me unending support. Despite being a wreck himself, he’d comforted me after Mom’s disappearance. How could I do any less for him now?
He shook his head, exasperated. “Stubborn as a mule. That’s what you are.”
I humphed at him. “Guess I’m not just my mother’s daughter.”
His echoing humph reminded me of pre-cancer Dad.
“Take your meds and eat your breakfast,” I said, “and I’ll go on a date with the next guy who asks.” A moot point since no one ever asked. For a while I’d thought Theo, a frequent customer at the diner, might do so, but he’d stopped coming in weeks ago, ending our mild flirtation.
No big deal. People left me. That’s what they did.
Well, hello there, abandonment issues.
Inner shake. I handed my dad a tiny paper cup with pills piled on top of each other, then bent over to kiss his brow. “Gotta run. I’ve got ravenous animals to feed.” And yeah, a host of other responsibilities to complete. “I love you,” I repeated. “Remember that.”
His shoulders rolled in. “I love you, too, Rye.”
Before he could say anything else, I strode from the room. Only after I closed the door with a soft snick did I let my smile fall. How much time did he have left? How much, how much?
Whatever the answer, I wasn’t going to wallow. I’d meant what I’d said. Responsibilities called.
Raising my chin, I kicked into high gear and readied the candles, as promised. After donning a hat, gloves, and an old coat, I made my way outside, abandoning the warmth of the farmhouse to enter the chill of winter.
One hour bled into another as I restocked feed loaders, fed the pigs and chickens, gathered eggs, filled water troughs, set out hay bales, checked the herds for problems, tended the greenhouse vegetables, and mucked stalls. All the while, the empty heated pool where I had adored swimming throughout my childhood mocked me. So did three hundred acres of neglected soil.
Planting season was only four months away. But how was I supposed to complete a task that required machinery I couldn’t afford to fix?
Bit by bit, the sky darkened, bringing with it a cold breeze. Guess my father’s prediction had legs. I inhaled deep and detected the crisp scent of coming rain. Oh, yeah. There’d be a storm.
Mist formed in front of my face as I exhaled, momentarily shielding my vision. Wait. A pig had escaped the pen. Argh! I took off in a sprint.
As I wrangled the little darling, the first smattering of raindrops fell. I checked the clock on my cell and groaned. I’d worked too long and now had less than half an hour to shower, change, and drive to Emerald City Clucks, where I served “the Wickedest Chicken Sandwich in the Midwest” while sporting two dark braids, a blue and white gingham pinafore dress, requisite white undershirt, and a pair of silver slippers, reminiscent of the book rather than the movie. When you lived in Ozworld, Kansas, there was no escaping The Wonderful Wizard of Oz.
According to local history, a housewife in the fifties claimed to be transported by tornado to and from a fantastical land. No one had believed her, but everyone had hoped to cash in. A vote to change the town name passed. For a while, the gambit had paid off, bringing in a flood of tourists. If only the tale continued to draw the masses.
Once inside the house, I checked on my father. He slept, but not restfully. At least he’d taken a few bites of the toast. An improvement from yesterday when he’d eaten nothing.
A barbed lump grew in my throat. I hated to leave him, but I couldn’t afford to stay. We’d taken out a second mortgage on the farm to pay for medication and treatments. Either I paid the bill or we lost our home. I just, I needed Daddy to keep fighting long enough to reach remission.
With a heavy heart, I quickly dolled up and hit the road. Maybe I would receive a large tip tonight. Considering the number of punches I’d taken lately, something was bound to go right for me. Please.

I set a tub of dirty dishes on a cluttered table and rubbed my aching back. At twenty years old, I felt ancient. Tending the farm and working at the diner seven days a week were taking a toll. Not that I was complaining (more than a little.) To help my dad, I’d do this and more. Even accept a third job, if necessary. And it just might be.
“We’re closing early tonight,” a harried voice called from the kitchen. “Meteorologist says the storm is getting worse. Why don’t you buss the table, sweep, and go. I wanna get home to Darla and kids and batten down the hatches.”
My boss, James, was a former marine. He did the cooking, and I did the serving. Usually two other waitresses assisted, but he’d released them hours ago due to slow business.
“Sir, yes, sir.” I welcomed the chance to be with my dad.
“You make something in tips at least?”
Tone drier than desert sand, I told him, “Oh, yes. A grand total of seven dollars. I’m a bona fide nillionaire now.”
He snorted. “Nil. Funny.” Thunder boomed, reverberating in the air and erasing any good humor.
Picking up the pace, I cleared the remaining dishes, fished a rag from the pocket of my uniform, and sprayed the tabletop with cleaner. Swiping the surface free of debris, I glanced out the wall of windows overlooking the parking lot. A single streetlight showcased the heavy rainfall pelting the asphalt. The storm had raged most of the evening, keeping the usual customers away.
Ready to be done, I grabbed the broom and dustpan to clear the yellow “brick” floor. The perfect complement to the rest of the diner. Booths looked as if they’d grown straight from trees, courtesy of the mural covering the walls. The forest scene also depicted flowers with teeth, and horned, flying horses, all surrounding an injured scarecrow, a crying lion, and a frozen tinman wielding a crimson-stained ax. Amazingly detailed artwork created by my mother, and the main reason I’d come here looking for a job.
Sandra Shaker had been—was?—a talented artist. She’d painted all kinds of images throughout the town, but few others remained. They were either worn from weather or just painted over in favor of something new.
A new spear of lightning flashed, dancing shadows over the colorful depiction. The trio came alive, the scarecrow seeming to wink, the lion to laugh, and the tinman to scowl. It was super creepy, and I loved it. Mom possessed a talent like no other.
Guaranteed, she would want me home with Daddy, not mooning over images I’d see again tomorrow. I picked up the pace, finally completing my task, then rushed the tub of dirty dishes to the kitchen. James was in the process of hanging up his apron, his wizened features tight with concern.
“You want me to wash these before I go?” I asked, motioning to the array of plates, cups, and silverware.
“Nah. Don’t worry about it.” Another crack of thunder boomed, and he paused to exhale. “I’ll scrub everything tomorrow morning. You just get on home.”
“Thank you.”
We donned our coats and exited. James locked up, and I raced into the torrent. By the time I sealed myself in the cab of my old beater of a truck, I was soaked to the bone and shivering. More lightning flashed. More thunder boomed. The icy cold made my fingers feel like sausages, so it took me a couple of tries to buckle in and fit the key in the ignition. Please don’t stall as usual.
It stalled.
“Come on, come on. Yes!” The engine sputtered to life as James exited the lot in his SUV.
I cranked the heater. With the windshield wipers operating at warp speed, I eased onto Main Street. Thankfully, there were only a few miles to go. Usually a ten-minute drive. But fifteen minutes passed, and I barely reached the halfway point. Visibility was shot, forcing me to travel at a crawl.
At the twenty-minute mark, my nerves frayed, and the muscles in my back grew as tight as a lid on a new jar of pickles. Violent wind blustered with increasing force, rattling the truck. I white-knuckled the steering wheel. Better to pull over until the storm lessened. Otherwise I might end up in a ditch.
I parked at the edge of Main Street in the lot of a little white wedding chapel with flickering Christmas lights. There were no other cars nearby.
On my own. Doing my best to stay calm, I whipped out my cell and keyed up my father’s number.
Dang it! Straight to voice mail. Hopefully Daddy was sleeping through this and not racked with worry for me. Stress wasn’t good for him.
Wait. I craned my neck, peering out the window. Was that… No. No, no, no. But also yes. A telltale green tint spread through the pitch-black sky. My stomach dropped. Anyone who’d grown up in this part of the country knew that particular shade heralded a tornado.
A high-pitched whistle escalated into a rolling howl, and I sucked oxygen between my teeth.
I needed inside that chapel. Now!
The front door blew open, as if in welcome, banging into the frame. In a rush, I stored my phone in a coat pocket, threw off my seatbelt, and launched outside. Or tried to. The gale-force sealed the driver’s door shut. Fine. I wiggled out the passenger side.
Icy raindrops pelted my cheeks as I slogged forward, fighting the wind with every step. Up ahead, shutters slammed against windows, the harried clack, clack, clack mocking my snail’s pace. I persevered, drawing from a surprise reservoir of strength, reaching the chapel’s doorway. The squall intensified until it sounded as though a train barreled in my direction.
Heart thudding, I chanced a glance over my shoulder. My eyes widened. A massive cyclone aimed straight for me, gobbling up everything in its path. Electrical poles. Road signs. Even buildings.
Forget finding a cellar. I raced deeper inside, determined to dive into the nearest closet or bathroom.
The floor shook with great force, sending me tumbling to my knees. Glass shattered, shards flying in every direction. Go, go, go! I crawled forward.
With a great lurch, the entire structure spun like a top. Around and around I twirled, pitched this way and that, thumping into pews. Sharp pains tore through different parts of me, one after the other. My lungs emptied. Something warm and wet dripped into my eyes.
Desperate, I dove for a door. A heavy wooden podium slammed into my torso, knocking me backward and pinning my arm against a wall. Agony consumed me, detonating a piercing scream.
Darkness flooded my mind, and I willingly floated into the abyss.



CHAPTER 2
COUNCIL OF NONE

Moaning, I cracked open my eyes. Sunlight greeted me with a too bright hello, searing my irises. I squeezed my lids shut. An excess of aches registered, and I winced. What…why…?
The answers came in a rush. The tornado. The chapel. Spinning and spinning. Frantic to view the damage, I blinked rapidly. As soon as I adjusted to the brightness, I clambered to an upright position. My aches intensified, but I didn’t care. I rallied the stamina to remain upright without vomiting and examined my surroundings.
Oh, sweet goodness. Utter destruction. Everything was in shambles. Pews were upturned and in pieces. Shards of broken glass littered a floor with dozens of missing wood planks. Pipes were exposed, busted, and leaking. The front door had been ripped off its hinges and now lay in two pieces on the other side of the room. Branches of various sizes were scattered about. The door of my truck wedged inside an empty refrigerator.
Streaks of something wet and red marred the space around me. I frowned. Blood?
I looked myself over and jolted. Oh yeah. Blood smeared my skin and dampened my clothing, courtesy of a multitude of stinging gashes. Nothing appeared too serious, except my poor, mangled left wrist. No bone protruded, but it must be broken. My hand hung at an odd angle.
I tried to move the appendage and hissed. Flashing stars consumed my vision, dizziness took over my head, and nausea filled my stomach. Okay, so, my wrist was definitely broken. No wonder the injury throbbed so intently.
Ugh. I wouldn’t be drawing, my only source of solace, anytime soon. But whatever. I’d deal. I could still use a phone, and that was all I needed to do right now. Speak with my dad and make sure he was all right.
Except. My phone. It wasn’t in my coat pocket. Dang it! The device must have fallen out while the tornado beat me to oblivion.
Guess my best bet was to start walking. Surely I’d come upon a disaster relief team, searching for survivors. If not a team, a good samaritan. Someone would let me use their phone and give me a ride.
The sooner I got started, the better. I wasn’t sure how much energy remained in my battery.
Ignoring my worsening sickness, I clutched my injured wrist to my chest, lumbered to unsteady feet, and tripped toward the exit. Along the way, I passed a broken mirror. Enough glass remained to reveal my condition. Tendrils of dark hair had pulled from the confines of my pigtails, showcasing an angry cut on my brow. Hazel eyes glazed with discomfort. Crimson spots stained my ripped dress. Even the silver slippers had taken a beating, many of the sequins missing.
I stumbled outside. Sunlight glowed, and a warm breeze wafted, reminding me of a perfect summer morning.
Summer? I skidded to a halt, frowned. What had happened to the bite of winter?
Confusion hammered me as I looked around. This wasn’t the chapel’s parking lot. Or any place I recognized. A vibrant field of colorful hydrangeas, peonies, and tulips encircled me. Their sweet scents saturated my shallow inhalations. Behind the exquisite garden, a row of cherry blossoms and wisteria formed arching walkways that led to rolling hills covered in creeping red thyme. Bees and butterflies danced in the air.
I gasped when multiple flowers straightened by the stem, opened their petals, revealing teeth-like edges, and chomped on the insects.
Okay, I must be hallucinating. Guess I needed medical assistance for a concussion as well as a broken wrist. I cringed. Considering I had no insurance, I might be better off doctoring myself at the farm.
Which direction should I go? I examined the rest of the scenery. A beaten dirt path stretched and curved, cutting through the flower field, breaking up the sea of macabre beauty. But… Where was the paved road? The billboards? The mile markers? The lights and intersections? They weren’t just decimated by the storm; they were missing all together, no sign of them remaining. It was as if the wild winds had transported me somewhere outside of the small, wintry Kansas town.
Impossible! So where was I? I stumbled forward and turned to scrutinize the area behind the chapel. My eyes widened. An eerie forest stretched, shadows dancing with light, highlighting twirling dust motes. Misshapen trees produced gnarled roots that grew upward and curled at the end, resembling wooden lollipops. Small birds with the most exquisite rainbow feathers perched atop the swirls, each watching me with beady eyes.
In unison, every bird opened a third eye. Chills skittered down the ridges of my spine. Just another hallucination. Afraid to look away from my audience, I slowly backed up. A bright glint drew my attention to the chapel’s foundation. The reflection of sunlight off my phone?
Forget the unsettling three-eyed birds. I hurried over, only to deflate with disappointment. Not a smart device, after all, but a pair of boots with metal toes.
Wait. Those boots were attached to a pair of feet, which were attached to a pair of legs which were attached to hips attached to a torso buried under the house. Thick rivers of crimson flowed, coating the grass.
Realization stole my breath. The chapel had landed on top of a human being. Had killed a human being. A man. Almost like Dor—no! Not going there. A manic laugh burst from me anyway, the thought refusing to dissipate. Fantastical land…
No, no, no. If not concussed and seeing things, I probably laid in a coma on life support, the synapses in my brain misfiring.
This is real, part of me whispered. My pain and emotions certainly were. Did the poor man have a family waiting for his safe return?
I stumbled backward, shaking my head. I couldn’t stay here. Couldn’t deal with this development right now.
Leaving the chapel, the birds, and the body behind, I hurried to the dirt path. If nothing else, the road led to a different location. The flowers seemed to clock my every motion, moving with me. I ignored them, continuing forward. Seeing things. Only seeing things.
Hours passed, one bleeding into another, yet I saw no cars, buildings, or people. I could only motor on, and on, and on as mounting heat zapped what little of my strength remained. My legs began to shake, and my pain worsened. Muscles protested. Never had my feet felt heavier.
Maybe I had made the wrong decision, but it didn’t matter now. Turning around and heading back would do no good. I’d come too far.
I smacked chapped lips. If I didn’t find water soon, I might collapse or—My ears twitched. A noise. Familiar. Voices! Hope bubbled from a well of relief, and I whimpered. With my good hand, I rubbed the grit from my eyes. Blurry sight cleared, revealing a cluster of log cabins and a multitude of people.
A burst of energy propelled me onward, quickening my pace. My tongue moistened as various scents registered, giving me a much-appreciated respite from the dryness. I detected savory spices, sweet herbs, citrus fruit, and sugary treats.
When I reached the masses, however, a greater tide of confusion rushed in. The log cabins were actually pergolas and cabanas, with a maze of tables weaved around them, where vendors hawked their wares. Everything from food, to fabric, to glassware. Declarations rang out.
“Get your next substitute here! My prices aren’t the worst!”
“Hurt? My healing elixir is almost as good as serpens-rosa!”
“Eat my meat pies on the go. Only two people have gotten sick so far!”
My brow wrinkled. I’d stumbled across some sort of old-world marketplace where everyone spoke with an English accent. Or maybe a movie set. Every woman wore a dress, though most were plain frocks. A handful stunned in elaborate ballgowns that boasted fine fabrics and hand sewn jewels. The men were similarly categorized. Most sported modest shirts and loose trousers, but some paraded around in bright velvet suits with all the bells and whistles. While the simply attired citizens remained quiet, the wealthier ones chatted happily with their companions and waited near horse-drawn carts.
I did a double take. Those horses. Their owners must have dyed their fur. There wasn’t a white, brown, or black one in the bunch. Nope. They were blue, green, and pink. Whoa! Two dirt-streaked men gripped the bars on the back of a cart, peering out. Were the other carts filled with people as well?
Distracted, I inadvertently bumped into someone. “Apologies,” I rushed out, even as a fresh lance of pain left my head swimming.
An older gentleman with weathered skin and thinning gray hair muttered, “No crime,” and hurried on his way.
No, this wasn’t a movie set. Otherwise a director would have shouted obscenities at me for daring to interfere with his shot.
Though I was streaked with blood, no one paid me any heed. Not knowing what else to do, I jumped in front of a girl dressed in one of the basic frocks. “May I borrow your phone?”
“I don’t want any trouble.” She darted around me, rushing on.
Oookay. I approached the next person only to receive a similar refusal and hasty retreat.
I skirted my gaze over the multitude, on the hunt for anyone who might be willing to help. Him. The guy in the bright purple suit, with a top hat and a handlebar mustache. He was smiling and waving at one and all.
Rushing over to keep pace at Mr. Velvet’s side, I said, “Sir, I could use your help.”
“I have enough substitutes,” he replied, dismissing me without a glance.
Substitute? I set my pride aside. “Please. I’m injured, confused, and lost. I just want to go home. If you could point me in the right direction⁠—”
“Who are you?” Scowling, he grabbed me. “Did you run from your titleholder?” Even though he clasped my uninjured arm, my pain magnified. “There’s no crimen, so there’s still time.”
What in the world? “Let go!”
He didn’t. “Who owns your life? Tell me.”
Powered by a surge of adrenaline, I wrenched free and dashed off. Who were these weirdos, and what would it take to locate a normal person?
I turned a corner and glanced over my shoulder. Realizing the man hadn’t given chase, I slowed. As relief washed in, my burst of energy fizzled. Weakness returned, pouring through me as if I guzzled it unfiltered and industrial strength.
“Hurt? My healing elixir is almost as good as serpens-rosa!”
The call came again, and this time, I heeded it. A healing elixir sounded perfect, yes, please and thank you. At this point, I’d settle for any kind of painkiller, even something off market.
I trudged over, doing my best to dodge those in my path. “How much for the elixir, information, and the use of your phone?”
A middle-aged man stood behind a long, rectangular table loaded with small opaque vials. He blinked at me, as if stupefied, then scanned me from top to bottom and made a funny face. “I’ll let you have an elixir for only three silvers.”
“You mean silver dollars?” I withdrew a crumpled bill from the pocket of my dress. “How about a five dollar bill?”
He wrinkled his nose at the cash. “Parchment? No deal. Two silvers, or nothing.”
I glanced down at my shoes. Surely not. But I extended my leg and motioned to the footwear. “They’re all yours.”
He grimaced. Okay, so, not the shoes, either.
“What about seven dollars?” I collected the rest of my tip money.
He ignored me. “Hurt?” he called, raising a vial in the air. “My healing elixir is almost as good as serpens-rosa!”
“Forget the elixir, then. Just let me make a call, and you can keep the money.”
“Go on. Get out of here.” With a scowl as fierce as Mr. Velvet’s, he waved me off and turned his back to shout his spiel yet again.
Frustrated, angry, and growing more desperate by the minute, I looked left, right. Left again. Right again. No one paid me any attention, not even the seller. Should I? Shouldn’t I? As my pain hit a new level, I swiped a vial from the table and sprinted off. Once I found my father, I would return with the required “silvers,” whatever they were.
As I uncorked the top, a woman squealed, “He’s here! The royal guard is here!”
Sighs of delight blended with moans of dread. Wait. Did she say “royal guard?” In seconds, shop vendors abandoned their stations, as if they trusted shoppers not to steal. But then, the shoppers changed course, too. They all headed in the same direction as me.
A man bumped my shoulder hard, and mumbled “No crime,” as I stumbled. I barely caught myself before a fall. In the process, I lost my grip on the vial.
Nooo! I could only watch, dejected, as the glass shattered on the ground, its contents spilling across the dirt. Someone else bumped into me, shoving me onward, and mumbled the same phrase. I had no choice but to keep walking or get trampled. How many disasters could a girl endure before she admitted defeat?
A crack of thunder boomed, and I groaned. Not another storm.
The entire marketplace must have entertained an identical thought. Everyone stilled, every conversation ceasing. Dead quiet fell over the throng. I skidded to a halt, barely avoiding a collision with the guy in front of me. I glanced around.
Everyone stared up at the sky, as if afraid to peer anywhere else. Then, suddenly, everyone but me jolted back into motion, moving at a much faster clip. Pushed again, I tripped forward and struggled to keep up. Agitation laced the air. Thankfully, the group stopped for good in front of a raised stage where more of those three-eyed birds with rainbow feathers perched along an upper railing, peering down upon three males.
One was older than my dad. He knelt before a wooden bench, fat tears pouring down his wrinkled face. Rags covered his too thin body. The second man probably rang in at forty-something. In a pristine suit of neon green, he appeared bored.
I did a double-take. A thin, shadowy cloud formed a dark halo just above his head. Yet another hallucination. I shifted my study to the last member of the trio and jolted, my brain shutting down and rebooting in the span of a heartbeat.
Beautiful. He looked to be a little older than me. Well over six feet, he sported a body packed with powerful muscle. Thick black hair framed high cheekbones and an aquiline nose both at odds with and perfect for his soft lips. Dark scruff dusted a strong jaw. From here, I couldn’t tell the color of his eyes, but maybe that was for the best. He peered at the world around him with icy disdain. I’d never come across a better, harsher picture of menacing ruthlessness.
He wore a long-sleeve white shirt and scuffed black leather pants, and he held an ax. But his shoes… They were combat boots with metal plates.
Blood froze in my veins. The victim beneath the chapel had worn a matching pair.
Settling the weapon on his shoulder with ease, Muscles moved behind Rags.
“P-please,” the old man cried. “Don’t do this. I did nothing wrong.”
The ax wielder ignored him. Voice as icy as his disdain, he called, “A sacred law has been broken, and a price must be paid.”
Gray clouds swooped across the sky, obscuring the sun. A firebolt of lightning split the darkness. New tremors invaded my limbs.
“Kill him!” came an eager shout from the crowd. “Take his head!”
They couldn’t be serious. But I looked around, my attention jumping from one eager face to another, and I knew. They were very serious.
“A substitute has been selected and accepted,” Muscles continued. A handful of cold droplets fell. His pitiless expression never altered. “Will anyone show mercy and become his substitute?”
A beat of uncomfortable silence passed as Mr. Green held out a hand wet with rain. “The storm comes. Get on with it.” Thunder rumbled in rolls and waves, as if to emphasize his demand.
“Anyone?” Muscles called, not intimidated in the least. Amid a flicker of lightning, he became the most terrifying sight I’d ever beheld. Like the characters in my mother’s mural, he changed, a thousand layers of hatred revealed for less than a second. Long enough to know.
Dangerous. Knees knocking, I searched for anyone else who might be confounded or dismayed by the proceedings. All were impatient.
“Do it,” a woman called, a near desperate plea. “End this before it’s too late.”
The agitation among the masses amplified until I feared an eager beaver might brave the stage and meet Muscles’s ax. A price must be paid.
“Very well.” Muscles readied the ax, as if he truly intended to use it against Rags. But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. No one was so heartless.
But he did, and he was. He swung the heavy blade in a downward arc. Rags lost his head, and a tide of relief swept through the throng. Cheers rang out.
I covered my mouth to muffle a scream. Muscles decapitated an old man. Without pause. Without flinching.
Smiles and hugs abounded, as if a great feat had been accomplished. The sense of desperation and fear ebbed, laughter replacing the cheers.
But a new crack of thunder rumbled from the sky, and the celebration died as swiftly as Rags. Everyone froze and looked around. Each gaze landed on me—and narrowed.
Dread joined my deluge of emotions. This couldn’t be good.



CHAPTER 3
THE TINMAN

Men and women, young and old, pointed accusing fingers in my direction. Cries assaulted my ears.
“Crimen!”
“The storm still comes!”
“Seize her!”
“Let’s all calm down, okay?” Despite my injury, I raised both hands in a gesture of innocence. “There’s been a misunderstanding. Nothing a conversation can’t clear up.”
“Law breaker!”
“The price must be paid!”
Only Muscles remained unfazed. He hauled the headless body to the edge of the stage and tossed it inside an open cart, alongside two others. Streaked with blood, boots thumping, he strode to the other side, near Mr. Green, waiting at the top of the steps, gaze laser-locked on me. Not to stare me down but to look me over. Slowly.
He motioned me up with a crook of his finger.
Terror singed my throat. Several of my accusers reached out to grab me. I ducked and dodged, scrambling this way and that, but I was too weak and too many people blocked my path. It wasn’t long before a man latched onto my arm and a woman tangled her fingers in my hair, bringing me to a grinding halt. Someone forced my arms behind my back, wrenching a shriek of pain from my deepest depths. Black dots temporarily blinded me, and vomit barreled into my throat.
The next thing I knew, I was being hauled onto the stage. My captors kept their heads bowed as they presented me to Muscles.
“Release her.” Two simple words, uttered in a voice as hard as the man himself, and my captors let go as if I were toxic.
Streams of blood made the dais floor slippery, and I struggled to maintain my balance. As I wobbled, sucking air into my lungs, Muscles caught me by the waist. To my surprise, he was careful not to jostle me.
The heat of his hands singed. Though he eyed the crowd who eyed me, I sensed the intensity of his awareness remained focused squarely on me. The predator and his prey.
There was no stopping my shudder. Or my awe. He was even more beautiful up close. Thick, enviously long lashes framed irises the color of a sunset. Shades of gold glinted with hues of blue and lavender.
How did eyes reminiscent of summer possess only winter frost? And why did I experience an urge to burrow closer and heat him up?
Stupid concussion! It had stolen my wits.
Tone as sharp as his blood-soaked ax, he asked, “Do you have a substitute?”
“What does that even mean? What did I do wrong?” Besides steal the elixir. Oh, sweet goodness. Was that the reason for this?
He turned into me and canted his head ever so slightly, sliding his gaze over me a second time, absolutely decimating my nerves. “You stole something. What?”
Any hope of getting out of this unscathed plummeted. “Okay, so, yes, I took something without paying for it. That looks bad. Very bad. I get it. But I swear to you, I intended to return with silvers. This is a simple misunderstanding.”
“So you have no substitute?”
“Who are you?” I demanded, hoping to brazen my way out of this. “Who do you work for?”
He blinked, as if surprised. “I am Jasher, I answer only to the Guardian, and you will keep your gaze downcast, as my position demands.”
Murmurs of awe spread through the listening spectators. Apparently, this Guardian was greatly respected, I should be impressed, and I shouldn’t eye his soldiers. “Let’s call him. If I explain the situation, he’ll tell you to let me go.”
A crack of thunder and flash of lightning followed my words, rousing groans from the crowd.
“Kill her before it’s too late!” someone shouted.
I pressed my uninjured hand to my belly.
Muscles—Jasher—arched a thick black brow. Yes, I saw it happen with major side eye. “I asked you a question.”
So no calling the guardian? “Look. I don’t think I have a substitute. Unless I do. You haven’t bothered to explain what we’re discussing, so how can I know?” I sagged into myself, losing steam. “My name is Moriah Shaker, and I just want to go home. I’ll settle for calling an attorney.” Yes, I had committed a crime, technically speaking. But I didn’t deserve to die for it. Extenuating circumstances, Your Honor. “I’m even okay with lock up today and appearing before a judge tomorrow.”
Not bothering to issue a response, Jasher led me past Mr. Green, who no longer had a shadowy halo floating over his head. Or rather, I no longer hallucinated one. The older man perused me, as if inspecting a vase he might wish to purchase.
“This is a misunderstanding,” I repeated, hoping to galvanize someone into helping.
“The breaking of a law is never a misunderstanding. It’s always an absolute.” Jasher stopped at the scarlet splattered chopping block and moved behind me, as if he planned to do to me what he’d done to Rags.
A loud ring consumed my ears. Am I truly dying today?
“Context matters,” I rasped. “Both surgeons and murderers cut people open.”
“You have only proven my point. One is a crime, the other isn’t.”
He wasn’t wrong. But I lifted my chin, refusing to shrink back, and called, “A late payment isn’t worthy of a death sentence. You know that, right?”
My words did nothing to shame the spectators into action. Nothing to encourage their insistence that I live. If anything, I spurred their impatience.
“Kneel.” Jasher delivered the command behind me, as heartless as Dorothy’s Tinman.
I swallowed a humorless laugh. “I won’t help you behead me.”
“That’s all right. I don’t require your aid.” Giving no quarter, he settled a big, rough hand on my shoulder and pushed.
Locking my knees, I grated, “There’s got to be a better way to settle this.” If I could just change his mind. He was the linchpin. The crowd would follow his lead.
“There isn’t.” He increased the pressure. “The storm looms.”
I resisted with every ounce of my being. Soon, panting breaths turned into wheezes. At least the air smelled nice. A dreamy, dizzying combination of sandalwood and orchids. Problem was, all that goodness came from him. The man determined to murder me.
“What do my actions have to do with the storm?” I demanded.
“The crimen.” More pressure. Almost enough to break bones. “It draws the beasts.”
“You and our audience are the only beasts in the vicinity,” I snipped. “And I don’t even know what a crimen is.”
“Lack of knowledge doesn’t alter the truth or what must be done to safeguard the town.”
As my legs threatened to snap in half, the metallic odor of Rags’s blood reached my nostrils, overshadowing the intoxicating, earthy perfume. I gagged on a surge of bile. Strength draining…
“What did you take?” Jasher asked. He almost sounded curious.
“An elixir for my wrist. But I dropped it before drinking any,” I admitted, because why not? “Won’t you show me a shred of compassion?”
Jasher didn’t hesitate. “I will not.”
He proved his words, too, increasing the pressure. Still I fought. Fought so hard sweat dripped down my temples. But in my weakened— and weakening—condition, there was no outlasting him. It wasn’t long before I sank to my knees and rested my upper body upon the wet wood.
“I’ll make it quick, my aim true,” he vowed, both merciful and pitiless.
End of conversation—end of the line? No. No! Such a travesty of justice would be stopped.
Jasher’s clothing rustled, and I didn’t have to glance over my shoulder to know he readied his weapon. I opened my mouth to say something, anything.
“A law has been broken,” he called, and tears welled.
“I’ll pay for the elixir,” I babbled. “I just need time.”
“There must be payment in blood,” a woman cried, frenzied with worry as dozens of lightning bolts zigzagged above our heads. “Quickly!”
Murmurs of agreement blended into a terrible, grating song.
“Will anyone show mercy and take her place?” Jasher asked, a replay of Rags’s last minutes alive.
No one offered, same as before. A new clap of thunder shook the dais. The audience went still and quiet as my would-be executioner lifted his ax. I squeezed my lids shut.
This couldn’t be my last few seconds alive. I was supposed to return home, ensuring my dad didn’t spend the remainder of his days missing another woman he loved. Needed to enjoy one last lecture. Rye, he might say. You’ve never truly lived. Stop wasting precious time, get out there, and fall in love.
An invisible metal spike speared my chest. Would the death of his only child spur his?
Jasher shifted.
I braced.
The crowd held its collective breath, waiting with anticipation.
“I’ll pay her debt,” Mr. Green announced, and my lids popped open. He stepped toward us. “But in return for my extreme generosity, she must agree to muck my stable.”
Finally! Something was going my way. Clean a stable? Done.
“Do you accept, Moriah Shaker?” Jasher asked, a thread of warning in his voice.
Upset that he wouldn’t meet his beheadings quota? “Yes!” I scrambled to my knees, my feet. “I’ll work off those silvers, no problem.” Shouldn’t take more than a day, possibly two.
Mr. Green waved to a rotund, bald man, who stood beside a roofless cart with barred walls. A pole separated the cab from the caged wagon, with a gagged redhead tied to it, scarecrow style. She looked young, maybe sixteen years old. A slightly older brunette and two pale hair boys sat shackled nearby.
Baldman reached in and freed Brunette. A little too rough for my liking, he hefted her out. She wore a potato sack, and she didn’t fight him.
Prickles erupted over my nape. Did she carry Mr. Green’s wallet or something?
With a hand on my lower back, Jasher urged me forward. “Go.” His hard baritone welcomed no arguments. “Now.”
Legs shaking, I slowly made my way over. At the same time, Baldman gave the brunette a hard push. She stumbled onto the stage, holding her head high. Defiance glittered in her lovely blue eyes.
As we passed each other, she muttered, “Trust no one.”
At the steps, I paused to cast a worried glance over my shoulder. Just in time to watch as the other woman willingly knelt at the chopping block.
What the—No! “She’ll toss a few silvers on the stump then go on her merry way, right? She isn’t meant to die for me. Right?” The last word escaped as a screech. “I agreed to muck the stable!”
Looking annoyed, Baldman stomped up the steps to clasp my good wrist. “Mucking a stable means dying for your titleholder, you fool.”
I grappled for freedom, attempting to get to Brunette, but Baldman proved too strong and quickly wrangled me inside the roofless cage, using a metal cuff to shackle me in place. Hay provided a cushion, at least, but it stunk.
Realization set in. I’d become Mr. Green’s prisoner—in Brunette’s place. I fought my bonds. The boys reeked of sweat and fear. The teenager fought her bonds. For the time being, I ignored all three, choosing to press my face against the bars and peer out.
Jasher moved behind Brunette. The “substitute.” Provided by Mr. Green, the “titleholder.” The words made sense at last. I only wished they didn’t.
“A substitute has been selected and accepted.” Jasher raised the ax over his head.
“No,” I shouted. “Please, don’t do this.” I had not sent another human being to her death, to pay for a crime I myself had committed. Surely I hadn’t. Surely he wouldn’t.
The cart lurched forward as Jasher swung. I lost sight of the dais, but I heard the loud thunk. New cheers filled the air, and I knew. Like the old man, Brunette had lost her head.
My hand flew over my mouth as a spear of guilt pierced my heart. Golden sunlight filled the cart, leaving no trace of the storm. As the celebration grew louder, I ground my teeth. A coincidence, nothing more.
Gears cranked, the pole lowering, bringing the redhead into a seated position. A metal cover unfolded over us, extended the length of the bars and blocking out most of the light.
One of the boys tugged on my arm. When I met his gaze, he pointed to the redhead. I looked her over and realized I could free her arms from the pole. The links attaching my cuff to the cart stretched just far enough to allow me to undo her rope. Which I did.
She crumbled into herself, taking a moment to wheeze before lifting her hands to remove the gag. After huffing and puffing while massaging sore muscles, her pretty brown eyes cleared of discomfort.
She resettled against the hay and met my gaze. “You ain’t from around here, is you?”
“Where am I?” I croaked. “What is this awful place?”
“This be Emerald, a province in Hakeldama.”
I wracked my brain but couldn’t locate Hakeldama on my mental map. And Emerald? I laughed without humor. First I’d met the Tinman, then the Scarecrow. Now this. “What state are we in?” Couldn’t be Kansas. “Which country?”
“Country? No. In Hakeldama, there be six territories. West rules Emerald.”
“Name the other territories.” Surely I’d recognize one. “Please.”
“Sapphire, Ruby, Amethyst, Opal, and Diamond.” The girl rubbed two fingers over her chin, leaving a streak of dirt. “I’m Patch, by the way. Never Patricia,” she added with attitude. “Patch.”
“I’m Moriah.” Can’t process. Why name the “territories” after gemstones? The fact that I’d tornadoed into a place known as Emerald, where Dorothy Gale had journeyed, left a foul taste in my mouth.
I met the gaze of each young boy at Patch’s side. “And who are you?”
Both possessed mops of white curls and big black eyes. No doubt they were brothers. They looked at the girl, as if seeking permission to respond.
“This is Boo and Coo,” Patch said, speaking over squeaking wheels. “Their mom cut out their tongues so they’d fetch a higher price when she sold ‘em to Mr. West.”
How was any of that okay anywhere? “Mr. West is the man in the green suit, I take it.”
“Yep. He decided he liked you more than Tandi, I guess.”
Great. Another The Wonderful Wizard of Oz connection. If I was supposed to be Dorothy, and I wasn’t saying I was, even though I was currently dressed to play the part, I’d just stumbled upon my nemesis, and he had me at a huge disadvantage.
The cart hit a pothole, the first of many, and I winced, every bruise and injury protesting. “How did you end up with Mr. West? How long have you been a… stable mucker?”
“Too long, and through no fault of my own,” she said, giving me no real details. “I heard you tell the executioner you stole a healing elixir. Be glad you spilled it. Those elixirs heal the injured parts of the body only to ruin healthy ones. Here. This’ll make you feel better real quick with none of them nasty side effects.” She removed a leather cord from around her neck. A small, clear vial dangled from the center, half empty with something red. She uncorked the top, shook a grain-like substance into her palm and offered it to me.
Did she tell the truth? Or was this meant to hurt me further? Payback for Brunette’s miserable end? Trust no one.
I didn’t know what to think anymore, but I was desperate enough to take a chance. “How much do I owe you?” I asked, accepting.
“Nothin’. Consider it a gift from one substitute to another.”
Substitute. Those who weren’t saved from death but allowed to live only a little longer. “Thank you, Patch.” Down the hatch. The bitter taste made me grimace. I waited seconds, a full minute, but nothing changed. No easing of my pain. But no increasing of it either, so, guess I’d consider it a win. “I’m so sorry about your friend. I had no idea what would transpire when I… I didn’t mean…I’m so sorry,” I repeated.
“She weren’t my friend.” Patch hiked her shoulders in a shrug, then re-hooked the leather strap to her neck, hiding the vial under the collar of her potato sack. “Substitutes don’t usually last long. Especially when their titleholders can commit a crime every day and still keep a stable overflowing with men, women and children forced to die in their place.”
“This occurs daily?” Shock must have addled my brain, because I couldn’t align what I heard and what I’d witnessed with an ingrained sense of justice. “We are payment for crimes committed by Mr. West?”
“O’ course. If someone don’t die, the storms come,” Patch explained.
“But that’s preposterous! And barbaric!”
Another shrug. “That’s the way of things.”
Well, it shouldn’t be. Not here, not anywhere. How were those like Mr. West getting away with it? “Beheading innocents is the worst crime of all. And how did everyone know I’d stolen the elixir?” No one had protested when I’d done it, which meant no one had seen it happen.
“That’s easy.” Patch used her index finger to draw a circle above her head. “The crimen appears after a crime is committed, then disappears once the offender or a substitute has been punished for the deed and harmony restored.”
Oooh. So I had seen a shadowy halo above West’s head. Obviously, he’d broken a law. And the same ring had appeared over my head, as well. But how was a crimen even possible? Something like that shouldn’t happen outside of books and movies.
When the cart hit another bump, I tensed, expecting a fresh burst of pain. Except, I felt good. Oddly good. Eyes going wide, I lifted my broken wrist. No way! The bones and tendons appeared perfectly restored. I wiggled my fingers, experiencing not even a flicker of pain. Wagged my hand back and forth. Nope. Nothing.
The bone had healed in a matter of minutes. Completely. An impossibility. Modern medicine did not—could not—work such a miracle.
I froze. Could one of those grains heal my father?
Abuzz with hope, I pointed to Patch’s vial. “What are those? Where did you get them? Where can I get some?”
“They’re called serpens-rosa, and I bought them. Paid a high price for them, too.” She lifted her chin, going on the defensive, silently daring me to make a play for the prize. “The first dose is free. The next will cost ya’.”
Serpens-rosa was what Elixir Man had compared his product to. ‘Almost as good,’ he’d said. “How much? What do you want for a second dose?” Not that it mattered. I had nothing to give.
“I’ll let you know.” My companion waved to encompass the world outside the cart. “If you can survive the Governor’s Guild.”
“Oh, I’ll survive all right, but I won’t be sticking around. I’m going home.” Wait. Back up. “The man in the green suit. Mr. West. He’s a government official?”
“He surely is.”
Meaning he had security measures galore. Maybe I’d have a better chance escaping the cart?
I scrambled to press my face between the bars, peering out at a fading marketplace and an endless expanse of lime-colored flowers stretching for miles in the middle of nowhere.
Trepidation caught me up in a whirlwind of supposition. Let’s say I escaped the cart. Where would I even go? Not back to town, where a heartless executioner killed without remorse. I’d done some hunting and fishing with my dad as a kid, but I saw no trees, no animals. Besides that, I had no weapons. My stomach flip-flopped. Maybe I should visit the Governor’s Guild, after all. There, I could find a phone and call for help. And acquire serpens-rosa for Dad.
Except. The crimen. Daily decapitations. Titleholders. Provinces named after gemstones. I wasn’t in Kansas anymore.



CHAPTER 4
A ROAD TO SOMEWHERE

The cart stopped abruptly. Patch and the boys stiffened as footsteps drew closer. I remained still, not even daring to breathe, rendered immobile by indecision. What should I do, what should I do? Snatch Patch’s vial and run at the first opportunity, possibly earning another crimen? Or wait and learn my new surroundings, risking execution on Mr. West’s behalf while attempting to earn the serpens-rosa
legitimately?
Metal clinked, the lock disengaging. My heart pounded. Hinges creaked as the door opened. Sunlight spilled into the musty, dusty enclosure, shining a brighter spotlight on my dilemma. Decision time.
Baldman unlocked my chain, grabbed my waist, and yanked me out. He plopped me on a green cobblestone pathway near Mr. West, who remained preoccupied with a missing button on his jacket.
As the titleholder patted and examined the velvet, he reminded me of a cartoon villain. Wildly unconcerned, wholly ridiculous and overly confident. That he’d traveled to a market with a handful of death-proxies, and had used two of them, disgusted me on so many levels. He’d been prepared—probably even expected—to break laws, unconcerned by the innocent lives forfeited on his behalf. And mine.
Guilt pricked me, boring holes in my outrage, making room for distress. Though instinct demanded I bolt now, now, now, I bit my tongue and remained docile. Decision made. I must acquire more of Patch’s serpens-rosa and learn the best route for escape. Food, a canteen of water, a map of the land, and weapons wouldn’t be amiss, either.
“I know I sported the button before we left,” West stated. “Where could it be, Hogg?”
“I’ll have the carriage and bazaar searched, sir,” Baldman—correction, Hogg—promised while unlocking Patch, who slapped his hand. He scowled. “That’s ten lashes, girl. Want to go for twenty?”
Ten lashes for such a minor—and deserved—offense. Wow. Hakeldama was a subsection of hell, wasn’t it?
She climbed out on her own steam, not the least bit intimidated, and he scowled at her before working to free the boys.
Unease rippled through me, leaving deposits of frost. I scanned my surroundings while Hogg extracted the boys. Hmm. No homes or buildings nearby. Only a field of lime-colored flowers. Every time a petal floated on a light breeze, a new petal grew in its place. An overpowering sweet and sour odor saturated the air, turning each inhalation into a dream and a travesty. I waved a hand in front of my face.
The movement drew West’s attention, and his frown. “You remind me of someone. I thought it before, but I’m sure of it now.”
“Do I look like another sacrifice you’ve had murdered?” I snapped.
“Ah. That’s probably it.” His nonchalance threw fuel of the fire of my disdain. Not that he cared. He returned to searching for his missing button.
At my side, Patch muttered, “Welcome home, newbie.”
Hogg the henchman nudged me, a silent command to follow Mr. West, who mumbled under his breath about the condition of his beloved jacket. More consideration for an article of clothing than any person.
I stumbled over a rock. Between one shuffling step and the next, the scenery changed from a deserted landmass to an enchanted paradise, and I jolted. Oh, wow. The most magnificent mansion loomed at the end of a winding pearlescent pathway. High and sprawling, with a mix of rounded towers and pointed steeples, all varying shades of green. Sage walls. Mint columns. Jade window shutters. Pine roof.
I’d never been a fan of Braum’s story, but thanks to my hometown and the diner, I had an okay knowledge of the characters, plot and locations. “This must be what happens when the Lollipop Guild has a baby with the Emerald City.”
“Pipe down,” Hogg snapped, giving me a harder push.
I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth, saying nothing else, deciding instead to continue my examination of the grounds. A sculpture of Mr. West topped a seafoam marble fountain in the center of a yard scattered with manicured trees the color of shamrocks, circled by flowers with petals that reminded me of crocodile skin. So he was a callous murderer as well as a narcissist. Good to know.
When the cobblestone path forked, Mr. West went straight. Hogg prodded me until I veered right.
“Ensure the new girl behaves. Brand her, clean her up, and bring her to my office,” Mr. West called without looking back. “Make sure she looks her best. She’ll be meeting Henry.”
Surely “brand her” didn’t mean what I thought it meant. “Who’s Henry?”
“Here are the rules,” Hogg said, clasping my arm and squeezing to ensure I paid attention. “Do what you’re told, when you’re told. If you run, breaking your word to act as Mr. West’s substitute, another substitute will die for your crime and you’ll be next in line. Because yes, you’ll be caught, punished and wish you’d died before you do, in fact, die. If your presence isn’t required in the house, you will stay here.” He waved to indicate the large green barn at the end of our path.
A muscle jumped in my jaw. Okay. Yes. Mr. West totally might have meant what I suspected. The man kept his substitutes in an actual stable. Why wouldn’t he burn his mark into human beings as if we were cattle? Looked like I’d be doing some fighting, after all.
Inside the structure, I discovered a hay-covered floor and twenty-five stalls, a few occupied by green horses, the rest inhabited by surprisingly upbeat people, both young and old. Like Patch and the boys, they wore potato sacks. I wasn’t looking forward to obtaining a fashion travesty of my own.
At the end of the corridor, a wide-open space housed two carts and various equipment.
“Well, well. West found a new toy for Henry,” an older woman called. She leaned over a wooden railing in a loft. “Even better, Patch has returned. You and the boys beat Tandi to the rear of the cart, did you? Gotta admit, I didn’t expect that. You’re scrappy, but she was mean.”
Who was this Henry everyone kept mentioning, and what did she mean, toy?
“Shut up, Nelva!” Patch swiped up a stone and tossed it, nailing the old woman in the chest. “You don’t know nothin’.”
Nelva’s scowl promised swift retribution.
Their interaction painted a clearer picture of what happened today. Hogg hadn’t picked a specific substitute; he’d just grabbed the one closest to the door. Perhaps Brunette—Tandi—had even wedged her chained body in front of the boys to the best of her ability. The only other viable option had been hanging on a pole.
No wonder these death-surrogates didn’t make friends with each other. They were caught up in a zero-sum game.
“Stop lallygagging.” Hogg tightened his grip on my bicep and hauled me into an office. An unexpectedly normal workplace with a desk covered in papers, a chair on each side, and a set of filing cabinets that lined the walls.
“Sit,” he barked, giving me a push toward a chair.
I obeyed, ready to get this over with. Although, maybe, finally, I might learn where, exactly, I’d landed. Was Hakeldama even located on modern Earth? The very idea that I’d traveled to another world or time or dimension struck me as absurd and yet…not.
My companion plopped into the seat behind the desk and gathered a leather-bound book and a feather pen. “Name, age, and village of birth.”
“Moriah Shaker. Twenty. Ozworld, Kansas.” No reason to risk a crimen with a lie. Hopeful, I asked, “Have you met anyone else from Kansas?” If a tornado had whisked me here, it might’ve done the same to others in the past. Though I scoured my brain, I couldn’t recall the name of the local woman who’d spurred the original rumors.
“I have,” he replied as he recorded my information. “I’m not surprised you hail from such a savage land. Your fellow Kansans were just as mouthy.”
I blinked at him. Savage? Wait. Others had been here! “What happened to them?” I rushed out, puffing up as excitement brewed.
“What else? They either died or got traded.” His indifferent tone deflated my internal balloon. “No more questions. I don’t recall giving you permission to speak. Give me your hand.”
What, they used fingerprint ID here? Willing to play nice for answers, I obeyed, offering my hand. But I didn’t stay quiet. “I’d like to read your logbook to search for names I might recognize. And that wasn’t a question but a request.”
“You may not.” He clasped my wrist and stamped white-hot iron into my palm. “No more requests, either.”
I screeched, unprepared for the flare of scorching pain. What the—He released me, and I snatched back my throbbing appendage.
A bomb of fury detonated inside me when I spotted the design seared into my flesh. OZ. As in…
No! No, no, no. “What does this mean?” I demanded.
Hogg motioned to a filing cabinet marked O-Z. The cabinet next to it read A-N. I worked my jaw as realization dawned. OZ referenced an alphabetical filing system.
“You belong to Mr. West now,” Hogg said. “Your actions are a reflection upon him, so you will conduct yourself with dignity and decorum at all times.”
“I belong to myself.” And I highly doubted Mr. West was known as a man of “dignity” and “decorum.”
Hogg continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “You are not to ever commit a crime.”
“What’s considered a crime?” I grated. “Give me a full list.”
“Lying, stealing, cheating, and everything in between.”
I sputtered for a moment. “And decapitation? Is that not a crime?”
“That is a sacrifice. Payment for a wrongdoing. Necessary.” He waved his hand when I opened my mouth to reply. “From now on, I decide your fate. Best you remember that.” He stood and rounded the desk. When he reached out to pull me to a stand, I slapped his arm away and rose on my own. He narrowed his eyelids, saying, “I suggest you behave, or things will not go well for you.”
No doubt his idea of “behave” was accepting any abuse he and Mr. West dished. At least he hadn’t arranged a whipping for me.
“Be thankful you aren’t with Mrs. East. Her substitutes beg to be traded to Mr. West.”
“A worse choice doesn’t make a bad one better,” I told him, the frost on my spine solidifying.
He rolled his eyes as if I spouted nonsense and strode from the office, expecting me to follow. Which I did. I had a mission. Study. Learn. Obtain. Go. Without causing the death of another sacrifice.
Ugh. How was I supposed to manage such a feat?
Only Patch met my gaze as I marched through the stable once more. The knowing sympathy I detected in the hustler’s eyes left me far from comforted.
Queasy, I asked, “Can you at least tell me about Henry?”
“Mr. West’s eldest son. He won’t force you into his bed if that’s what’s worrying you,” Hogg assured me. “His women are always given a choice.”
That statement did nothing to alleviate my nerves.
Hogg led me outside, along a different cobblestone path, and into the garden behind the mansion, where (green) bee houses abounded. A forest as eerie as the one near the chapel stretched beyond them. Using a door in back, we entered an ancient kitchen bustling with activity. At least fifteen sweating women chopped, stirred, and mixed a diverse assortment of foods. A massive wood-burning stove turned the space into an oven.
In seconds, sweat sheened me. I hardly cared, too busy eyeing the goodies, overwhelmed by hunger. Months had passed since I’d eaten a decent meal.
Hogg thrust me toward a girl frying sausages. “This is Moriah Shaker from the otherworld. Clean her up and take her to Mr. West’s office to meet Henry. But be careful. She’s a spicy one.” 
Otherworld, he’d said. Did that mean what it seemed to mean?
The girl heaved a weary sigh and motioned someone over to finish the frying. She didn’t grab me, just stalked from the room, expecting my compliance.
I cast a final, longing glance at those sausages and followed. We traveled through a series of doors and down a flight of steps, into an underground chamber with rocky walls and a bubbling spring. Four women my age congregated there, wearing sparkling bathing suits, chatting and laughing. They ranged in sizes and colors. From the palest white to the darkest black, each a bona fide beauty.
The waters called to my deepest depths. How long since I’d taken the time to relax and swim?
Upon noticing me, everyone went silent.
“Moriah Shaker from the otherworld, meet Mr. West’s house choir. They sing at every meal and other times too. Both Wests are home, by the way,” the servant informed the bath babes. “You’ll be summoned for duty as soon as Henry’s snack is served. But first, the newcomer must be prepared. House choir, meet Moriah Shaker, the new Tandi no doubt. I’m told she’s spicy.”
“I’m really not. Spicy, I mean.” To prove it, I unveiled my best waitressing smile and waved. “I’m just a weary traveler—” The servant shoved me into the water.
I came up sputtering with a rebuke on my tongue as my slippers sank to the bottom. But oh, wow, this felt nice. Like my favorite memories wrapped in a dream come true. While I tread, the burn in my palm faded. Any remaining muscle aches dulled. Even my hunger subsided.
Swimming to a shallower section, I looked around. The members of the choir were climbing out of the pool while the servant gathered a towel and a ridiculously sheer green genie costume from a shelf nestled inside a cozy nook.
Was I supposed to wear the slinky garment when I faced Henry? If so, Tandi’s role in his life was no longer a mystery. Unfortunately for Henry, I wasn’t on board with becoming a replacement mistress.
The bath babes collected an array of jars and returned to the water. “The newcomer must be prepared” now made sense, too. “I’m able to prepare myself, ladies.” And not for some guy’s sexual amusement.
“But we were instructed to help,” the redhead replied as the group surrounded me. In a matter of minutes, they stripped, soaped, scrubbed, and oiled me from top to bottom. Protesting did no good. The women were kind, but relentless.
Enveloped by an incredible fragrance of sugared cherries and sweet almonds, I finally gave in. Yes, I could have thrown elbows, but why bother? Better to save my energy for Henry West.
My companions twittered as they worked.
“Your hair is lovely. Reminds me of sable silk.”
“But your poor, abused hands!”
“I’ve never seen eyes like yours. A mix of amber and emeralds, with rings of lighter and darker shades in between.”
Blushing from the wealth of compliments, I interjected, “Why was Tandi sent to the chopping block?” Had she done something? Broken a law? Or had Henry simply tired of her?
“She fell in love with a delivery boy,” the redhead said, massaging my scalp, and dang that felt good.
“Such a shame she’s gone. I liked her.” The blond bit her bottom lip. “But if I’m being honest, a part of me envies her the escape, tragic though it was.”
The other choir members twittered their shock, scandalized by her admission.
“What?” the blond demanded. “Every time Mr. West or his son go on a crimen spree, they come back crueler.”
Nodding and murmurs of “so cold” ensued. Apparently, it was a truth that couldn’t be denied.
Cringing inside, I rubbed the spot over my heart. Would I become crueler, now that I’d experienced a crimen? I moaned when the blond began massaging my shoulders. Mmm. My eyelids slid shut. I hoped she never stopped. “What are your names?”
“I’m Lulu. This is Gladys, Buttercup, and Elaine.” She rinsed the soap from my hair. “Tandi was from the otherworld too. A storm brought her here.” The others shuddered at the word “storm.”
I reacted as if I’d made contact with an electric socket. “Did Tandi ever mention the state of Kansas? Ozworld, to be specific.”
“Not that I’m aware of,” Gladys replied, and the others twittered their agreement.
Maybe I’d come across her at some point? I poured through memories for any hint of Tandi. Preschool, junior high. High school. Two years of college. Nothing. “How long did she live here?”
“Oh, six months or so. More than anything, she longed to return home. The Guardian could’ve helped her, but Henry threw her lover in prison and threatened to kill him if she ran.”
The others paused to sigh dreamily. “The Guardian.”
“He’s so, so great.”
“But also terrible.”
More dreamy sighs. “Beyond powerful. Deliciously handsome.”
Jasher had mentioned this infamous guardian, too. “If—” when “—I run from the Wests, will I acquire a crimen?” Best to be informed.
“That depends. Did you agree to be a substitute?” Buttercup asked.
I’m willing to pay her debt. But in return for my extreme generosity, she must agree to muck my stable.
Do you accept, Moriah Shaker?
Yes. I’ll work off those silvers, no problem.
“I did,” I croaked.
“Then yes.”
The queasiness returned to my stomach. “There must be a way to escape without dying.”
“There is,” Gladys offered. “If Mr. West or Henry release you from your verbal contract.”
It wasn’t the best news, but it wasn’t the worst, either. I turned the conversation back to the source of help. “Tell me more about this guardian guy.”
Sunny smiles broke out.
“Did I mention how handsome he is?” Elaine asked.
The others twittered their agreement.
“And he’s powerful. So brave!”
“Perfect even.”
“He’s the only one strong enough to survive the storms and escort otherworlders home,” Lulu added, “but he lives in the City of Lux.”
Finally! A rock-solid answer. “Where’s the City of Lux?”
“Over the river, through the woods, around the poppy glens and beyond the sands and minefields.”
I blinked. “Are you kidding?” The beauty was messing with me, right, quoting part of a nursery rhyme. Plus, poppy glens? Come on! Poison poppies were featured in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, too.
“We never kid,” Buttercup deadpanned. “Jokes can sometimes be considered lying, and lying is bad. But if you’re hoping to travel to Lux, don’t. Depart from these grounds without permission, and you won’t just acquire a crimen. Bounty hunters will give chase. If you evade them, you’ll have to deal with trappers. And if you can’t get around the poppy glens, well.” Color drained from her cheeks. “You’ll die badly.”
Hunters, trappers, and poppies, oh my. No matter the danger, I must, must, must get to the City of Lux. And I must do it as soon as possible with some of Patch’s serpens-rosa in hand. “This river. Where is it?”
“The river isn’t far from here. A mere ten miles due south. You have only to exit West’s office, turn left, left, right, left, and you’ll make it to the garden. Nobody but the stablekeeper will try to stop you.” Elaine met my gaze, as serious as a heart attack. “But you should stay put. The Wests are awful, but the journey is worse. Oh, the stories I’ve heard.”
Patch must’ve broken my ability to trust the citizens of Hakeldama. Because why had the ladies given me such explicit instructions if they truly expected me to stay put? Did they want to get rid of me for some reason, but couldn’t admit it? “Tandi stayed and died anyway,” I pointed out.
No one responded. They were too busy looking behind me with an eerie mix of apprehension and excitement. “Is that…?” Lulu’s voice trailed off.
My brow furrowed as I followed their gazes with my own. A large bubble rose from the bottom of the pool, breeched the water’s surface, and popped, revealing a pink-haired, pink-skinned beauty wearing an elaborate headdress and seaweed gown. Beads hung over her forehead, creating the illusion of bangs. Shark teeth dangled from her ears.
“Water maiden,” the bath babes squealed in one accord.
Water maiden? Hmm. There were no water maidens in Oz. Well, not to my knowledge.
Moving with unnatural grace, the stranger glided to the shallow end, reclined, and leveled a fathomless stare on me. “Welcome to Hakeldama, otherworlder.”
Her voice. Eerie and melodic and soul-curdling. “Who—” what “—are you?” What was a water maiden, exactly?
“I am Iris the Good, granter of your greatest desire, at your service.” The beauty dipped her head in acknowledgement.
The choir piped up. “She’s so pretty!” “A good friend to have!” “A terrible enemy to make!” “I’ve never seen one in person!”
Iris waved to them, an irritated swipe of her fingers. “Go.”
The choir members squealed and rushed from the water, then the chamber, never looking back.
“Some would call me a greedy mercenary,” Iris said, swirling a finger in the water, causing greater ripples to lap at me. “Others might compare me to a much needed savior. But either way, I’m here to aid in your return. I promise you, Moriah, you’ll never get home without me.”
Home, the magic word. “You’ve caught my interest, I admit it, but you’ve also raised my suspicions.” I’d taken a few business classes, and I knew a scarcity tactic when I heard it. Buy now or lose this opportunity forever. “You want something in return, I’m guessing.”
“Always.” Iris canted her head to the side, earrings swinging back and forth. “But if you’d like, I’ll go away and give you a few days to experience all the Wests have to offer. After you’ve experienced their…hospitality, you’ll attempt to escape and fail. Then you’ll be punished and in no condition to make the journey to Lux for weeks and weeks. Perhaps months and months. I’ll return then, when you’re eager to hear what I have to say.”
“Now hold up,” I rushed out. Because yes, she’d called my bluff. I didn’t have weeks and months. Nor did my father. If she could get me home sooner rather than later, I had to act now. “What do you want?”
“When the time comes, I’ll demand a favor, and you’ll do it without hesitation. My fee is non-negotiable. I help you, or I don’t. You say yes to my terms or you say no. Which is it?”
Eighteen words. That was all the water maiden had spoken, and yet she’d wielded each with the precision of a sword.
“The clock is ticking,” she said in a sing-song voice. “In five seconds, I leave and don’t return for six months. Possibly a year. I can wait for what I want. Can you?”
“I agree to your terms,” I grated.
A gleeful smile spread. “Excellent. When you’re ready to leave, open the compass. Keep it with you afterward. It’s your ticket to the City of Lux.” The other woman climbed from the pool, sauntered to a bench, and crooked her finger at me.
I emerged and marched over, intending to find a towel. But I’d fully dried from head to toe while walking. Another occurrence I couldn’t explain. “What compass?”
“Why, the one you’re wearing around your neck.”
My hand flew to my throat. I expected to find nothing. Except… Gasping, I ran my fingers along a chain I hadn’t sported mere seconds ago. A rusted compass dangled from the center.
“No need to worry someone will steal it from you,” she said. “Substitutes are allowed to keep their possessions, and theft doesn’t happen in this world.”
As I reeled, Iris helped me into the barely-there genie costume picked by the servant. The low crop top, glossy panties and transparent pantaloons was made to entice, and I hated it. She anchored strappy sandals to my feet and braided my hair. Tasks the water maiden completed in a blink, moving at a dizzying speed I failed to fully track.
“What kind of favors do you usually demand?” I asked.
Iris smiled. With a wild glint in eyes of the deepest magenta, she said, “When you are released from your contract, you’ll have a three-minute head start. No more, no less.” Of course, she mentioned nothing about the favors. “Remember my words.” She kissed my brow—and vanished.
I blinked, searching the chamber for her, and suddenly found myself standing before a pair of elaborately carved doors. Reeling…
What just happened? Where was the pool?
Heart pounding against my ribs, I pushed inside
and scanned my new surroundings. Another office. This one reminded me of a mythical fortress with gritty medieval harshness tempered by opulence. Dark green panels covered the walls. Display cases held fancy weapons I wished I could steal. A light sage marble floor complemented antique furnishings carved from wood stained a deep jade.
Two velvet chairs perched before a crystal hearth and—oh, dear heaven! Two massive, winged beasts flanked it. They were hideous, and they were an exact image of the monsters I had obsessively sketched and painted most of my life. The ones my mother had described in her bedtime fairytales. Creatures of unfiltered rage and unbridled hatred, covered in molted fur, with crimson eyes and fang-filled snouts. Gnarled wings stretched over their shoulders, the tips sharper than any dagger. Thick claws extended from bony fingers and twisted toes.
Breathe. Just breathe. They could be real. But what if they were? Did that mean…was it possible… Prickles of dread and confusion sped over my nerve endings. Had my mother visited this land? At the very least, she’d known someone who had.
I clutched the too low bustline of my top and backed away.
“Ghastly, aren’t they?”
A man’s voice. Unfamiliar. Stiffening, I spun to face the speaker. He sat behind an elaborate desk with bees carved throughout the wood. Leaning forward, he abandoned the shadows to enter the light.
He was more beautiful than Jasher, and he was smiling at me, revealing a mouthful of perfect pearly whites. Thick dark hair framed the kind of face I’d dubbed “lady killer” on campus. Bedroom green eyes with heavy upper lids. A nose that could serve as the perfect after photo for any plastic surgeon’s portfolio. Lips most people must envy. Strong jaw as flawless as the rest of him.
He wore an emerald suit, with a starched white undershirt. Henry West?
“Honestly?” I replied, acting as though I hadn’t spent the past few minutes examining him. “They aren’t the worst thing I’ve encountered today.”
“Ah, yes.” He lifted a letter opener I longed to confiscate, pressed the tip against his index finger and lightly twisted the metal around and around. “Attending a public execution for the first time can be jarring.”
Among other things. “What are they?” I motioned to the creatures. The word ‘dreadful’ had been used to describe my drawings, but such a tame description failed to do the in-person incarnation justice.
“They are called monstra,” he said, “and they are what come in the storms.”
I wondered if Mom had called them monstra, too, but I’d heard monster. She’d described the creatures so feared, they turned ordinary villagers into a bloodthirsty mob. Not drawn by storms, not in the stories, but fear and greed. My chest hollowed out.
“I’m Henry West, by the way. And you are Moriah from Kansas.” He set the letter opener down and waved to the cushioned chair on the other side of the desk, then poured himself a glass of something—shocker—green. A plate of frosted desserts topped a stack of folders. “You aren’t our first otherworlder, so I know how confused you are. I’m happy to clear up matters.”
With a last glance at the beasts, I eased into the seat. I had business to attend to.
Leaning back, he swirled the ice in his glass. “If you have questions, ask.”
Refusing to be intimidated, I did to him what I’d done to my dates. Stared him down until he shifted in his seat and tugged at his collar. Well. At least my effect on males hadn’t changed. “How do you live with yourself, knowing people are killed on your behalf?”
“How do you?” he countered, and I narrowed my eyes. “I’m told you stole an elixir from a hardworking vendor.”
“I intended to repay him.”
“Ah. Intention. The enemy of many a good deed,” he said. Up close I noticed the frost in his emerald irises. Not as much as the executioner possessed, but somehow worse. “A substitute died to stop a storm you caused, just as others have died to stop mine.”
Perspiration moistened my palms. I had no argument. “What is it you plan to do to me?”
His grin reappeared and widened. “That depends. Are you a good girl or a bad girl?”
Oh, no. We weren’t playing that game. “I would rather lose my head than my dignity.”
“You’ll change your mind, my pretty.” He smirked, his eyes glittering with challenge. “Your kind always does.”
“My kind. You mean those you have the power to help but only harm?” Disgust surged to the forefront. I suspected that, to him, women were merely dolls to break and discard. More heartless than Jasher.
Now why’d I have to go and think of him again?
“Exactly.” The governor’s son drained the contents of his glass, then selected a cookie from the plate. As he bit into the treat, he watched me as though he hadn’t a care. Finally, he stood and leisurely closed the distance to crouch before me. “One day, I believe you’ll even thank me for it.”
Unnerved, I reached up without thought and clutched the water maiden’s compass. My eyes widened as her words replayed inside my head. When you’re ready to leave, open the compass.
“I’ll give you a choice.” Henry dragged his knuckles along my arm, purring, “Amuse me tonight, or deliver Patch’s lashes. To start.”
So, climb into bed with him or harm the girl with healing grains. Had Patch suspected the choice that would be presented to me and sought to garner my good will? Not that it mattered either way. I wouldn’t do it. I had expected to stay a few days, learn the lay of the land, and gather supplies, but here and now, that plan changed.
Deep breath in. Out. Then, I did it. I opened the compass, ready to hit the bricks. Staying here, even for a night, came with a price tag I refused to pay.
A puff of pink smoke curled from the compass’s insides and wafted to my companion’s nostrils. He jerked and mumbled, “The Wests hereby release you from your contract,” as his lids slid shut. He crumbled onto the floor, unconscious.



CHAPTER 5
MORIAH’S CHOICE

Ipressed my scarred palm to my mouth. Was Henry West dead? Had the smoke killed him?
Did I have another crime to answer for?
I squatted, reached out and, with a trembling hand, jammed two fingers into the hollow of his throat, searching for... A pulse! Oh, thank goodness.
When you are released from your contract, you’ll have a three-minute head start. No more, no less.
Were Henry’s words enough to free me from the verbal contract, despite the lack of witnesses? They must be, or the so-called water maiden wouldn’t have touted the merits of my head start. She hadn’t steered me wrong so far and the clock was ticking, so...
Go, go, go! I erupted to my feet and reached out to swipe the letter opener, only to close my fingers before contact. Could I really risk another theft? Even to acquire a weapon.
Frustrated and resolved, I blasted from the office. The bath babes lined the hallway. They burst into a haunting melody. As soon as they clocked my identity, they switched to a fast-paced song. Something I might hear in a movie during a high-speed chase destined to end with a lethal crash.
I hurried on, following Elaine’s directions. Left, left, right, left. Several servants noticed my mad dash through the mansion, especially in the kitchen, but as promised, no one attempted to stop me. Tick tock. I made it to the backyard and dashed through the bee garden.
In the distance, the sun framed the stable with a golden glow. I sprinted for it, certain an alarm would screech at any moment. But dang it, I didn’t want to leave without those healing grains.
I rushed inside the stable. No sign of Hogg, the stablekeeper. How much time remained on the three minute clock? Hunting for Patch, I ran down the aisle between stalls. Cliques congregated here and there. Some played dice games. Others talked. A few huddled in a corner alone to read a book. No one paid me any heed.
I found my target observing the others from the loft, where the old woman had stood earlier. Up the steps I bounded. “I want to buy the serpens-rosa,” I blurted out. Forget pleasantries. No time. “At least one grain.” I would protect it with my life. “What’s your price? Tell me! My father is dying, and I’m going to save him.”
Patch gaped at me. “You told Henry West no? He must be losing his touch.”
“Is hearing my response to him what you require for payment?” I demanded, glancing over my shoulder. No sign of Hogg. Still. My anxiety cranked up another notch.
The girl snorted. “Hardly.”
“Then I won’t waste time explaining.” Since Patch never offered a straight response, I continued with my best idea. “A water maiden is helping me reach the City of Lux. Iris.” If I had to name drop, I would. “Any silvers I find or earn along the way, I’ll hand over to you. All of them. I’ll guard your back, and I won’t betray you, even when you annoy me.”
“West has my contract,” she reminded me.
Gah! The contract. And unlike me, she didn’t have a water maiden with unexplainable tricks and sketchy motives in her corner. “Then how about a single grain because I turned down the opportunity to deliver your whipping?”
“Reward you for making a mistake? Nah. Don’t think I will.”
Very well. I had one last thing to offer. “Give me a grain, and I vow to return to you, whatever it takes, and help you gain your freedom. Don’t let this opportunity pass. You might not get another.” Always go with what worked.
“Nah,” she repeated, but this time there was a tremor in her voice. “I’ll get my hopes up, and you’ll disappoint me.”
“You don’t need Patch’s serpens-rosa if you’re going to Lux.” The slightly familiar voice came from behind me, and I spun. The older woman who’d teased the redhead about defeating Tandi had climbed to the top of the stairs. “It’s as common as bread there, I’ve heard.”
Only a fool based her decision on rumors. I peered at a scowling Patch. Her serpens-rosa, at least, was a sure thing. Plus, there was no guarantee I would be able to pay anyone else. “Please.”
“You’re as good as dead if you leave,” the girl snapped, holding onto her vial with a vice grip. “Only pain and misery await you out there.”
“And no pain or misery await me here?” Okay. Enough back and forth. Tick tock, tick tock. I would give this one more shot. “There’s no crimen above my head, so you know I’m not lying. I mean it when I say I’ll help you however I can.”
Patch’s mouth floundered open and closed. Ultimately, she rasped, “No. You’re of no use to me if you’re gone.”
Disappointment struck, but fine. Whatever. I wasn’t without options. Nor was I opposed to striking a second deal with the water maiden if it proved necessary. “I wish you all the best with your upcoming punishment and inevitable beheading.” Off I went, soaring past the older woman.
I drew to a halt in the middle of the steps. Guess my three minutes were up. A glowering Hogg threw open his office door. Henry must have awakened and phoned him. Or whatever method these people used to communicate long distance.
Clearly, Hogg knew what had happened. Remaining in the doorway, he scanned the area and projected fury. Alarms bells rang inside my head. Only a matter of nanoseconds before he spotted me.
I raced down the remaining steps, catching Hogg’s notice.
He shouted, “Stop her!”
If I got caught…if they threatened me into signing on as a substitute again… No! A circumstance to be avoided, whatever the cost. I dodged grasping hands and exited outside. Other than a broken compass, I lacked provision of any kind as I bounded across a petal covered hill, climbed over a waist-high picket fence, and sprinted as fast as my feet would carry me, my sandals kicking dirt. Their thin soles ensured I felt every pebble I came upon.
Breath sawed in and out of my mouth. Already winded. Great. I threw a glance over my shoulder. No one gave chase at least. Hogg had stopped at the fence, Patch beside him. Both tracked me with their gazes, but only the substitute radiated envy. The henchman silently promised revenge.
I trudged up a taller hill without slowing my pace. My flimsy dress fluttered in the wind, the hem flapping against my calves. Those three-eyed birds flew overhead, watching my progress. I shuddered. Were they scavengers hoping to feast on my remains?
Finally, I reached the hill’s peak. Except, more hills stretched in the distance, and I moaned. Well, no matter. Turn around? Never. On I slogged, putting the Wests and Hogg in my rear view.
Remaining cognizant of Elaine’s directions, I counted the seconds in my head, keeping time. If my calculations were correct, I mostly ran but sometimes speed walked ten minute miles. Meaning, I should reach the river in an hour. My biggest obstacle now? Not collapsing from exhaustion. Already I huffed, puffed and poured with sweat.
At least I had a pretty distraction. As the sun lowered on the horizon, it reminded me of Jasher’s eyes. Oh. Ugh. What a silly thought. Totally inconsequential.
Another half-hour passed, checking off three more miles. Please, please, please. Only two more miles to go. Determination was a whip at my back, driving me onward, faster and faster. I didn’t slow even when oxygen scraped my lungs raw. Didn’t pause to take stock as the temperature unexpectedly chilled, my internal thermostat plummeting from over-warm to unbearably cold.
A combination of shudders and shivers disrupted my steps as darkness swept over the land at a swifter clip than expected. Between heartbeats, I plunged from one level of gloom to the next. If I failed to reach the river in time…
I counted another mile before the next plunge. Then a half mile. Whatever energy I’d gained from the serpens-rosa waned completely. Lack of food and water didn’t help. I wasn’t sure how much farther I could go or when I’d lose all hint of light.
Wait! A familiar noise captured my attention, and I whimpered with relief. Rushing water. I quickened my steps, scaled a final hill, and stopped at long last, drinking in the glorious sight below me. A smile broke free. I’d done it! I’d reached the river!
Dangerous journey? Ha!
Churning water beat at glistening rocks of every color. So thirsty. Trees peppered the other side of the shore, their limbs heavy with colorful fruits and berries, each unrecognizable to me. But so what. My empty stomach twisted. So hungry.
If I drank without boiling the water first, I might sicken. If I attempted to swim across the river to eat, I could be swept away. But maybe not. I was a strong swimmer. Very strong.
But was I strong enough right now?
Let’s find out. I speed-walked the remaining distance, breaching the shore just as the last rays of light vanished. In an instant, total darkness cloaked the terrain. A darkness so thick I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face.
My heart raced. Fighting for calm, I went still. Any second, my eyes would adjust, and I’d be able to see. Yep. Surely by the count of three. One. Two. Two and a half.
Nope. No adjusting took place. With ragged inhalations, I spun left, right. Zero visibility. Not a flicker of light in any direction. A near hysterical laugh bubbled up.
This is fine. Absolutely fine. I just needed to think, to weigh my options. Which were…what? What!? Stay here, out in the open where anyone or thing could stumble upon me, or try to swim to the other side with who knew what kind of creatures lurking below the surface?
Both were abysmal ideas, but one was worse than the other. I knew it. I did. But my frantic thoughts supplied a good reason for doing it anyway. Yes, I might be killed by repeated collisions with those rocks, but the more distance I put between West and me, the better.
I wrapped my arms around my middle. No, I should opt for the semi-smart thing and stay here, awaiting sunrise. Hogg hadn’t given chase. Of course, there’d been no need. He’d comprehended what I hadn’t: the darkness well and truly trapped me.
If I wasn’t careful, what I didn’t know was going to get me killed.
Most likely, Hogg planned to set out bright and early in the morning. If not him, those bounty hunters. They would drag me back, and Henry would do something dastardly to hurt or scare me until I caved to his demands. I’d have to remain awake and ready to go at the first hint of light.
A ferocious roar erupted from the darkness, a sound half starvation, half rage and pure menace. Fear punched me. Did a monstra approach? But there was no rain. So what else was out here?
Twigs snapped, and I jolted, my heart pounding like a war drum. How close was that?
A slight whoosh of air caressed my cheek. I only had a split second to stiffen before a soft snick of pounding footsteps registered. Boom! A hard body slammed into me. Down I tumbled, crashing into the ground. The attacker accompanied me, wrapping strong arms around me and absorbing the worst of the impact.
Despite the courtesy, I sprang to my feet, hands fisted and already swinging. Jasher! I clocked his identity too late. My fist of fury connected with his face, pain exploding in my knuckles.
Even as his head whipped to the side, he caught both my wrists, preventing a second blow.
Barely recovered from my shock, I wrenched free. Wait. I could see him. Could see everything around us, too. Somehow, we stood inside a sphere of hazy light. And he looked good. Fierce determination hardened every line of his powerful frame. But, um, he stood statue-still. Very reminiscent of the Tinman. The blood-stained ax hung rested in a white-knuckled grip. He wore a breastplate carved with swirling symbols, plus matching arm and shin guards. With his dark hair askew, dirt and blood-streaked skin, and a busted lip, he was a warrior grimed up to the max.
Henry might be more handsome, classically speaking, but the governor’s son exuded carnality and indulgence. Jasher possessed a far more potent magnetism. Pure strength and total control.
A deadly force of nature, he took a step closer to me. Panic seized my good sense, all admiration for him shattering. Was he here to render my deathblow?
I prepared to take another swing at him, but he merely peered beyond my shoulder and pressed a finger to his lips. 
Be quiet? Seriously?
Heartbeat, heartbeat. Indecision played tug of war with my good sense. Should I trust him or run? Screech? Fight him, though weaponless?
With a grunt, he lunged, but not at me. He tackled a pouncing boar type beast behind me, taking the sphere of light with him. I shrieked, but quickly pressed my hand over my mouth.
Darkness swooped in, and I lost sight of the combatants. My lungs emptied. I darted my gaze, trying to see something, anything. Terrifying sounds taunted my ears. Sharper grunts, furious huffs, and savage snarls.
For a blink-and-miss-it-moment, the sphere of light buzzed past me, chasing away the gloom. I saw Jasher wrestling the boar, and the brutality of the battle astounded me. Then the darkness covered me once more. But the light returned again and again, every time the grappling pair neared.
Oh! A weapon. I swooped down and grabbed a fallen ax. Goodness gracious! The weight of it strained my biceps.
Darkness.
Light.
“Behind you,” I screamed as the creature attempted to sneak up on him. Should I swing the ax? What if I harmed Jasher?
Darkness.
Light. Another scream burst from me when I realized the beast was mere inches from my face, its open mouth, its razor-sharp fangs soon to sink into my throat. I did it. I swung. The sharp edge grazed Jasher’s shoulder as he crashed into my would-be killer, taking it to the ground.
Darkness.
Tremors rocked me on my feet. The ax shook in my grip. More grunting and snarling preceded a high-pitched squeal and two heavy thumps.
I froze, unsure what to do, what to say.
Jasher reappeared directly in front of me, bringing the sphere of light with him. Fresh blood smeared his face and trickled from gashes in his cheeks. The same crimson splattered his armor, soaked his hands, and dripped from his ax blade.
“You are uninjured?” he asked, barely winded. He claimed his weapon.
“Y-yes. Correct.” I flattened my palms over the compass, which rested beneath my top, tucked between my breasts. Did it have enough juice to put down another male? “But you’re not. You need serpens-rosa.”
“Not yet. I have only one remaining, and I’m saving it for a life-or-death situation.”
He possessed a grain! “I’ve heard we can buy more in the City of Lux.”
He snorted. “Serpens-rosa is extremely difficult to acquire.”
What! The old woman had lied? But. No, she couldn’t have. Otherwise, a crimen would’ve appeared over her head, leading to her execution. She must have believed what she’d stated. Just as Jasher did.
“I’d like to buy yours,” I said, unable to hide my desperation. To show I was a team player, I kept my gaze down. “Name your price.” I’d find a way to pay it, whatever it was.
“My grain isn’t for sale.”
My hands balled. The medicine wasn’t for sale now, because I didn’t know his fee. But he had one. Everyone did. At least, that’s what my business professors claimed.
I just had to find a way to purchase some of Jasher’s time. A far more precious commodity many undervalued. “Thank you for endangering your own life to help me. I appreciate it.” Always good to start with gratitude, especially when it was genuine. “Also, I apologize for injuring you. It was unintentional, I assure you.” I peeked at him to gauge his reaction.
“Don’t thank me. I helped only myself.” He looked me over, perhaps noticing my granter of wishes outfit for the first time. A double-blink followed his examination, then a swallow. “You are nothing to me.”
At least he was honest. And no offense taken, really. He wasn’t exactly high on my list of somethings, either. Except. “You trying to tell me you came out searching for a nothing?” Bet he expected a hefty paycheck from West.
“Who says I was searching for you? I’m on the hunt for my brother. Stumbling upon you was…” He ran his tongue over his teeth, going quiet.
“A bonus?” I quipped, wrapping my arms around my middle. Wait. He really wasn’t here to drag me kicking and screaming to the Governor’s Guild? Relief chased away trepidation. Bargaining with him should be easier than anticipated.
“A surprise,” he corrected, sheathing his weapons. “If you want to remain free, you should remove your brand.” He motioned to my scarred palm. “Bounty hunters will come for you until you do.”
Remove it, as in cut it off? The bottom dropped out of my world. “Henry West released me from my contract. Shouldn’t the brand deactivate or whatever?” Maybe? Hopefully?
Confusion marred Jasher’s features. “The Wests release no one. How did you manage such a feat?” He pursed his lips. “No, it doesn’t matter. Whatever the answer, the brand is a magnet for bounty hunters.”
Under no circumstances should I slice off a hank of my hand. I was fighting for passage home and needed all the strength I could get. Blood loss would only weaken me. “I’ll handle the brand another day. Perhaps your protective services are available for purchase in the meantime? And your guide services? I’m on my way to the City of Lux.”
His eyes slitted. “You can’t afford my rates.”
Oops. Looked at him again. Trepidation returned with a vengeance. I must garner this man’s cooperation. “Surely there’s something I can do to make it worth your while.” Uh, what are you offering? I didn’t know! Just something.
“I doubt you’ve got anything worth trading.”
Ouch. “I’m an excellent nurse. Let me tend your wounds.”
“I don’t require tending.” A noise of irritation left him. “I’m too tired to decide your fate right now. We’ll talk in the morning.”
“Deal!” I’d take it. If I had one night to convince Jasher to escort me to the City of Lux, well, I’d pour on the charm and succeed. I couldn’t make the trip alone, obviously.
He turned on his heel and stalked off, ending the conversation. A travesty in itself, but he also took the light with him.
“Where are you going?” I called as the darkness swelled, attempting to choke me. “Jasher! I won’t look at you ever again, I promise.” I gave chase, but only made it four steps. I’d already lost my bearings. Which way was which?
Splashing sounds rose in the distance. Was Jasher swimming away or was something swimming closer?
To my immense relief, the executioner returned a few minutes later. Yes! He brought the light. He must have taken a dip. His face, armor and hands were now clean, and water dampened his hair. A backpack dangled from his shoulder.
He dropped the pack on a pile of flower petals, crouched, and dug inside. Out came a bundle of some kind of meat jerky, berries, and a canteen. “You’re looking.”
I cut off a mewl of desire. “Don’t flatter yourself. Just tell me you’re willing to feed me free of charge during what I hope will be our first night together, with many more to come. Otherwise you might wake up to find a carcass.”
“Fine,” he grumbled. “Eat.”
“Thank you!” I hurried over and knelt before the treasures. All but weeping with joy, I brought the metal canister to my lips. Mmmm. What sweet water. I gulped mouthful after mouthful of the cool liquid, unable to stop.
“Slow down.” He forced the container from my greedy grip and thrust a stick of jerky my way.
Starved, I tore off a big hunk with my teeth. Chewy but surprisingly tasty. Next, he offered a handful of berries.
Grateful, I accepted the succulent fruit. As I chewed the first, I moaned and settled on my haunches. “Have you come across any clues about your brother?”
“No.” He canted his head at me, as he’d done upon the dais, those sunset eyes alert. “You hail from the otherworld, yes?”
“I do.” My pulse picked up speed. I wiped the corners of my mouth, realized I was staring, and lowered my gaze. “How many of us have you met?”
“More than a few, less than a bunch. The accent and lack of protocol always gives you away. Also the determination to reach the City of Lux.”
“Have you ever helped an…otherworlder?”
“Yes. I helped a man not bring a storm.”
So more killing. “Since I’m not breaking any more laws, there’s no need to sharpen your ax.” I finished off the sweet berries, then nibbled on the meat stick rather than devour it, all while stealthily studying Jasher through the thick shield of my lashes.
“You hope to go home, yes? You’ve heard of the portal in Lux.”
A portal between worlds? No, I’d heard no such thing until now. “Can that portal take me to the otherworld?”
“Most definitely. But only the Guardian is allowed to navigate it.” Jasher tossed a couple berries into his mouth, chewed and swallowed.
He’d said allowed, not able. The opposite of the bath babes. “I hear he’s great and terrible.”
“Heed my words,” Jasher replied, breezing past my comment. “You may get what you want, but you may not like what you get.”
A cryptic warning. Yay. Determined to get through to him by any means necessary, I fiddled with the strap around my neck, lifting the compass from beneath my shirt.
He went stiff as a board. “Where did you get that?”
Whoa! Such passion, so quickly. If I had looked at Patch’s serpens-rosa with even half this intensity, I couldn’t blame her for going on the defensive. “It was a gift from a water maiden,” I replied, too afraid to lie. “Why?”
He scowled. “It wasn’t a gift, but bait.”
What, exactly, had Iris given me? A magical amulet of some sort, worthy of tornado-powered a fairy tale? “I’m guessing I have something worth trading now.”
Our gazes met. Held. His lids constricted to slits, and his intense stare bore holes in whatever confidence I possessed, draining it fast. No wonder people weren’t supposed to look at royal guards. Wowzer.
“You do,” he grated.
And confidence returned. Excitement prickled my skin, giving me the strength to break our stare. “What is it? What can it do? And yes, the answers are part of our bargaining process.” I’d learned my lesson well. You had to live with the consequences of your decisions, even if you made them in ignorance.
The muscle in his jaw jumped faster, but he didn’t look away. “It can do nothing but assuage a longstanding ache in me. It was my mother’s. She came from your world and brought it with her.”
Oooh. So much to unpack there. First of all, no wonder Iris had called the compass a ticket home. But how did she know I would oh, so conveniently run into Jasher? Second, he’d offered the information with zero inflection. The same deadness I’d witnessed at the execution, and yet, clearly the piece meant something to him. Third, he’d said ‘was.’ Past tense.
“Your mother died? Here, in this land?”
“She did.” Still no inflection in his tone. “I was a child.”
Sympathy squeezed my chest. “That sucks. I know how bad it is to lose a parent.”
He canted his head to the side in that curious way of his. “You lost one of yours?”
“Surprised the heartless executioner and the unwitting substitute have something in common? Yes, I was eight when my mother vanished.” Perhaps to visit this world. A thought too reactive to ponder now. “Unless I return home with the serpens-rosa, I’m going to lose my father too. He’s dying of cancer. It’s a terrible disease, and I will do anything to save him.” On that note. “Take me to Lux, protect me from bounty hunters, give me a serpens-rosa, let me look at you whenever I want, and I’ll give you the compass.” Start high, and as necessary, let go of what I could live without.
He flicked the tip of his tongue over an incisor. “Very well. A deal is struck.”
Wait. He wasn’t going to negotiate? I’d done it? Facilitated another quick turnaround? Yes! I opened up to thank him, but a yawn took over, nearly cracking my jaw. Now that I’d eaten and secured medicine and passage, there was no staving off fatigue.
“Sleep,” my companion muttered.
“No reason to look so gloomy, Jash. I’ll be an excellent addition to your team roster. I don’t mean to brag, but I’m like a houseplant.” I fluffed my hair. “I only need food and water to thrive.”
He appeared unimpressed.
Okay, how about this? “If you want, I can tell you stories about your mother’s homeworld along the way.”
Intrigue might—might!—have glinted in his sunset eyes. “There are already two bounty hunters on your trail, and they’re closer than you think.” He dug inside his backpack, withdrew a shirt, and tossed it my way. Then he stretched out flat, still clad in his armor, and used the pack as a pillow. “We’ll need to leave before dawn.”
I twisted each direction, examining the sphere of light for any hint of a coming invasion. “You can’t just say something like that and go to sleep. We should remain awake and alert.”
Minutes passed, but the quiet endured.
Well. Obviously this was going to be a long night—for me. Not only did I need to watch out for hunters, but I must also guard my compass. If Jasher stole it and abandoned me…
No, he wouldn’t risk the crimen. Would he? Did he own a stable?
I was just annoyed enough to mutter, “I would’ve agreed to give you the compass for an escort to Lux alone.”
“I’m headed to Lux, anyway,” he piped up. “I’d have taken you for free.”



CHAPTER 6
THE JOURNEY CONTINUES

The most tantalizing aroma lured me from a hazy cloud of peace, warmth, and safety. I blinked open my eyes, frowning as different facts crystalized on after the other. Bright morning sunlight meant, well, morning arrived. I lay on a blanket, on my side. Last thing I remembered, Jasher was snoozing, and I was making an inner vow to remain on guard.
Clearly, I’d fallen asleep. At some point, he’d woken up and covered me with a small blanket. A kind gesture from a not so kind guy. Despite his movements, and the threat he presented, I’d remained deep in slumber. Vulnerable. The thin but soft material currently draped my curled-up form.
More surprising, the compass still hung from my neck. He hadn’t stolen it. Guess he didn’t have a stable.
Now, the heartless executioner sat before a fire pit, roasting last night’s catch: the skinned boar-thing. A far uglier beast than I’d realized. A flight of those three-eyed rainbow birds circled overhead, as if they waited to pounce on the meal. Green flower petals floated and twirled in a gentle breeze. Rushing water provided a lovely soundtrack and an even better backdrop, only a short jog away. Every so often, a horned fish breeched the surface.
Shirtless, Jasher remained deep in thought. Discarded armor had been piled near his feet. I didn’t mean to notice his beast-killing muscles, but they were right there. Well-defined, packed under dusky skin, and covered in ornate tattoos. Goodness gracious, were they covered in ornate tattoos. Images spanned his entire chest, both arms, and dipped below the waist of his leather pants.
From here, I could make out a handful of faces among the inked canvas. They appeared raised, like scars, and a part of me really, really wanted to study each one up close and personal. To help my cause, not for any other reason. The more I knew about him, the less likely I was to irritate him into ditching me. The pulse fluttering in my throat and wrists meant nothing.
Fine! It meant something. My fingers itched to draw him, okay. To capture his essence while he tended the fire. Beads of sweat dampened his rough and tumble features, causing locks of black hair to coil at the ends and stick to his temples. Those incredibly long lashes cast shadows over the sharp rise of his cheeks. A necklace with small black stones hung from his neck, and two ax handles extended over his broad shoulders.
I’d only ever desired to draw the monsters. Or rather, the monstra. Why deviate now, with him?
“Hungry?” he asked without glancing up.
Startled, I scrambled upright and noticed two unconscious people gagged and bound with thin silver bands hidden in the shadows behind him. A man and a woman. Are you kidding me? I had slept through their capture, too?
“While I whiled the night away, you apprehended the bounty hunters, dug a firepit, and prepared breakfast.” Dang. Anyone could’ve snuck up on me at any time and done anything, and I would’ve been defenseless. Do better. “The only thing you didn’t do is set off before first light, as promised.”
“You refused to stir,” he informed me. “I attempted to wake you up, but you repeatedly patted my face and muttered the word snooze.”
“No, I did not.” My brow wrinkled. “Did I?” And he’d let me?
“You did.” He skewered pieces of meat onto a thin stick.
“I apologize.” In more ways than one! “I wasn’t aware.”
“That, I know.” He stood and strode over to offer me the stick and a newly filled canteen. His blank expression never wavered. “I decided to take care of the problem.”
“This is for me? Thank you.” I accepted both treasures, asking, “What are you going to do with the hunters? You can’t harm them without breaking a law.” Maybe. What did I know? “Fair warning, I refuse to serve as your substitute.”
“If I do the harming in Lawless Forest, where there are no laws, there is no transgression. Hence, no death required.”
Lawless Forest. The same woodland I must enter to reach the City of Lux? “Are you saying no one has to die for breaking a rule in the forest?” Best to clarify. “We won’t risk a crimen or a storm?”
“Correct.”
Well. The downside must be, well, lawlessness.
“Fair warning,” he said in a mimic of me. “Everyone who enters the forest is cursed to die a violent death. Eventually.”
Ding, ding, ding. We were damned if we did and damned if we didn’t. “What I’m hearing is that you can steal the compass as soon as we enter and face zero consequences.”
“Except I’m not a thief. I value my word.”
A rare, admirable quality. But did he value honesty too? He must. We weren’t in the forest yet.
Jasher didn’t return to the fire, but hovered over me. “Are you sure you wish to continue to the city? I promise you, things will only get worse from here. The beastie isn’t the only predator roaming the woods.” He motioned to the roasting animal. “That is a beastie, in case it wasn’t clear.” Then he pointed to the sky. “There’s also the birds.”
Knew they were a problem! “They’ve left me alone so far.”
“Yes. So far. They prefer to strike while you are spiced with terror. First, they’ll pluck out your eyes. Then they’ll go for your tongue.”
I shuddered. “Keep calm. Got it.” I raised my chin. “If you hope to convince me to return to the Wests, too bad so sad. I’m sure I wish to continue to the city. Yes, please and thank you.” Nothing would stop me. “In case it’s not clear, I’m certain, confident, positive, definite, assured, and convinced.” Let there be no misunderstanding between us.
He revealed no reaction; he simply offered a stiff nod and said, “Supplies are at the riverbank. We leave in half an hour. Be ready.” Boots flinging flower petals, he returned to his spot, donned his armor without a shirt, then picked up the backpack and the end of the silver cord. He dragged the still sleeping bounty hunters toward the river.
“What are you going to do to them?” I called.
Reverting to his default setting of ice cold, he ignored me, entering the water. He swam the pair across, cutting through the current as easily as a knife through melting butter, all without being stabbed by the fish. He didn’t even miss a stroke when the hunters awoke and fought for freedom. Nope. Not Jasher. He subdued the pair with sublime skill and great ease, gliding on.
How was I supposed to deal with a machine like him? I should have taken self-defense lessons while I’d had the chance. A survival course. Something!
The trio disappeared within the foliage, entering Lawless Forest. Well, well. Jasher had willingly and without hesitation cursed himself to a violent death. Whether the information proved true or not, he believed it.
Did I? Because soon, I’d have to enter, too, to get home.
With the half hour countdown clock front and center in my mind, I devoured the juicy and yes, tasty meat, and drained half the canteen on my walk to a secluded spot to answer nature’s call. Those creepy, face-eating birds watched me, and I performed deep breathing exercises to remain calm. Nothing I could do about them for the time being.
At the riverbank, I discovered the ax man had left an assortment of jars. Things I recognized from bath time with the chorus babes. Soap. Scrub. Oil. Toothpaste. He just traveled around with such delicacies in his pack? What a pleasant surprise.
I washed my hands and face, and brushed my teeth and hair, then braided the mass again. Wishing I had a clean change of clothes, I cleaned up the site and carried the jars to camp.
Sunlight hit the scar on my palm, and I scowled. West’s brand. The raised tissue in the shape of OZ appeared translucent, revealing swirling pieces of glitter inside it, as if the whole thing flowed with a force all its own. I wanted it off immediately.
Maybe I should risk cutting out a large hank of my flesh. Yes, I was about to embark upon the most important journey of my life. Yes, strength mattered. But I had a protector desperate to collect his payment now.
“Let’s go,” the executioner said, startling a yelp out of me. He stalked into camp sans the bounty hunters. His wet hair stuck out in spikes. He stuffed the jars into the pack. Silent, never glancing in my direction, he marched off, leaving the fire roaring and the beastie roasting. An act of careless disregard or a gift for the next travelers?
“You cursed yourself,” I pointed out as I rushed to catch up with him. I’d wait to injure my hand. Get a feel for Jasher and our pace first.
He shrugged, unconcerned. “I was already cursed.”
Oookay. “And you are sure I’ll be cursed when I step past the trees?”
“The very second.” He paused. “Still certain, confident, positive, definite, assured, and convinced you want to do this?”
He’d memorized what I’d said. “Is there another way for me to get home?” Please, please, please!
“Not to my knowledge.”
My chin dipped. “Then I’m extra sure, certain, confident, positive, definite, assured, and convinced.”
We stopped at the water’s shore. He fisted and opened his hands. Evaluating the wisdom of our bargain?
I gave him space, letting him think, studying him. Beneath the massive axes crisscrossing his back, the muscles between his shoulders bunched. I tried not to stare at the tree trunk tattoo branching from his spine. Well, from every other vertebra, at least. The others were covered by pieces of metal that mimicked a backbone. A piece of armor or sewn into his body? I couldn’t tell. Severed heads dangled from the tree’s thorny limbs, each face screaming in torment.
An ode to his job? He loved it that much? A shudder rocked me. Daddy said I saw too much, but with Jasher, I couldn’t glean enough. What I wouldn’t give to discern his inner workings.
“I have three rules you will obey,” he announced, finally speaking up.
I swallowed a groan. “Okay, I’ve got my listening ears on.”
“Do what I tell you when I tell you. Say nothing until I ask a question. And do not lag or you’ll be forced to continue on your own, compass or no compass.”
Irritation bristled over me, but I uttered not a peep. He probably regretted our bargain already. No way I’d give him an out or rock the boat so early in our journey.
“You may respond,” he grated.
Disappointed I hadn’t spoken out of turn right out of the gate? “Dorothy sang songs and skipped arm in arm with her Tinman, but mine demands I bottle my flavor.” How was that for a response?
He whipped his head in my direction. Our gazes snagged. “Did you say…bottle your flavor?”
“Maybe.” I humphed at him. What did the people of this world know of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, anyway?
“Will you abide by my rules or not?” he demanded, maintaining the connection.
I opted for honesty. One, we hadn’t entered Lawless Forest yet. And two, I hated lies. They only ever complicated matters. “I can’t guarantee anything. I might forget in a moment of panic or temper.”
A pause as his magnificent sunset eyes swirled and…glowed? “Who are Dorothy and Tinman?”
His soft, curious tone threw me. He wasn’t going to complain about my coming disobedience?
I gulped, desperate to look away from him but unable. Of course, he didn’t look away, either. He stared as if he couldn’t get enough of the sight of me, and it proved unnerving. Too intense, too quickly. “She’s my prototype, and he’s a nemesis, apparently.” A question had been answered, at least. The citizens of this world knew very little of the tale. “By the way, if we encounter a lion or flying monkeys, keep walking.”
“We will absolutely encounter lions and flying monkeys. I’ll consider it a miracle if we walk away instead of crawl. Especially with the monkeys.” He mimicked my earlier shudder, even though I’d been behind him and he hadn’t seen it.
I gripped his shirt, forcing him to face me fully. A foolish move I couldn’t retract. “Are you teasing me? Tell me you’re teasing me.”
He arched a brow. “Are we in the forest yet?”
Groaning, I pressed my brow against his sternum. Another foolish action.
With his taunt hanging between us, Jasher pried my hands from his clothing, turned, walked into the river. I wasn’t far behind, despite the newest threats: his inconvenient magnetism and those danged lions and monkeys.
The beautiful scenery provided a nice distraction. Crystals glistened from the river’s bottom, visible through the clear, ice-cold water now soaking my sandals. My calves. Goose bumps spread from limb to limb the deeper I ventured. The water beat harder, too, threatening to carry me away. Still, I sustained a decent pace, lumbering forward without incident until the water level climbed and I lost the solid foundation.
Though I fought the tide with every ounce of my being, kicking and paddling as if my life depended on it, the stream snatched me. I tried to holler for help and accidentally swallowed the sweet-tasting liquid. Coughs not words left me.
Panic flared, making me delicious bird food. Before I could wash away, Jasher spun and clasped my waist. He frowned at me.
“I’ve got you,” he stated, as if surprised by his actions. He leaned into the current, swimming for us both.
Calm chased away my fear. “Thank you.” I clung to him, thoughts whirling. Okay, so, he was a heartless executioner, an unparalleled survivalist, an unwilling escort, a culinary genius, and now a life guard. Was there anything he couldn’t do? “I’m usually a great swimmer. I even won awards in high school, but the current is stronger than my will.”
He grunted in response. “You’re talking.”
I’d take that as you’re welcome. “The armor doesn’t weigh you down?”
Another grunt.
Translation: No. “Come on. We haven’t entered the forest yet. That means our journey hasn’t officially kicked off. Your rules are currently inactive. I’d love to learn a little about you, but I’m happy to tell you stories about your mom’s homeland. Rescuer’s choice.”
A third grunt. But he also said, “I trained with the armor and learned how to use it to my advantage.”
Such a warrior thing to say. Also a shock. I thought for sure he’d request information. “Well, I’m impressed.”
His frown returned, and for a moment, he looked as if he’d never received a compliment before. Which was silly. Of course other people had praised him.
Oh! A horned fish popped from the water mere inches behind him, then splashed back down. I pointed. “What’s that?”
“A piscina. No need to fear them unless you cut yourself. They only react to blood.”
Good to know. I relaxed more and more into his grip, wishing to voice a surplus of questions but determined not to overwhelm him with all things Moriah today.
He gave a low grunt. “Go ahead. Ask.”
How well he read me. Meanwhile, I struggled to unearth the slightest clues about him.
I decided to let myself issue a lone, non-personal question. “How long until we reach Lux?”
“Anywhere from seven days to a month. Depends on how many injuries we sustain at the hands of other bounty hunters, trappers, flora, and fauna.”
Ugh. Even seven days seemed too long. “Flying in a hot-air balloon would be faster.” Or the winged horses my mother had painted. “And probably safer.”
He arched a brow. “Do you have a hot-air balloon?”
“Well, no,” I grumbled.
Seconds passed in silence.
“That’s it? That’s all you wished to know?” He spit out water. “We’ll reach the forest in less than two minutes, and I’ll expect silence from that point on.”
Did he want me to get personal? My pleasure! “How’d you get into the execution business? Did you always dream of chopping off heads? Attend a special school to learn where to aim?”
“I’m an enforcer in the Guardian’s royal army. All soldiers go through a decade of specialized training. We learn the wisdom of doing our duty, always, no matter the situation.” His tone and posture never changed, and yet tension wafted from him.
A decade, hmm? His training had to begin at a very young age, yet his mother had hailed from my world. So who was his father? How had Jasher become a child soldier? Through a mandatory selection process? On a volunteer basis? I wanted so badly to continue the Q and A, but I sensed Jasher would shut me out entirely if I continued along that particular path.
Guess I could read him, after all. I switched my focus to the man I sought. “Can’t say I’m as enamored of the Guardian as everyone else. He recruits and teaches kids how to be killers.”
“He does what’s necessary to save the people of Hakeldama from monstra, sparing hundreds of villages and thousands of lives.”
Defensive now. “Killing innocents to pay for someone else’s crime has filled those villages with monsters of a different sort.” My teeth began to chatter from the cold. Maybe from guilt and regret, too. “They are just as bloodthirsty.”
“They are fearful.” His voice tightened at the end. “If the girl hadn’t died in your place, the entire village would have perished. The monstra are…” Hatred pulsed from him, icy and electric. “They are pure evil. Worse than the beastie. The monstra consume everything in their path. Nothing and no one are safe. They can be stopped only through death, yet they are nearly impossible to kill.”
My mother had said something similar, with a caveat. The hero king. He helped from beyond the grave. I wished I recalled the specifics but though I wracked my brain, I came up empty.
I considered the beings I’d seen in West’s office. The loathing and rage I’d perceived in their eyes promised devastation as great as Jasher predicted. Greater even. A good reason not to mention my drawings. Or that I longed for a pencil and pad of paper to etch a creature even now.
“Will the Guardian agree to take me home?” I asked.
Jasher thought for a moment. “I’m unsure. He can if he so chooses, but he’ll demand a hefty price. He always does. How much are you willing to pay?”
“Silvers again,” I muttered. “They are currently the bane of my existence. I’m happy to work for my money. I do it at home, night and day. But how am I supposed to earn quick wages here?”
“We’ll be visiting a village or two to pick up supplies. You can sing and dance for silvers. Or sell a limb to cannibals. Or sign up for a night in a pleasure room. Though I’m told the workers experience little to no actual pleasure.”
“Sing and dance it is, then,” I said with a sigh, and he snorted. “Whoa! A moment of amusement from the robot. Wonders never cease.”
“I experience emotions,” he replied without, well, emotion.
A little laugh slipped from me. Then another and another. Jasher’s expression softened, making him appear almost bemused. His hold on me softened, too, and our gazes met. In an instant, all good humor fled. A new lance of awareness pierced me.
He was more human than I’d realized, and I didn’t know what to think about that.
“I’m not used to someone brave enough to look me in the eye,” he muttered.
Showing mercy, I looked away first. Cleared my throat. “Be warned. Singing isn’t in my wheelhouse. I figure everyone will pay me to stop.”
“That makes me more eager to hear your first performance.”
First amusement, then an almost joke? Where had the ice man gone?
“What is it you do for silvers at home?” he asked, catching me off guard.
“I tend my family’s farm and wait tables, serving food to strangers.”
His brow wrinkled. “Did you always dream of doing this?”
“I’ve never known what I wanted to do with my life,” I admitted. Nothing had ever felt right.
We reached the riverbank and lapsed into silence once again. I clambered to shore; Jasher glided there. Droplets dripped from his hair and rolled over his wealth of swells and hollows. Unfortunately, I didn’t experience the miracle of instant drying, as I’d done at the Governor’s Guild.
Wringing excess water from my braids, I examined the area. Huh. The bountiful fruit trees I’d drooled over no longer showcased an abundant crop of deliciousness. Barren branches taunted me. They couldn’t have shed their supply so quickly. No produce lay on the ground. Had critters eaten everything?
Frustrated, confused and yes, saddened, I focused on Jasher and the dry clothing he thrust in my direction. A tunic and a pair of leathers. Next he dropped a pair of combat boots at my feet. Almost my size. Dare I ask where they’d come from?
Screw it. I wished to know. “You pilfered these from a bounty hunter, didn’t you?”
“The leathers and boots, yes.” His harsh tone suggested I not whine about it. Or else.
Ah. There he was: the heartless executioner able to chop off heads without a moment of remorse.
Won’t wallow in guilt, won’t wallow in guilt. The hunters had planned to return me to West against my will. They weren’t—hadn’t been?—good people.
“Change.” Spinning on his heel, Jasher offered me his back. A shockingly gracious move and probably not something he did for just anyone. Being an “enforcer,” he must have trust issues and an aversion to vulnerability. By allowing someone to stand at his six, he risked attack.
“Thank you,” I rasped. Overjoyed to exchange the wet material for dry and the sandals for the boots, I made the switches in a hurry. The scent of sandalwood and orchids filled my nose as the top settled into place. The same incredible scent I’d encountered at the public execution. His scent. I breathed deep, savoring, and tried not to hate myself.
Though he never glanced over his shoulder, he knew the exact moment I finished tying the boots. Once again, he strode forward, expecting me to trail him. Which I did. We paused at the beginning of a road. It wasn’t yellow, but gray and rundown, with smears of red here and there, and it led straight into the forest.
“If ever we get separated,” he said without glancing over his shoulder, “stick to the path. Some refer to it as Dead Man’s Pass, but all know it’s the safest route to Lux.” He started forward, his boots thumping against the stones.
“The name doesn’t exactly evoke confidence. And that’s the last thing I’m going to say. For now.” I followed him, silent as advertised, shuffle-stepping the closer we came to the forest entrance. An arched opening banked by two towering trees with interconnected limbs overhead.
Though Jasher passed the threshold without pause, I hesitated. Did I truly want to do this?
Just before he disappeared into a thicket, I sprinted after him. Yes. Yes, I did. Curse or no curse.
A sudden, sharp burning sensation on my left hand wrenched a gasp from me, and I glanced down. Frowned. A bruise appeared on the base of my ring finger. Uh, what’d I do?
The pain was forgotten as my instincts shouted, Danger! My breath quickened, and my gaze darted. The gray path wound through clusters of gnarled trees, where more of those three-eyed birds perched.
Trepidation overtook me, an inner storm I couldn’t halt. Funny thing: it, too, came with destructive monsters. Namely doubt—was I a fool for doing this? And worry—what if I failed my father?
“Oomph!” I slammed into Jasher when he stopped abruptly yet again. To steady myself, I flattened my hands against his back. Yikes! The heat of his skin. The hardness of his muscles.
“Focus,” he snapped.
Right. “Apologies,” I mumbled.
He started forward, silent. I tracked him, switching my concentration between his form and the landscape. Around a cluster of trees, large flowers dazzled in a wild assortment of colors and shapes. In fact, each resembled a musical instrument of some sort. From horns, to guitars, drums, and even saxophones. Hmm. My ears twitched. They might even emit a soft melody.
I listened more intently. They did emit a melody! And what a lovely song. Slow and sweet, with a steady heartbeat hidden within the chorus. I stopped and closed my eyes, savoring the serenade. I’m not sure how much time passed before I decided I needed to get closer. Needed to sift the petals between my fingers and feel the heartbeat against my skin.
Yes, yes. My feet carried me over. The base of my ring finger burned again, much hotter than before, and I frowned. Perhaps I shouldn’t do this. But mmm. That song. I bent down and reached out…
A strong grip on my wrist halted me just before contact. Gasping, I looked over my shoulder. Jasher. He towered behind me, scowling.
“These are sirenes,” he snapped. “They will inject you with toxin that liquifies your organs and drowns you in your own blood.”
Realization dawned slowly, horror nipping at its heels. The flowers had lured me using a siren’s song. And I’d let them.
Jasher released me, and I backed away from the cluster. The burn in my hand faded with every step I took. Interesting.
“Assume everything in this forest hopes to kill you. Because it does.” Jasher swept his narrowing gaze over me. With a tinge of accusation in his tone, he added, “The lovelier it is, the deadlier.”



CHAPTER 7
COMPLICATIONS ARISE

Imight have been better off trekking the forest on my own.
Huffing and puffing behind Jasher, I worried I was a farmgirl pushed past her limit. He kept a punishing pace: swift, unrelenting, and as merciless as he was. For all I knew, he planned to kill me through extreme exercise. Bathroom breaks were infrequent and hurried. Lunch consisted of jerky, a repeat of last night’s dinner, but eaten on the go.
We came upon twisted trees with blade-like limbs, snake infested scrub bushes, and a mushroom field guarded by red-eyed mice. Thankfully, nothing else attempted to murder me. But anything living watched me, sharpening a mental fork and knife. I wasn’t disappointed we weren’t approached by people I sensed in the shadows. More than a few times I wondered if the inhabitants of the forest feared Jasher.
“Oomph!” I slammed into him and ricocheted backward. Argh! This wasn’t the second, third or even fourth time he’d stopped abruptly like this. I’d already lost count.
“I told you to pay attention,” he stated, calmer than ever. Then he motored on, as if nothing untoward had occurred.
“Have you been doing that on purpose?” I demanded with gritted teeth. Technically, he hadn’t issued a question, but as frustration scraped at my fraying nerves, I didn’t care if I broke his rules.
“Yes.”
The simple response nearly wrenched a screech from me. “Why?”
“You are being foolish, getting lost in your head.”
Well. At least he hadn’t lost his propensity for blunt honesty. “You aren’t wrong, but how do you know that?” Since we’d kicked off, he hadn’t glanced my way once. And I would have noticed, having stared at his broad shoulders plenty, watching like a weirdo as beads of sweat trickled under metal and over muscles and tattoos. “Unlike the birds, you don’t have a third eye.” Wait. “Do you?”
“They don’t have three eyes. They have four.”
What!
“One is in the back of their heads. But alas, I’m without such a prized defense. I only know what you’re doing because I’m not lost in my head. I remain aware of my surroundings. Notice minute details.”
Okay, so that stung a little. “Well, la de da, aren’t you special?” I mocked. Forget my nerves. Both feet and each of my lumbar throbbed.
Jasher stopped abruptly, but I was ready for once and hopped to the side, avoiding a collision. A triumphant smile curved my lips as he pivoted, ensnaring my gaze.
“Ha! Joke’s on you.” I smirked up at him. “I never make the same mistake more than a dozen times.”
He searched my eyes for several long, protracted moments, and I gulped. Those sunset irises maybe, perhaps, warmed. Just the slightest bit? No, no, I must be mistaken. Taunting an emotionless executioner wasn’t the way to garner his friendship. Not that I wanted to become friends with Jasher. But an attitude adjustment on his part wouldn’t hurt. A little softening here, a lot less apathy there. No doubt he probably hoped to make me squirm with the intensity of his stare.
Going on the defensive, I raised my chin and glared, expecting him to react like everyone else: grow uncomfortable and move on. But the moment extended, seconds bleeding into minutes. Neither of us looked away.
The atmosphere charged, my awareness of him doubling. Tripling. I began to pant a little. His irises warmed further, and there was no mistaking it this time. He might not be used to eye contact, but he was living for this.
He stepped closer, erasing the small amount of distance between us. “Look away, or you might not like what happens next.”
Breath hitched in my lungs, and it was laced with his scent. A heady perfume as much as a drug. Did he plan to kiss me? I would refuse. Definitely. Emotionless killers weren’t my type. Although he had saved me from the beastie and the river so maybe a (passionate?) embrace with a gorgeous robot wouldn’t be the worst thing.
Finally I did it. I looked away, needing a moment to think without the influence of his animal magnetism. Except, Jasher didn’t wait around for me to rationalize why kissing him might be a great idea. He walked around me—and vanished.
Tension clasped me in a vice grip. Never mind the almost liplock of my imagination. Was I supposed to stay here? Give chase? What happened to him? Where did he go?
Hold up. I narrowed my lids and examined a shimmering veil that hung in the air. An invisible curtain, exactly like the one that had shielded the Governor’s Guild. What waited beyond it?
As minutes passed without Jasher’s return, my curiosity overcame my trepidation. Though my legs shook, I made my way forward. The closer I came to the veil, however, the hotter the bruise on my ring finger burned, just as it had done with the singing flowers. A visible band formed and darkened and even raised like scar tissue.
Hmm. The discolored skin appeared to be an actual ring. A tattoo I’d never gotten. A strange enough occurrence on its own, but when I factored in its location, I wanted to pull out my hair. The band with a single emerald, sapphire, ruby, amethyst, opal, and diamond—the same territories mentioned by Patch—just happened to appear on the same finger I’d worn my mother’s ring? What were the odds?
Another connection to Hakeldama. Daddy had gifted me with the treasure four years ago, on my sixteenth birthday. The morning I turned eighteen, I’d awakened to discover the ring was just gone. Though I’d torn my bedroom and home apart, searched the fields and retraced every step I’d taken, I’d never seen the heirloom again.
What if my mother hadn’t visited this land…but lived in it?
Did the burn in my finger mean something? Did the ring have some kind of magical powers?
No, surely not. Magic wasn’t real; words Mom had conveyed every time she’d spun her fairytales. She extolled the merits of “spiritual authority,” and the driving force behind it. Things I hadn’t understood then and barely comprehended now.
Oh sweet goodness, what was that smell? I jumped out of my head, gagging as soon as the scenery changed. A cart without ponies or a driver occupied a small clearing, with mutant flies swarming the back, where stacks of headless, rotting corpses piled on top of the other. The biggest maggots I’d ever seen wiggled everywhere, leaving a slimy substance on the deceased, the cart’s wooden railing and wheels, and surrounding grass. A fetid stench tainted my every breath, making vomiting a very real possibility.
Jasher crouched near the front of the vehicle, where the harnesses had been cut. His expression bordered on angry. Voice tight, he explained, “The bodies were being hauled to Lux for disposal. Trappers must have taken the drivers and horses.”
The moisture in my mouth dried. “What will the trappers do to the drivers?”
“Depends. Some are forced to labor. Most are eaten.”
The horror! “Trappers are the cannibals you mentioned?”
“In part. There are others, but unlike trappers, they choose to pay for their meat rather than steal it.”
How was that any better? “Shouldn’t we give chase and save the drivers?”
“No. They’re as good as dead. And just so you know, I won’t come for you, either, if you’re taken.” He straightened and rolled his shoulders. “You’ll be on your own.”
His total disregard for my wellbeing raised my hackles. After we’d shared—what? A moment? Please. We’d shared absolutely nothing. I shouldn’t be surprised by this. “I won’t be on my own. I’ll have my compass,” I retorted, earning a glare.
Common sense gave me an internal shake. Stop antagonizing your guide!
Gentling my tone, I asked, “What are those invisible curtains?” Better yet, how could I avoid stumbling through another? “I’m assuming the trappers use them to, well, set traps.”
“They do, yes. The curtains are called sarras. Trappers only leave them behind when they are forced to flee in a hurry.” Pointing to the left and right, indicating an area behind me, Jasher added, “When inside a sarra, you can see past it, but outsiders cannot peer through it. Trappers wait with weapons drawn and attack those who enter their sights.”
I turned to track the direction he’d pointed and discovered a metal bolt thingy driven into two different tree trunks. Not easy to spot, but not impossible, either. From now on, I would be on the lookout.
“How did you know you weren’t walking into a trap?” I asked.
“I didn’t. I hoped I was.” Relish dripped from his tone. “I wished to slaughter the entire company.”
My eyes widened. “You love killing that much?”
“I love killing trappers that much.”
A telling statement. He or someone he loved must’ve been a victim of trappers in the past. “If you’d like to rescue the drivers, I might be on board with that.”
A muscle jumped beneath his eye. “Finding trapper camps requires months of searching. They move often, and we’re both eager to reach Lux.” He adjusted the strap of his pack and strode off in the direction we’d come. “Speaking of, let’s go.”
Defenses now pricked, I stayed silent and alert as we abandoned the curtain and trekked deeper into the forest. Scanning for metal in trees and sparkly veils in the air. Listening for footsteps and voices. It wasn’t long before that thick, cloying darkness inched over the terrain.
When Jasher stopped, I stopped with him, even as my heart picked up speed, carrying me miles.
“Another sarra?” I whispered, unable to locate a bolt in the shadows. But I did detect a soft hum.
“Yes.” He stalked off the crumbling road and dropped the pack. “We’ll camp here for the night.”
Well. He must consider this a safe spot, sirenes or not. Puttering forward, I inspected the area with fresh eyes, trying to see what he saw. Thicker bush cover along the perimeter, with briars and thorns interspersed throughout. The sirenes patch. A cluster of mushrooms—my gaze zoomed back to the sirenes.
Such a lovely melody. I wanted only to listen forever and ever and ever and ever. And maybe touch a bloom. Just once. I stepped toward them.
The ring-shaped bruise blazed at the base of my finger, snapping me to attention. Whoa! Almost got snared again. I forced myself to focus on the only sight with a surer hold. Jasher, a tower of brute strength as he prepared the site.
The melody faded from my awareness, and my racing heart slowed. My brain flipped back on. So. The shadow ring did help me. But how? I frowned. And how did a new sphere cocoon us in a hazy circle of illumination, pushing the darkness away?
“Where is the light coming from?” I inquired, marveling.
“My armor is coated in ether ash. Before you ask, the effects last forever.” Gathering sticks, he said, “The water maiden who gave you the compass. Is her name Iris?”
“It is.” I helped him with the collection efforts, tossing handfuls of wood pieces into his pile. “How did you know?” And where could I get some of that ether ash? I’d like to slather my entire body in it.
“She’s an enemy to the Guardian.” He knelt and ignited the first embers with two rocks. For him to risk creating a literal beacon in the night, I assumed no one could see inside our sphere.
I sat across from him, enjoying a waft of heat. “There’s more to the story.”
He worked his jaw before settling in and tossing me a piece of jerky, then the canteen. “She murdered his wife.”
Oh wow. Okay. So not what I’d expected to hear. “That isn’t good.” I nibbled on the meat and sipped the water, then admitted, “I, um, kind of owe her an unnamed favor.” Just another instance of ignorance getting me into trouble.
He threw a log into the fire with more force than necessary. “I suggest you lure her into this forest and kill her before she can collect. Or pay someone to do it for you.”
“Someone like you, perhaps?”
“I’m already on a job. I’m not currently for hire.” His shoulders hiked in a shrug. “My guess is, she’ll demand you kill the Guardian. She despises him.”
I shook my head, emphatic. “I won’t do it.” No way, no how.
“Outside of this forest, such a refusal will make you a liar and subject to death.”
Ugh. Being held responsible for morally corrupt behavior really sucked sometimes. “Won’t killing him outside this forest also make me subject to death? Murder is a crime no matter how you slice it.”
“Yes. But the Guardian’s death isn’t considered murder,” Jasher muttered.
Uh… “I don’t understand.”
“That isn’t my problem.”
I bit my tongue. Well. We’d go a different route with this Q and A. “Why does Iris despise him so much?”
A moment passed. Then another. I figured the conversation had ended. No matter. I’d try again tomorrow.
Then he spoke, his gaze locked on a dagger he sharpened. “There was a time, long ago, when her people rebelled over the Guardian’s leadership. He’d just taken power after a much despised king and queen were killed. The maidens broke many laws attempting to remove him from power. Storms and monstra came. Innocents died and destruction reigned. To stop further tragedy, the Guardian sent his army to their villages. Few survived.”
Before I had time to process and react, Jasher’s attention shot beyond me. “We’re being stalked by a pack of rabdogs, which means we’re being stalked by trappers.” He stood slowly, unsheathing a dagger with each hand.
Apprehension engulfed me in an instant. I’d deal with Iris and the unnamed boon later, when I wasn’t in immediate danger from cannibals. “Can a day in Hakeldama not pass without some kind of trouble?” I chewed on my bottom lip, not sure I wanted to know the answer to my next question. “What are rabdogs?”
“Death on four legs. And if I don’t stop them,” he quietly stated, “they’ll lead the trappers straight to us. Trust me when I say we do not want to deal with the trappers at night.”
After what they’d done to those drivers? No. No, I didn’t want to deal with trappers at any time.
“Do not move, Moriah. You’ll be safe here. I’ll make sure of it. Besides, no one but me will be foolish enough to approach this area with rabdogs nearby.” That said, he was gone, taking his light with him.
The fire died bit by bit, snuffed out as thick shadows crept in. My breath caught as total darkness consumed me. The burn erupted in my ring finger, and in that moment I knew. Yes, the burn alerted me to danger, helping me navigate this new world. A turn of events I couldn’t fathom. Especially now, while my brain tossed out a thousand and two ways to die.
Deep breath in. Out. Muted
sounds left me gasping. The noises grew louder. Louder still. My heart thudded. I feared for Jasher. I feared for myself. Time passed. Minutes. An hour.
Another hour.
Then another and another.
Still another. Fatigue warred with a deluge of adrenaline pumping through my veins. Sleep never came. Eventually, faint rays of morning light filtered through the canopy of branches and leaves overhead. No sign of Jasher. I licked chapped lips and lumbered to my feet. I’d take care of business and wait.
“Hello, sweetcake.”
The unfamiliar voice reached my ears a split second before rock-hard arms locked around my throat and waist, pinning me against an unforgiving body that reeked of filth. Fear overwhelmed me, a single thought screaming through my brain. Trapper!
So much for no one being foolish enough to approach me. Instinct screeched: Run! But though I fought with all my might, I failed to gain release. My captor merely laughed.
“I think I’ll marinate this meat in something spicy,” a new voice purred. A grinning man glided up to me. In his fifties, with crows feet, a comb-over, a thick mustache and normal attire. A beige shirt paired with loose slacks. Old-fashioned iron keys jingled from his waistband.
He gently pinched my chin, turning my face from side to side before skimming the tip of his nose up the curve of my throat and inhaling sharply. “I don’t normally chase my meals, but you were worth it, I must admit. Even more delicious-looking up close.”
A manic laugh burst from me. Yep. Trappers. They planned to eat me. Eat. Me. As in take a fork and knife to my internal organs. Campsite to table. Yet they looked so average.
“She belong to an official?” my abductor asked.
Mr. Mustache grabbed my hand, lifted my palm into the light, and snickered. “Oh, yeah. She’s a sacrifice for Governor West.”
“Bounty hunters are pursuing her, then.”
“They won’t find anything but her bones.” He repeatedly flicked his tongue at me, and there was no hiding my cringe. “I’m Tommy. And you are?”
“Not on today’s dinner menu.” I had one option. Bluff. “My companion is currently killing your rabdogs. If you harm me, he’ll kill you next. I’d rather not have to mop up excess blood.”
“Sweetcake,” he repeated, and tsked as if he felt sorry for me. “Your companion is already dead.”
No! No, no, no. Jasher wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. He was too strong, too capable.
Tommy canted his head to the side, deepening his study of me. “She reminds me of someone.”
“A feast you’ve enjoyed before?” his friend asked.
“Yeah. That’s gotta be it.” His grin returned and widened. “I claim first bite.”



CHAPTER 8
A TASTY SNACK

My legs shook from exertion, and my feet throbbed. With shackles around my wrists, four trappers on horseback paraded me and two other captives they’d picked up along the way through their camp. A clearing surrounded by towering trees, with a patchwork quilt of grass and sand. Men, women, and children dressed in clean but plain linens poured from well-made tents. The growing crowd cheered with delight. Murmurs of “banquet” arose, and many interested gazes landed on me.
I ground my teeth, combatting a surge of bile as I scanned the faces of the onlookers, noting the plumpness of their cheeks. They ate well, and they ate often.
Monstrous animals roamed the site, blasting aggression. They were some kind of wolf-hyena-humanoid hybrids. The so-called rabdogs? They were wiry and might have been as tall as the trappers if they’d stood to full height. Except, they prowled on all fours. Though the legs up front appeared to be claw-tipped arms. They possessed mid-size snouts, huge teeth, and abnormally arched spines.
Had this pack killed Jasher?
Reminded of the executioner’s fate, I bit my tongue to stop a whimper and tasted blood. He couldn’t be dead. He just couldn’t be.
Distracted, I missed seeing the rock in my path. When my bare toe slammed into it, I winced, doing my best to stay silent, keep walking, and remain upright. I’d stealthily kicked off my boots a few miles back, when we’d come upon a briar patch, eager to leave a blood trail for easy tracking. Just in case. Although, Jasher’s survival wouldn’t change the words he’d spoken to me. On your own.
Was I really?
Hopelessness bombarded me. I’d once considered Jasher merciless, but no longer. My captors were ten thousand times worse. They sat proud on those beautiful, multicolored ponies, thrilling over the bruised, battered condition of their meals. Obviously, they preferred their steaks tenderized.
The scent of roasting meat reached my nostrils. At first, I savored the pleasant odor, my mouth watering. Then I spotted what, exactly, I inhaled. Roasting humans. Their severed limbs and torsos hung over open firepits, turning and charring on spits. Severed heads topped short, spinning poles, allowing sitting villagers to scoop out the brains lazy Susan style. Fresher bodies were stretched out over wooden tables, their organs being fished out. The butchering station.
Bile singed my throat. I hunched over and vomited. The trappers continued onward, unconcerned. My length of chain pulled taut, yanking me to my knees, then my face, dragging me through the mess.
Tapping into a deep reservoir of strength I hadn’t known I possessed, I lumbered to my feet. Guess the curse of a violent death was true.
“Let me go!” the robust man next to me screamed. He jerked at his bounds, but he was no match for his handler. With a hard pull, the trapper ensured he fell and ate a mouthful of dirt.
My chest squeezed. I couldn’t help him. I couldn’t even help myself.
Nearby, a handful of pups played with children who kicked a flesh-colored ball around, unaffected by the sight of the prisoners.
Soon, we reached our destination. The riders stopped and dismounted near a makeshift corral. A group of teens rushed over to take possession of the mares. The trappers didn’t trust the new meat-on-feet with anyone else, however. Three of them strode over to claim a captive for further transport.
“You’re with me, girlie,” Tommy said, grinning. “The tastiest snacks go in here.” With the end of my chain locked in his grip, he led me toward a mud hut with two guards posted at the entrance. His keys jingled from the hook at his waist. The other trappers took the men in the opposite direction, to an open tent with at least twenty others restrained by ground stakes. Awaiting selection?
Perspiration dampened my palms. “I don’t want to eat you, but I wouldn’t mind spilling your guts,” I snarled at my captor.
He laughed outright. “Many have tried, none have succeeded.”
Did he take me straight to the butcher or did he hope to make use of me first?
I dug in my heels, resisting forward momentum. He pulled me through the door without much effort on his part. My new surroundings gave me pause. A fire crackled inside a pit, smoke curling up, up to escape through a hole in the roof. Thankfully, no one roasted in the flames and there wasn’t a ready spit.
Despite multiple beds with wooden frames and hay-filled mattresses, this wasn’t a love shack, as I’d feared. Only one other prisoner was present. An older man laid upon a bed, wearing a loin cloth. He wasn’t chained. But then, both of his legs and an arm had been amputated. He watched me with sad, sunken eyes, his skin sallow and bruised.
Horror stole my breath and clogged my throat. This was the fate in store for me? Eaten piece by piece?
My struggles started up again.
“You must be cleaned and seasoned. But first, utensils must be prepared,” Tommy said, hauling me onto the bed next to the old man. After removing my shackles, he hooked the cuffs together, then snapped the metal around my neck and hooked the end of the chain to a stake hidden beneath a pile of blankets. I had enough slack to sit up but little else. “Carmine!”
A weathered woman with frizzy salt and pepper hair raced in with a canteen she placed beside me. Then off she went, exiting the hut as quickly as she’d entered.
“It’s not drugged. We wouldn’t poison ourselves in such a way. It’s milk. Drink it or not. Strengthen or not. It’s up to you.” All said with his smirking grin. Because he knew I would drink it. Anything to build up my strength.
He reached out as if to pinch my chin.
On instinct, I kicked him in the chest. “Don’t touch me.”
Scowling now, he caught my ankle and held on tight in a punishing grip. His eyes glittered. “I’ll let you watch when I take my first sampling of you. I think I’ll start right here.” He tapped the center of my calf.
“The only thing you’re going to eat is crow,” I snarled at him.
He laughed as he released me. Saying nothing else, he strode out with those stupid jingling keys. Suddenly I was (semi) alone with the old man. I highly doubted the guards posted just outside the door had wandered off.
The choir babes, Patch and even Jasher had tried to tell me I’d be better off with the Wests. I should have listened. But how could I have guessed I would ever come to miss the land of crimen, substitutes, and storms?
Doing my best to control my breathing, I scanned the hut for details I’d missed, a little too afraid of what I’d see to face my companion. Off in a far corner, a rabdog with wild eyes nursed a litter of squiggling pups. I swallowed a manic laugh. Did Momma serve as sentry in case the unchained man tried to drag himself away?
A quiet growl drew my focus to the edge of my bed, and I scrambled as far as the fetter allowed. A pup! It curled up there, its head lifted, its teeth bared and eyes flashing with red. It looked much smaller than the other babies. Still! How sharp were those fangs?
It watched me with an accusing glare, but it didn’t lunge at me. When I failed to lash out, it lowered its head, as if all its vigor had drained. Was it hurt? Why wasn’t it eating with its siblings?
Did I dare pick it up to set it on the floor?
“The little nugget won’t hurt you,” my companion rasped, his voice hoarse. Probably from screaming, “He’s not strong enough. Mom rejected him, so the others rejected him, too. Without food or affection, he’s only growing weaker.”
Not a sob story for the baby!
Finally I gathered the courage to face the poor, abused man at my side. The sight of him did exactly what I’d anticipated, and I cringed. Something inside me broke.
“What’s your name?” I asked. “How long have you been here?”
He offered a desolate smile. “I’m Earl Smith. Came from Oklahoma City a few months ago. Woke up from a tornado already bound in chains. Lost a leg to the cannibals only a few days later. Since I’m an otherworlder, I’m saved for special occasions.” Bitterness tinged his voice.
The same fate awaiting me. Breathe. “I’m Moriah Shaker from Kansas.”
Tears of joy welled as if I’d granted his fondest wish. “Well, Kansas. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I didn’t think I’d see a fellow American ever again.”
“Me, either. And the pleasure is mine, Oklahoma.”
He gave me another smile, this one pure happiness.
With every fiber of my being, I longed to reach out and pat him, to share the comfort of contact. But the metal links wouldn’t allow it. Then he did the reaching, and I followed suit, stretching as far as possible. The tips of our fingers brushed. A mewl escaped each of us. How much he reminded me of my father.
“Have you learned of a way home?” Earl croaked.
“I’m told there’s a portal in the City of Lux, and it’s able to transport us back to our world.”
Hope brightened his features. “I miss my Brenda something fierce. Would do anything to see her again.” His lids slid shut for a beat, and the corners of his mouth lifted. Imagining their reunion? “The canteen really is filled with milk, by the way. It’s from a goat. Well, this world’s version of a goat. It’ll give you energy but will also sweeten your meat. A catch twenty-two.”
The puppy reared up again, giving a fiercer growl as I shifted the bulk of my weight to the blankets. His eyes flashed a brighter red. The ferocity in his expression said, I will shred you! But again, the fuzzball didn’t lash out. Either he lacked the fortitude or the defenses, but either way, he heaped coals of fires on a sense of loneliness. Without my father, I had no one, and it sucked. How it must suck for this dude as well. Even a hideous rabdog deserved a little compassion.
Trembling but determined to show him a moment of friendliness, I stretched an arm toward him. His growls increased in volume, and his entire body tensed. The second I made contact, he jumped, as if preparing to attack. I didn’t pull away. No, I stroked the ridges of his spine. Gentle, so gentle. His fur was softer than I’d anticipated.
The longer I petted him, the more my hand heated. The warmth didn’t come from him but inside me; it wasn’t unpleasant and didn’t strike me as a warning. Rather, it thawed my coldest recesses. Soon the little guy’s growls faded, as did the red in his eyes, and he just kind of slumped onto the blankets, too exhausted to put up a fight. And maybe too content to care?
He needed affection as much as nourishment, I realized. But nourishment first. Right now, I had (almost) goat’s milk. That would have to do.
I uncorked the top of the canteen, cupped a hand, and poured some of the thick, white liquid into the bowl of my palm. When I offered the beverage to the little guy, he sniffed, perked up, then stuck out his tongue. With a tail wag, he popped to his feet and lapped the liquid as fast as possible. I poured more, and he drank. More still. He consumed every drop. He gave another growl as soon as I ceased serving.
“No, sir,” I said. “I don’t want rabdog barf in this bed with us. Let’s make sure you can handle what you’ve had.”
As though he understood my words, he heaved a dramatic sigh and plopped on the blankets, then looked at me with something akin to gratitude.
Yeah, okay, I kind of melted.
“You need a name,” I told him. “I refuse to call you Toto, though.”
He didn’t appear impressed.
“I’ll call you Nugget for now. If you think of something better, you tell me.”
Earl chuckled, the sound of his merriment warming me further. But he sobered quickly, the gravity of our situation keeping us both grounded in the moment. “I hate that you’re here, but I’m also glad.” He cringed. “That’s an awful thing to say. I’m sorry. It’s just, you’ve been much needed medicine for me.”
I totally understood. “I’m so glad you’re here, too. We have to escape, Earl,” I whispered. Maybe I could get to water and summon Iris. A little extra help wouldn’t be amiss. You couldn’t collect favors from dead girls. And if not the water maiden, maybe I could sneak out, rig a gurney, and drag Earl through the forest. Or coax a couple rabdogs to pull it. “I refuse to spend my final moments in the digestive tract of someone like Tommy.”
“An experience I don’t recommend. One star,” Earl quipped with enough dry humor to draw an unexpected bark of laughter from me.
Embarrassment heated my cheeks. “My humblest apologies. I shouldn’t make light of your misery.”
“There’s no need for apologies. Better we joke than sob.” Determination etched the old man’s features. “These cannibals are a superstitious folk. They perform certain rituals for each stage of the, uh, baking process. Soon, Tommy will return for you. To prepare you, as he claimed. But I don’t want you to worry none, Moriah. I’ve had a ton of time here and nothing to do but think. I’ve come up with a surefire plan for escape. All I’ve needed is a pair of hands. Yours, to be exact. You do what I say, and we can get home.”



CHAPTER 9
DINNER INTERRUPTED

Earl’s plan played on repeat inside my head for the rest of the day, all night and throughout the morning. I waited on edge for Tommy’s return. Finally, as the sunlight filtering through cracks in the tent reached peek brightness, he entered the hut.
My breath hitched, a single word blasting through my head. Showtime.
As usual, his keys jingled. A sound I would despise for the rest of my life. He wasn’t smiling, and he hadn’t come alone. The two burly guards accompanied him. He held a length of chain.
No one spared the sleeping Earl a glance as Tommy freed my chain from the stake, then yanked me to my sore, cut feet. A surge of adrenaline dulled the other aches and pains that flared in overworked, abused muscles.
A guard tied my wrists together with rope. Nugget remained on the bed and slept as well. Only difference was, Earl faked it. At least, I prayed he faked it. He had a part to play.
“Afraid to face me alone?” I taunted. “Had to bring reinforcements?”
“You all think you’re tough in the beginning.” Tommy motioned to the canteen with a tilt of his chin.
The second guard swiped it up and checked the inside. “Empty.”
That’s right. Not a drop remained. I’d had some, yes, to build up my strength as the hours passed, but I’d continued to share with Nugget, who seemed to have doubled in size. Amazing what nourishment and love could do. And so quickly, too. The little darling had inched closer and closer to me throughout the night, until finally snuggling in at my side. His presence had comforted me when I needed it most.
“Good girl,” Tommy said, leading me via the chain outside. Clink, clink, clink. Metal key beat against metal key, and I ground my teeth. The guards flanked my rear.
Apprehension prickled my nape as sunlight highlighted a crowd of men, women, and children. They formed walls at both my sides, creating a pathway. No one spoke a word or moved as they observed my forward procession. My heart provided an ominous drumbeat that kept time with my footsteps. If any facet of the plan went wrong—nothing would go wrong. This would work. Because it must.
Tommy led me toward a type of public square within the camp, heading for a wooden pole close to a rectangular table littered with what must be the “seasonings.” Glass vials filled with cleaning soaps and scrubs, oils and spices, exactly as Earl had described.
Step one: Get to the table.
Panic attempted to hijack my good sense when the pathway ended mere feet away from the pole. Too far from the table! I’d have to do something.
I could do something. Before Tommy could tie me to the pole, I threw my weight into his body, knocking him down. As he fell, creating slack in the chain, I darted past him and purposely crashed into the table. It toppled, along with the vials. Nothing broke or spilled, dang it, everything capped. Behind me, shocked, horrified gasps abounded.
Step two: Get my hands on something sharp.
I worked fast, grabbing a vial and slamming it against another. The two shattered. I managed to stuff a shard under my tongue and swipe up a second before Tommy jerked, dragging me to his feet. Twisting, I swiped at him with the piece I held, hoping he and the others believed it was the only weapon I’d obtained. A distraction tactic.
Scowling, he caught my wrist and rammed my hand against the pole. Pain opened my grip, the fragment tinkling to the ground.
“You’ll pay dearly for disrupting this sacred ritual.” His scowl darkened as he secured my bound wrists to the pole and removed the length of chain. He left the collar in place. Meanwhile, villagers rushed over to clean the mess and right the table.
Step three: Send a signal to Earl as soon as I completed step two.
I threw back my head and screamed until Tommy slapped me. Stars flashed before my eyes, but I didn’t care.
Step four: Await Earl’s distraction.
I had no idea what the old man intended to do or how he hoped to do it, but he’d evinced only confidence when he’d outlined my phases.
“Enough of this nonsense.” Eyes slitted, Tommy withdrew a dagger and set the blade’s tip at the neckline of my shirt. “Nothing can stop what’s to happen. You will be stripped, cleaned and covered with a special blend of spices. We will leave you here overnight, and you will marinate. In the morning, I’ll remove one of your legs. If you scream again, I’ll take your tongue as an appetizer.”
My heart thudded against my ribs, which threatened to crack. Please, Earl. Come through!
A slight whistle and whoosh hit my ears a second before an arrow embedded in my captor’s throat. His eyes widened, as if he was unable to comprehend what just happened. My eyes widened. Blood leaked from his wound, and he gasped for breath he couldn’t catch, stumbling backward before crashing to the ground, where he writhed in agony.
The crowd froze, everyone just as shocked and confused as me. Earl had found and used a bow? But, but…
Screams from others erupted. “The hut burns!” someone called. Others bellowed, “Fire!”
“The otherworlder!” I heard repeated in frantic tones.
“You, you and you, find the shooter,” a voice commanded. “Kev, you and your group help Tommy. The rest of you put out the flames!”
The crowd dispersed, most running for a well to draw water for buckets. A good handful of men closed in on the fallen, now still Tommy. I wasted no time. I bent my head to pluck the glass shard from my mouth and began cutting the rope binding my wrists as best I could.
In the sunlight, I couldn’t help but notice the colors sparkling in my shadow ring. Seven colors, to be exact, and another reminder of my mother’s ring. Almost as if…No, no. Impossible.
A humorless laugh bubbled from me. Was anything impossible anymore? I might as well finish the thought. Had I somehow absorbed the ring? And now, it un-absorbed, for whatever reason. A process that made no sense. I mean, how? Why?
When a big brute comprehended what I was doing, he abandoned the dying or dead Tommy to reach for me. Whoosh. An arrow embedded in his temple, and down he fell. Unlike Tommy, he didn’t writhe for a bit. He laid motionless and bleeding, staring up at the morning sky without blinking.
What was even happening right now? More desperate by the second, I sawed the rope faster. Faster still. Come on, come on. Four men hauled Tommy off as though their feet were on fire. Another villager raced for me, reaching…
Whoosh. An arrow sliced into his shoulder, and he stumbled to the side, bellowing with pain.
Those in the area realized the truth at the same time I did: approaching me equaled certain death.
Suddenly everyone backed away as if I’d morphed into toxic waste.
“I suggest you don’t touch the girl,” a calm, familiar voice called.
Jasher! Relief, elation, and astonishment washed over me, one after the other. A whimper left my mouth on a tide. He wasn’t dead, and he’d come for me, despite his claim to the contrary.
“I need the leader’s keys,” I shouted. A metal collar wasn’t going to be my new fashion accessory, and that was that.
Other arrows rained, taking down Tommy’s helpers before they got far. They fell two by two just as my rope gave way. Oh, thank the Lord! I pulled free, the strangest, most sublime strength rushing from the newly color-filled shadow ring, filling my limbs, keeping me upright, and further dulling my aches. I didn’t understand it, but I appreciated the boost.
“I’m getting the keys, my friend, and my dog. Cover me,” I bellowed. I didn’t wait for Jasher’s response. Just ran toward the dropped Tommy.
Took some doing to free the body from the heavy weight of the fallen who’d landed on him, but I did it. I snatched the iron circlet from his belt loop and took off running for the hut. Anyone in my path received an arrow, male or female. Only the children escaped the executioner’s wrath. But then, they didn’t attempt to approach me.
Near the hut, the now familiar scent of cooking meat hit my nostrils, and an awful suspicion rose from the mire of my thoughts. No, no, on. I quickened my pace. Earl didn’t. He couldn’t.
But he did and he had.
I stopped abruptly, crying out. He’d pushed himself out of his bed, pulled himself straight into the fire, and cooked himself to death, knowing the villagers would come running to save their favorite snack meat, leaving me to gain my freedom without an audience.
Tears blurred my vision. I should have known. Should have suspected at the very least.
Furious shouts penetrated my haze of grief, and I shoved Tommy’s keys into the collar around my neck until I found the right one. The metal shackle unhinged and fell with a thud. Now wasn’t the time to mourn. To waste Earl’s precious sacrifice on my behalf. I scanned the rest of the hut. No sign of Nugget on my bed. No sign of momma rabdog or any of her pups, either.
“Nugget,” I bellowed.
A slight movement under a blanket on the floor caught my attention, and I rushed over. Yes! I gathered the scared baby boy in my arms and zoomed outside, entering total chaos. People ran in every direction, searching for family members and trying to hide from the shooter. Dead and dying bodies with arrows protruding from various locations were now piled all around.
Jasher must have shot anyone who approached my door. How many arrows did he have left? Couldn’t be many. He’d already unleashed more than someone who’d had a grand total of zero arrows yesterday should possess today.
Rather than race for freedom, I held Nugget close to my chest and sprinted for the tent that held the captives. After releasing the first person I came upon—a near impossible feat while cradling a puppy—the newly freed man claimed the keys and released the next prisoner. As the pattern repeated, I dashed for a forest thicket. Get to Jasher. Just get to Jasher. But which way should I go?
An arrow hit the ground ten paces to the right. Jasher’s way of leading me? Guess I’d find out.
Go, go, go! I switched directions, zooming along the arrow-marked route as if someone brandished a whip behind me. When leaves rustled and another whoosh sounded, I slowed, expecting another arrow to land nearby. Except, a big, strong body jumped from a tree branch to land within striking distance of me.
I swung a fist, but he caught my wrist. Angels sang a chorus in my head as our gaze locked and his identity registered. Jasher, here in the flesh, not just a voice in the atmosphere. He no longer wore his armor but a white tunic and black leathers. Gashes and scabs littered his face and arms, dried blood and rips littered his clothing, and filth caked his boots. He’d never looked more rough and tumble, or more smoldery, and I’d never been so happy to see him. But, um, wow. I mentioned the smolder right? Because his eyes sizzled.
Nugget didn’t notice the newcomer, too busy snoozing.
“Hi,” I breathed.
Jasher anchored the bow to his shoulder and dialed it down, suddenly as calm as ever. “Took you long enough.”
I snorted, perhaps a little out of my mind now. “I could say the same to you. Instead I’ll go with hello, Tinman, so good to see you.” Since he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave, the need to flee faded to a soft buzz. “Shall we head out?” Look at me, being all nonchalant and polite in the face of danger.
“There’s no rush. You weren’t followed. Actually, your foes traveled in the opposite direction.”
In that case, I relaxed enough to kiss Nugget’s adorable nose. “Glad you survived. The cannibals told me you were dead.”
“It will take more than a pack of rabdogs to kill me.” His head canted to the side as he studied my bundle of love. “Meanwhile, you decided to domesticate one?”
I hugged Nugget closer. “Yes, and isn’t he a total darling? His birth mother rejected him, and I signed the adoption papers in my heart last night.”
Jasher’s eyes rounded, practically bugging out with shock. “But he’s the runt.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing. There’s nothing wrong with being a runt. Isn’t that right, sweet boy?” I nuzzled my face into my son’s fur.
“There’s a reason rabdog mother’s always help the smallest of the litter die, Moriah.”
“Because they’re considered feeble? How dare you! Nugget is strong and courageous. By the way, our partnership ends if you so much as attempt to harm him.” The sweet darling had suffered enough. “Also, I thought you weren’t coming for me.”
Jasher shrugged, unaffected by my outburst. “I came for the compass.”
Maybe. Probably. But the fact was, he’d come, and that was all that mattered to me.
Nugget woke with a start and growled at the executioner, his eyes flashing bright red. I kissed his fuzzy little face, telling Jasher, “He’s hungry.”
A moment passed in stunned silence. “You expect me to feed the runt our rations, too?”
“Was I not clear? Sorry. Yes, I do expect you to feed him our rations.”
“You know he’ll grow into a beast as depraved as trappers, yes? He’ll do it fast.”
“There are few beings as depraved as trappers. But yes, I’ve seen a fully grown rabdog. I understand what I’m getting into.” No way I would back down on this. “So do you feed him or do we part ways now?”
His jaw clenched. “I said I’d get you to the City of Lux, nothing more, nothing else.”
“Well, he goes where I go.” Up went my chin. “About that food.”
“I probably killed his father. And his uncle. And his aunt. And⁠—”
“Okay, I get it. The big, bad executioner slaughtered the pack of rabdogs sent to kill him. Noted. Last chance.” I redistributed the animal’s weight and held out my hand, waving my fingers. “Jerky.”
Huffing, the ruthless executioner dug a piece of dried meat from his pack. Rather than offer it to Nugget, he passed it to me. I pressed the morsel against Nugget’s mouth, and he gobbled it up in record time, ending his growl fest.
Then Jasher shocked me further. He picked up a pair of boots resting at the base of the tree. My boots! Kneeling, he fitted the shoes on my battered feet. It hurt, but I didn’t dare complain, too overjoyed by the gift. And the man. He’d let me hang on to my baby.
“Thank you.” There was no stopping a sudden, wild tsunami of affection for him. Without Jasher, Earl’s plan would have failed. I saw the truth so clearly now. As desperate as we’d been, we’d hadn’t acknowledge the very real obstacles. The executioner solved the problem and saved the day.
“You’re welcome,” he grumbled.
I wouldn’t let myself hug him. “Shall we go before the cannibals decide to turn back and seek revenge?” I batted my lashes at him. “Along the way, I’d love to hear where you got the bow and all the arrows.”
“It’s not a long story. I spent the night making them.”
That…he…wow. My admiration for him spiked. He’d gone to great lengths to aid me. “Thank you,” I repeated, the words now a low rasp.
“Stop saying that. I don’t like it.” Another grumble.
Or he liked it too much? “You know, Jash, you’re actually a pretty nice guy. For a killer and all.”
He rolled his eyes, then turned on his heel and stalked off.
I trailed him as Nugget conformed his little body to my chest. “How did you find me? Was it the blood-stained path I left for you? It was the path, wasn’t it?”
“It did make finding your trail easier when the trappers took measures to hide their course,” Jasher admitted, albeit somewhat reluctantly.
So. Not a wasted effort, after all. I beamed at everything and nothing, proud of my brilliance.
Oh! Two black and white horses, each with a single horn, stood between a pair of trees, their feathery wings tucked into their sides. They watched while bathed in shadows, and my next step faltered.
They reminded me of the flying stallions depicted in my mother’s painting at Emerald City Clucks. Even more proof that she’d spent a good amount of time here. I almost couldn’t process it.
“Jasher. Hey, Jasher,” I whisper-yelled, doing my best not to frighten the creatures. Argh! They disappeared in a puff of white smoke between one blink and another.
“Yes, Moriah?” The executioner sounded resigned.
“Never mind,” I groused.
On we traveled, one hour blending into another. When my arms grew tired from Nugget’s weight, I borrowed another shirt from my guide and rigged a sling.
“We’re taking a slight detour to a nearby village to replenish our supplies,” Jasher announced. “If we stay on the move and encounter no trouble, we’ll arrive before nightfall. We’ll stay at the inn.”
Oooh. A temporary reprieve from my litany of aches and pains sounded delightful. A wonderful prize we both deserved after everything we’d survived. “I would love a bath. I reek of cannibal.”
“I know.”
Ouch. “Yes. Well. You aren’t exactly a sweet smelling rose, either.” Because he was all orchids and sandalwood!
He hiked his shoulders, not the least bit offended.
As silence stretched between us, my mind attempted to resurrect thoughts of Earl, my father and their fates, bringing a deluge of emotion I couldn’t afford to stroke. I forced myself to concentrate on my return to Ozworld, Kansas.
There really was no place like home.



CHAPTER 10
THE COWARDLY LION

Istood beside Jasher at the top of a wooded hill roughly a mile from Dead Man’s Pass, with a sleeping Nugget nestled in the T-shirt sling. The village was not what I’d expected. A cluster of cabins and shops reminded me of old Wild West towns I’d seen in movies. Set in a clearing, this one boasted a single dirt road and multiple posts for tying horses. Women dressed in plain shirts and leather pants were scattered in groups, all rushing for the same building. Excitement filled the air. There wasn’t a man in sight.
“You’re going to cause a stir,” I stated, wondering what was going on down there.
“I always do,” Jasher replied, the first words he’d spoken in forever. After telling me our destination, he’d clammed up.
As promised, we had reached our destination before dark. Just barely, but there was still enough light to read the signs staked along the road. Most said:

Others boasted:
LEONA FOR MAYOR!
Only, on every placard, someone had added the word DON’T before “Vote” and painted a strike through the name, replacing it with LIAR or CHEATER.
Other signs read:
VISITORS PAST 10
9 8 O’CLOCK WILL BE SHOT!
“Is it eight?” I asked. Since my arrival in Hakeldama, I’d entertained little awareness of the time.
“Several minutes past.”
Dang. “Are we camping on the hill and hitting the town in the morning then?” That must be the reason we hadn’t made our way down.
“I’m not a visitor but an invited guest. I pass through often.”
Excellent news. “So what’s the hold up?” I double checked the safety of the plan via my new telltale alert. No burn in my finger, so no danger. Thank goodness! I longed for a good meal along with that bath we agreed I needed and a soft bed. A notepad and pencil, too. Basically any comfort of home.
“We must first discuss our sleeping arrangement.”
But I’d assumed… “Considering I have no silvers, I’ll need to bunk with you.” If nothing else, I trusted him to behave.
“I’ll pay for you to have a room of your own.”
Such generosity. The affection I’d experienced for him flourished anew, as sweet as honey. “I appreciate that, Jasher. Truly.”
“You’ll pay me back, of course,” he added. “With interest.”
Wariness pulled an invisible rug out from under my feet. Okay, this was more expected. He could have premeditated an unnecessary trip to town to get me indebted to him.
Oh, I didn’t believe he had designs on my body. Though, yes, we’d shared a couple electric moments. But. This was Jasher. The Tinman in the flesh. He wouldn’t know an emotion if it slapped his butt with butter and called him a biscuit.
I studied his expressionless profile. “What’s your interest rate?” No way I would walk into an agreement without all the facts. Not again. “For that matter, what do you expect as payment?” I’d already agreed to give him the compass.
“I expect information and honesty. I’ll ask questions, and you’ll answer without delay.”
Okay. All right. That, I could do. Mostly. “What happens if the inn has only one room? Can we agree you’ll answer my questions too?”
“They’ll have two rooms. They always do.”
“Uh, I think you just guaranteed they’ll only have one.” That was how it worked in books and movies. Well, if we were part of a rom-com. Which we weren’t. More like a horror movie or disaster film. Still! There’d be only one room; I’d put good money on it. Well, not my money, considering I had none, but definitely Jasher’s.
“That makes no sense,” he scoffed. “They’ll either have two rooms or they won’t, and nothing I’ve said can change that fact.”
“But if I’m right and there’s only one room, you will answer my questions.” Silence met my request/command. “Imma need you to verbalize your agreement, Jashy bear.”
“Fine,” he huffed, then descended the hill at last. He called, “Jashy bear?”
A puff of air parted my lips. Victory! With Nugget tucked safe and warm against me, I followed my guide. “Because you just get sweeter.”
“I am not sweet,” he said with a growl, waking Nugget.
The rabdog didn’t get protective, as usual, but squirmed for freedom, which I gave him. Jasher sighed and paused, waiting with me as my fur baby found the perfect spot to do his business.
“Good boy,” I praised upon his return. He sat at my feet, adoration glittering in his dark eyes. Wagging his tail, he licked his chompers. “Is my perfect sweetie hungry?”
“Your perfect sweetie is always hungry,” Jasher mumbled.
I stretched out a hand, “requesting” food.
With a weightier sigh, he dug into the pack and withdrew a large chunk of dried meat. As usual, he passed it to me not the rabdog. I crouched intending to tear it into manageable bits, but he snatched it. Huh. My brow furrowed as I watched him chow down with those long, sharp teeth. Guess he didn’t need my help anymore. But, uh, had he grown a few inches in the minutes he’d been awake? He looked bigger than he had before I’d placed him on the grass.
“Let’s go,” my Tinman commanded, setting off again.
I gathered Nugget, who propped his chin on my shoulder and pressed his belly to my chest before promptly falling back to sleep. Maybe he’d grown, maybe he hadn’t, but either way my love for him deepened. He trusted me with his wellbeing, and I would do everything in my power to give him the best life.
We reached the row of buildings and bumped into a stunning woman who shot out of a door. She had curly black hair and a lovely dark complexion. “Soldier,” she blurted out, shooting her gaze to the ground. “We’ve paid our taxes.”
“That, I know,” he responded. “I’m here as a guest, not a guard.”
“You are Jasher?” she asked, unsure. When he nodded, she brightened but still didn’t look up. “Good to have you back.”
“Has my brother passed through?”
“Which one?”
How many did he have?
“Anders,” he replied.
“No. Not for weeks.”
The muscles in his back bunched.
When Jasher failed to make an introduction, I rolled my eyes. “Hi. I’m Moriah.”
“Natalie,” she responded with open curiosity. A silent request for more information.
Nugget stirred in my arms, spotted her and growled. His eyes flashed red.
Natalie’s smile fell, choking sounds springing from her. “That’s a rabdog. A runt.”
Here we go again. “He’s friendly, I promise.”
“Rabdogs are never friendly.” She reached behind her back, swung her arm forward, and aimed a pistol at my pet.
Nugget sensed the increased threat and reacted accordingly, snarling, preparing to launch from my arms and attack.
For some reason, I experienced no fear. Only fury. Enough with the threats! “Put the weapon away,” I demanded. “I’m under the protection of a royal guard, and he takes his job very seriously.” As he’d proven earlier today. “Considers it a matter of life and death.”
To my immense surprise, Jasher stepped in front of us, becoming our shield. A true sense of security enveloped me for the first time since I’d arrived in Hakeldama, and I relaxed. Nugget, too, calmed down.
“Any who attempt to harm the woman and the rabdog will pay a steep price,” Jasher stated, as unruffled as ever but also harder. Harsher. Frightening. And yes, okay, sexy.
Natalie became ashen, and her hand began to tremble. She lowered and sheathed the gun.
“Where is everyone headed in such a hurry?” I asked, the momentary peril already forgiven and forgotten. Maybe I’d grown as a person. Maybe the influx of danger I’d faced in a matter of days had hardened me to difficulty.
The beauty pointed a building with a sign that proclaimed BUFFET OF WRATH. “There’s a revenge lottery tonight. Speaking of, I don’t want to be late.” She didn’t wait around to hear our response but shot off like a bullet.
Jasher’s shoulders rolled in the slightest bit. “The inn keeper will be there too. We won’t be able to get a room until the lottery ends.”
“What’s a revenge lottery? Because it sounds illegal, according to Hakeldama law. Wait. Never mind. We’re in Lawless Forest. No rules apply.”
“You can witness the lottery firsthand.” He headed for the same building as Natalie.
I kept pace at his side, my curiosity growing with every step. As he reached out to open the door, Nugget squirmed for freedom. I freed him from the sling and lowered him to the ground, my shoulder and back singing with relief, glad to be free from the heavy weight.
My precious darted off, racing for the forest as if he’d spotted prey.
“Nugget!” I called, ready to dart after him.
The executioner clasped my arm, holding me in place. “He’ll be fine, I assure you. He’s a wild animal. Frankly, I expected him to take off long before this.”
Honestly? Me, too. “Yes, but he’s just a baby. My baby. What if he gets lost?”
Snort. “Rabdogs are never babies, and they are always excellent trackers. Why do you think trappers breed them? If Nugget wishes to return to you, he will.”
But… “What if he doesn’t choose to come back?” I asked with a sniffle. I’d lost so much already. “Some people don’t, you know.”
Jasher faced me fully and captured my gaze. We stared at each other, as we’d done several times before. An action that might have become a habit…and an addiction. Then he did something new. With his thumb on my chin and his index finger notched beneath it, he tilted my head, bringing my face closer to his. His intoxicating scent fogged my head.
Awareness arced between us, electric. Sharper than ever before. Seductive. Almost dangerous.
“He’ll come back,” he vowed, those sunset eyes intense.
I fought to focus. To think of anything but his nearness and his sweetness and his kindness and his beauty and his everything. “How can you be so sure?”
“As I’ve learned, leaving you behind isn’t easy.” A soft statement that hit harder than any punch.
Mind. Blown. No way he’d just implied what I thought he’d implied.
But what if he had?
I closed my eyes as I spiraled and sputtered internally for a response. When he dropped his hand, spun on his heel, and entered the building, leaving me on my own, I blinked in confusion and early screamed with frustration. How could he turn his smolder on and off so quickly?
After collecting the wits scattered across my mind, I hurried after him. I would ponder his astonishing admission and robotic abilities later. Probably all night long and for years to come.
Inside, I discovered a larger than expected room filled to the brim with laughing guests. Numbered jail cells lined the walls. There were twenty in total, and a lone male occupied each. They ranged in age, anywhere from eighteen to seventy, and they wore only a loin cloth. Unlike the women, they weren’t enjoying the party.
Jasher, who had waited for my entrance, tugged me into a shadowed corner. None of the guests noticed us. Too busy plucking snacks and drinks from trays carried by teenage girls, I supposed, and walking from cell to cell, examining the prisoners as if they were cattle meant to be auctioned off.
“Hello, hello, hello,” a grinning woman sang. Like, she actually sang, as if she starred in an opera. And she wasn’t done. “Welcome, guests. Welcome. Good evening, good times, and good fortune.”
Cue the crickets. The crowd quieted, all gazes sliding to the thirty-something woman as she climbed upon a small boxy dais in the center of the room. She possessed a thick mane of golden hair. Golden everything, really, from her eyes to her skin to her clothing.
Despite her beautiful voice and high class appearance, no one evinced interest in what she had to say.
Her grin vanished. “Clap,” she commanded.
In a blink, an overabundance of cheers rang out. Oookay.
Goldie flipped her lustrous mane over one shoulder. “Thank you, thank you. Now. For those who need a reminder, I’m Mayor Leona Gainly.” She paused for more applause, which she received, though not quite as enthusiastically as before. “For many of us, planting season proved tough this year. That’s why I decided to launch a special, bonus revenge lottery!”
Finally, real cheers and whistles.
She made a laughing bid for silence. “Here’s how this will go. I’ll draw a prisoner’s number and a citizen’s name. Each lucky lady will win the right to penalize her prisoner however she pleases for two whole days.”
This time, boos sounded. A surprise.
“All right, all right, calm down,” she said, showing her palms. “I know you’re usually given a full week, but this is merely a bonus round. The same rules apply. Prisoners cannot leave the cages. If you enter one, you do so at your own risk. There will be no sexual exchanges, period. And you can cause as much harm as you’d like, but you cannot kill. If you do murder, you’ll be prohibited from ever entering another lottery.”
Once again, cheers erupted. A few members of the crowd pumped their fists toward the ceiling. Cries rang out. “Drogan is losing an eye tonight!” “My mallet thirsts for a taste of Conner!” “I’ve got two fists of fury and a sock full of rocks!”
“What did these men do?” I whispered to Jasher.
“They are bounty hunters who captured sacrifices and returned them to their titleholders for punishment and death,” he whispered back. “Those sacrifices were people the citizens here loved.”
Ah. The lottery now made sense. “I guess I understand two of the rules. But not the one about you know.” I wiggled my brows to emphasize my meaning. If a winner fell for her prize, and vice versa, their love should triumph over all.
A corner of his mouth might have twitched in amusement. “No, I don’t know.”
My heart skipped a beat as if I were some sort of romance novel heroine. “A happy ending,” I explained, maybe kinda sorta blushing.
“What’s a happy ending?” He almost captured my gaze with his again, but I had the strength of mind to return my attention to the podium. “You’ll have to explain it to me. In great detail.”
There wasn’t a suggestive note in his voice, and yet I reacted as if he’d purred the words straight into my ear. Goose bumps spread over my limbs, inviting a warm flush to my skin. I…he…
Was Jasher flirting with me? No, no. Of course not. I was still reeling from the world’s sexiest embrace, that was all.
Not sure what else to do, but knowing I’d only get myself into trouble if I continued our conversation, I bumped my shoulder into his, and stated, “Okay, funny man, I withdraw the question.”
“So you do not wish to demonstrate on me? I learn by example.”
What the what? He did not just say that. Nope. He was teasing me for some reason.
Mercifully, he explained, “There is no fraternizing between a winner and her prisoner to prevent emotional attachment. Which happened in the past. A woman fell in love with a bounty hunter and set him free, intending to run off with him. He killed her and freed the others, and they burned the village to ash.”
What a brutal world this was.
From the left, a plump grandma type approached the dais holding a black bowl. From the right, a tall, willowy matron approached with a red one. Silence gripped the room as Mayor Leona drew a small piece of paper from both. “Kitty Higgenbothem, cage eleven! Congrats!”
More applause filled the airwaves. An older woman jumped up and down, clapping. Kitty, I presumed.
Other winners were chosen. But the more names that were called, the less enthusiastic the crowd became.
“Only one number remains.” Leona raised her hands and wriggled her fingers, then reached inside the black bowl to pull a name. When she squealed with happiness, any lingering excitement turned to frothing irritation. “Leona Narwood, cage eight!”
Silence. Then, “Cheater!” someone cried. “You won Drogan in the last lottery.”
“Now, ladies,” the mayor admonished, a teacher with unruly students. “You watched me make the draw. The odds of a back-to-back win aren’t great, but they aren’t impossible, either. You all saw me draw. How could I possibly con you?”
“You cheated,” someone insisted. “I demand a redraw!”
All hint of civility wiped from the mayor’s features. “You are maligning my character.” Fury crackled from her every pore. “That is a crime punishable by banishment. I suggest you tread carefully.”
When spectators stormed from the building, Jasher snaked an arm around my waist and tugged me in front of him, out of their path. He maintained his hold, as if I might bolt. Ha! I leaned into him, my will to resist clearly damaged. Perhaps beyond repair.
As we stood together, the most sublime heat enveloped me, bringing another hit of his incredible scent. My pulse fluttered. We waited, silent, time suspended, until the doorway cleared. As he led me out, I missed our closeness.
Once outside, we crossed the street to enter the only four story structure in the area. His boots thumped against the wooden floor as we approached a counter manned by a lovely woman with pale hair anchored in a bun. Liquor bottles filled the display shelves behind her. Lively piano music played, the perfect accompaniment to the wanted posters that decorated the walls. The same women who’d attended the lottery now occupied round tables spread out throughout the room. Some played cards, but all were tossing back drinks and laughing, even those not chosen in the lottery.
The wild west theme continued. Hello, saloon.
The moment the bartender noticed Jasher, she paled and looked down. “We’ve paid our taxes.”
What did royal guards do when people didn’t pay their taxes, hmm?
“I’m not here for that,” he responded.
Her lips slowly parted. “Jasher?”
Again with the uncertainty.
He gave a clipped nod. “Has Anders come through?”
“Not for about a month.”
His muscles bunched with disappointment. “Give me two rooms.”
The gal winced. “My rooms got snapped up earlier today so revenge lottery attendees could remain close to the jail.” She rested her elbows on the counter in a relaxed pose, and yet she remained tense. “There’s only one room available. It’s the honeymoon suite, so it’s triple the normal rate.”
One room, and the honeymoon suite, no less. “Told you,” I muttered.
Jasher worked his jaw, very careful not to glance my way as I smirked at him. “We’ll take it.” He threw a gold coin the blonde’s way, and she caught it.
“Is your gold known as silver?” I asked, confused.
He ignored me. “We’ll also take two baths, clothes for my companion, two meals, three pounds of raw meat, and a skin of whatever milk you have on hand.”
Had he ordered the raw meat for Nugget, just in case? I fought to curb the urge to wrap my arms around him and hug him tight.
“Plus a notepad and pencil, if you have them,” I rushed to add.
He gave a stiff nod, accepted the key the blonde slid his way, then stalked off. Head high, I trailed him. The crowd watched us with unabashed curiosity as we scaled a flight of stairs. Did they think we were lovers? I was his prisoner? Bodyguard? The moment we were out of sight, whispers wafted to my ears. Unfortunately, or fortunately, I couldn’t make out the individual words.
We bypassed the second and third floors. By the time we reached the fourth story, the music had started up again, drowning out all other sounds.
Only one door waited at the top. He opened up and motioned me inside. I entered a spacious chamber with more creature comforts than expected and smiled. Forget the sole bed with a gorgeous red comforter positioned upon a round dais in the center of the room. Forget the open balcony and full-length mirrors stationed in different corners, gifting anyone on the bed with a view of the entire space. A small, square dining table offered two cushioned chairs. The sitting area boasted a purple velvet couch and shiny coffee table, with two pink and blue recliners. In front of a crackling hearth waited a large tub forged from copper. Off to the side, an open door revealed a closet-size room with a toilet.
My knees quaked with excitement. “This is heaven on earth. Well, not earth, but whatever planet, solar system, dimension or realm this is.”
A whoosh drew my gaze to the balcony. Nugget came trotting into the room as if he owned the place, and I nearly ruptured at the seams with joy.
“Told you.” Jasher discarded the pack and his weapons near a recliner and goodness gracious there were a lot of blades. He strode to a built-in dresser with wide cabinet doors on each side and turned the glass knob on one, revealing a shelf containing everything we’d ordered. Two plates of food. A large mug of milk. A bowl of raw meat. Folded clothing. A basket of toiletries. Two towels. The pad and pencil.
“How did these items get there so quickly?” I asked, awed. “Magic?”
“A pulley system, an organized buffet with every amenity the inn offers at the ready, and workers who started gathering the moment I paid.”
Oh. Well. However disappointing the method, wondrous scents made my mouth water.
Jasher placed the bowl of meat on the floor. My pet prowled closer, leery of the executioner, but too hungry to resist.
Once Nugget cleaned the bowl, Jasher poured in the milk. The rabdog lapped up every drop, returned to me to rub against my leg, then bounded to the bed, where he curled up and drifted to sleep.
Jasher passed me a plate and claimed the other, and we relocated to the table, sitting across from each other. “We will converse after we’ve eaten and cleaned up.” Head down, avoiding my gaze, he dug into his meal.
Too hungry to care about his avoidance of me and the delay, I shoveled in a bite of food. My taste buds exploded with the first bite of creamy, cheesy chicken. Or what tasted like chicken. Other explosions occurred with the honeyed carrots, mashed potatoes, and buttery wilted greens. Like Nugget, I left nothing behind. My stomach protested the volume after going days with so little, but my willpower was shot. Besides, I couldn’t bring myself to regret a single bite.
Leaning back in my chair with a satisfied grin, I realized Jasher had finished as well—and his attention remained fixed upon me. My grin slowly faded. Such intensity, his smolder in full force. If my dad was right and I glimpsed a little too deep into people, making them uncomfortable, Jasher’s consideration bore holes into my soul. What thoughts rolled through his head?
I squirmed in my seat, my blood heating as if I’d cranked my internal thermostat to inferno. Look away. Yes! I managed it.
“Take your bath,” he rasped, standing. He stalked to a recliner, plopped down, and dug into his pack, removing tools to clean and sharpen his weapons. The chair back blocked his view of the tub. Another chivalrous gesture on his part.
I didn’t know what to make of this boy.
Trusting him not to look, I collected the basket of toiletries, the pile of clean clothing, and a towel, then approached the tub, grateful for the opportunity to remove layers of dirt, grime and filth in front of crackling logs. Except, there were no knobs on the tub. No hoses.
I organized my stuff and ran my hand along the tub’s upper edge, searching for a hidden button. “How am I supposed to turn on the—” Hot, steaming water rose from the bottom, filling the container in record time. Oooh.
“Like that,” Jasher replied. “Words are power.”
I glanced at the chair as I unwound the length of my braid. My companion kept his back to me, remaining busy with his task. Trembling a little, I shed garments I only wished to burn and climbed into the decadent liquid. Oh, goodness gracious. My muscles sang with delight.
Though I yearned to soak and enjoy, I didn’t want to be rude and make Jasher wait longer than necessary. At a swift pace, I used the jars of scrubs and soaps to wash from head to toe. Again and again, my focus returned to my companion. Each time, I stroked the compass. His compass. Not once did he turn to steal a peek. He had his faults, many faults, but he was a gentleman, and I liked that.
When I emerged, the water drained without any prompting. I dried off and hurriedly dressed in the new clothes. An outfit much like the blonde’s. A white shirt and soft, loose pants, with beige undergarments. Each item was a perfect fit.
“Your turn,” I said, brushing my hair. Though the heat from the fire was nice, the waves dried in a matter of seconds, as they’d done at West’s. Man, a girl could get used to these kinds of luxuries.
He stood and pivoted. We locked stares again, and my breath hitched. He double blinked.
“What?” I demanded.
“Your hair.” His pupils expanded, eclipsing those sunset irises. Tension tightened the skin around his eyes and mouth.
Flutters dominated my stomach, and I reached up to finger a lock. “I don’t know how it dries so fast sometimes but not others.”
“Outside of the forest and storms, Hakeldama air sucks out moisture.” He stepped toward me. I stepped toward him. We met in the middle. “I’ve never seen your hair down.”
Appearing dazed, he reached out, and traced his fingertips over the dark tresses, almost petting me. My spine tingled with anticipation, and I wanted…needed him to fist the strands and yank me closer.
What was happening to me? Between us?
He dipped his head to breathe me in, and his eyelids hooded. “You smell like happiness.”
“Thank you,” I rasped. Perhaps I should walk away. Yes, yes. Walk away. But I didn’t. I waited, curious to learn what he’d do next. What he would say.
In the end, he clenched his jaw and walked away.
Trembling and in need of an outlet, I detoured to the dresser, where I collected the pad and pencil. Then I marched to the chair Jasher had vacated and sank onto the cushion. While I should be exhausted, now that I was clean and well-fed, I remained hyperaware of him, twitching with every noise. The rustle of cloth as he disrobed. The splash of water as he stepped into the tub. More splashes as he washed.
I began to draw my usual, the monstra, but I didn’t get past the creation of an ear. Not right. Argh! I flipped to the next page. Attempted another monstra. Gah! Also not right. New page. As I tried yet again, letting my hand guide the pencil of its own accord, I said, “Tell me about your mother.” Maybe a distraction would help. And he’d agreed to answer my questions. “What part of my world did she come from?”
Silence stretched until I thought the handsome executioner intended to ignore me. Finally, he spoke up. “A place called Texas.”
“Ah. The cowboy capital of the world.”
Another pause. Then, “What’s a cowboy?”
“Someone who herds and tends cattle. Rides horses and even bulls.” I shrugged. “It’s more of an attitude, I guess.”
“And what is Kansas best known for?”
He’d remembered the name of my homeland. “Exactly what I experienced. A girl being transported by tornado into a strange world.”
Water splashed, and I imagined Jasher soaping up, naked, all those muscles and tattoos on display. I licked suddenly dry lips, swallowed, and continued etching lines here, there. Shading. The image came together, and heat singed my cheeks. Sweet goodness. I’d drawn my guide’s arresting face.
“How old were you when your mother died?” I asked. What I didn’t do? Stop drawing.
“Ten. I don’t remember much about her, but I do recall the warning she gave me and my brothers every night,” he admitted softly. “If we steal someone’s joy, we should consider it a loan, for the act will always return to us with interest.”
A truth I agreed with a hundred percent. “She sounds wise and kind.” I liked her already. “Is Anders younger or older than you?”
“Neither. We are…triplets.” Jasher’s husky voice poured over me, rousing more goose bumps.
Wait. “Triplets? So there are two carbon copies of you?” I gasped out.
“Yes.” A strange inflection in his tone roused my curiosity, but I couldn’t get past the admission. “Reese is the third.”
“What of your father?”
“He isn’t up for discussion.”
Jasher sounded so close. I glanced up and found him towering next to my chair, fully dressed. Cheeks heating anew, I scrambled to close the notepad. Had he seen my drawing? He must have. But he made no comment as he continued to the recliner across from mine and eased down, facing me.
“Now,” he said, his tone ominous, “we chat.”



CHAPTER 11
TIES THAT BIND

My heart thudded against my ribs. Am I ready for this? “I thought we were chatting.”
His expression never left the realm of serious, and I sighed. What topic caused such a serious shift in his demeanor?
“Remember your promise to me. This is payment for your room and board,” he said. “I expect complete honesty and speed.”
“Same,” I replied, a subtle reminder he owed me, too.
Stare unwavering, he leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. “You recall when the trapper mentioned your resemblance to someone, I’m sure.”
Not the direction I’d expected. “I do. He isn’t the first to mention it. But how did you hear him? You were off fighting rabdogs.”
“I’d already killed the pack and returned to you. The trappers had you surrounded. They were waiting until first light to make their move. Since you were so eager to rescue the drivers, I decided to let your captors lead me straight to their camp.”
In other words, I’d semi-mourned his death and bloodied my feet for nothing. Had worried for nothing. Anger infiltrated my cells. “You couldn’t take a moment to let me know you were okay? They told me you were dead.”
He frowned, revealing a tinge of curiosity. “Did you care one way or the other?”
“Yes!” I burst out before I could think better of it.
His frown deepened, as if he were unsure what to think about my confession. But dang it, I did care. He might be slightly robotic and a beheader of innocents, but he wasn’t a bad guy. Mostly.
Jasher reclined in his chair, a picture of masculine perfection. His wet hair stuck out in spikes. The heat from the bath had given his dusky skin an almost rosy undertone. He wore a clean white tunic, with an untied V-neck that gaped, displaying the beginnings of his tattooed pecs. Black leather hugged powerful legs. No socks or shoes adorned his feet.
“I have eyes, you know,” he muttered, shifting his weight to the side. “You even bargained to peer into them.”
Oops. Mortification blistered my skin. I’d spent however long staring at his body. Leering. “Apologies. I was lost in thought.” Truth, if not the full truth.
Expression blank now, he picked up the conversation as though it had never lagged. “I, too, thought you resembled someone, but I convinced myself I couldn’t possibly be correct. Until the trapper offered confirmation.”
So the executioner had an idea of who I resembled. Good. “I’d love to hear your thoughts.” Wait. His expression might be blank, but his posture certainly wasn’t. He gripped the arms of his chair with white knuckles. Had my leering affected him perhaps? Or did his reaction stem from his suspicions, whatever they were?
I gulped as suspicions knocked on the door of my mind. What if he referenced my mother?
“Tell me about your mother,” he said.
I forgot how to breathe. “Who do you suspect she is?” I knew Mom had visited or lived in Hakeldama. What I hadn’t considered until now: She might’ve been born here.
“Tell me about her,” he insisted.
Nerves kicking up a fuss, I rubbed the shadow ring. “Her name was Sandra Shaker. Sandra Ori before she married my dad. She was an artist at heart. Loved to draw and paint, but also to write.”
Jasher did nothing but breathe for a moment. The longer he waited to respond, however, the more he pulsed with iron resolve.
“What?” I demanded, wringing my hands. “Tell me.”
“Are you sure you wish to know?”
Yes! No. “Maybe?” Oh, my goodness, oh, my goodness. “Please tell me.”
He inclined his chin. “Twenty-one years ago, a king and queen ruled the City of Lux, a kingdom where the provinces converge and the beating heart of Hakeldama.”
Okay. So far I didn’t see a reason for his demeanor. “They are the royals you mentioned before?”
“Yes. Their names were King Ahav and Queen Sandrine Ori-Emet.”
Sandrine Ori’Emet. Sandrine—Sandra—Ori. Oooh. I gulped. A queen. Who’d been married to a king, here in Hakeldama. Twenty-one years ago, right before my birth. The fact that she used to tell me stories about a fallen king…
I peered down at the band on my finger. The colors appeared more vivid, as if a different gemstone filled each setting. “I don’t know how what you’re telling me is possible, but go on. Please,” I repeated with a croak.
“From the stories I’ve heard, both the king and queen were killed by monstra. Though there were whispers the queen escaped to your world…pregnant with her first child.”
Pregnant. I pressed a palm against my mouth. “You expect me to believe my dad isn’t really my dad. No. Absolutely not.” I shook my head with force. That wasn’t possible.
“Denial isn’t proof, Moriah.” A gentle rebuke.
I shifted in my seat. All right, if his implication was possible—which it wasn’t. But if it wasn’t…biologically related to my dad? Information I wasn’t equipped to process while also processing the fact that my mother had once ruled this strange, terrible land.
I had to shove my next question through clenched teeth. “What would this connection mean for me, if it were true?”
“I’m not sure. History doesn’t paint the king and queen in a favorable light. In fact, they are considered a topic never to be mentioned. If you are indeed their child, a princess, there’s nothing but animosity for you to inherit.”
I gripped my knees. “My mother was kind and gentle with a ready smile. No one in their right mind would paint her as anything but amazing.”
“My words weren’t a smear on her character. They were merely a statement of fact.”
“I want to read these so-called history books.”
“There are none. Little trace of the royals remains. Those who remember them do not speak of them. To my knowledge, only a lone portrait survived public burnings.”
My nails dug into bone. “Who’s in power now?” Did I have family members in Hakeldama?
“All relatives were executed by citizens soon after the king’s death. As the world descended into chaos, the Guardian seized the crown, replacing the Ori-Emets to bring order to the land.”
I waved a trembling hand in a please continue gesture.
Jasher nodded. “Soon after the Guardian’s ascension, he discovered a journal written by the king. Or queen. I’m not sure which. I’ve never read it. Either way, he studies it often and keeps it contained inside a locked room only a trusted few may enter. I’ve had the privilege only twice. That’s the reason I’ve seen the portrait. It, too, remains in the locked room.”
My determination to reach the City of Lux reached new heights. I must see that portrait and read that journal. “I won’t comment on any of this right now. I need time to think.” And a distraction until this sense of rawness dulled. “Tell me about your parents. Your brothers.”
Jasher stared at me, silent for a long while. So long I figured he’d ended the conversation. Then he stated, “I don’t wish to discuss my parents, but I will tell you my brothers are both enforcers in the royal army, like me. More and more, Anders has been wandering off, neglecting his duties. Reese and I cover for him as best we can, but this time he has disappeared for much longer than usual.”
Concern dripped from his last words. “You love him,” I stated.
“Very much. Along with Reese, he is the most important person in my life. But he will cause us nothing but trouble if he fails to report to the Guardian on time.”
The Tinman had a heart, after all. Go figure. “There must be a reason he keeps wandering off.”
“Yes. He dreams of living a normal life.” Jasher scoffed. “Marriage and children.”
“Not a fan of commitment.” I mimed writing in a book. “Noted.”
“There’s no law against it, but most royal guards choose not to have a romantic partner. If ever they must be executed, we are the one assigned to do the deed.” His voice tightened at the end.
Yeah, that would deter me, too. “Do you have any leads on Ander’s location?”
“Only that he was seen in the forest.”
Wait. The chapel landed atop a man near the forest who’d worn an executioner’s boots. Two strikes…
I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth. No. No! The odds were too high. Astronomical. Jasher’s beloved sibling hadn’t died by being crushed under a building brought here by tornado. So there was no need to mention it. No need to risk incurring his anger. His blame. Punishment.
He stood, a tower of muscle and might as usual. “We tell no one of your potential connection to the former royals. Understand? Others might assume you’re here to reclaim power.”
As if I would ever wish to live in this land. “I understand,” I assured him, grateful.
He lifted his chin. “Take the bed and get some rest. Tomorrow will be a busy day.” A few steps took him to the couch, where he stretched out, leaving me baffled by his kindness.
“But you paid for the room. You should enjoy the bed.”
“Your pet is cozy, and I have no wish to cuddle a rabdog.” He patted his stubbled cheek. “I like my face.”
That made two of us. But he wasn’t wrong about the rabdog. Nugget was indeed cozy. And he was my pet, wasn’t he? Somehow, I would find a way to bring him home with me. He’d have plenty of room to run and play on the farm, without fear of being spotted.
“Thank you, Jasher. For everything.”
“You are welcome.” His gruff tone did strange, wonderful things to my insides.
I rose and padded to the bed to curl up beside Nugget. The furball awoke briefly, licked my neck, yawned, and snuggled into my warmth. Almost content for the first time since my impromptu trip, I whispered, “Goodnight.”
A pause. Then, “Goodnight. Princess.”

Something warm and wet brushed my cheek, luring me from a dead sleep. I blinked open my eyes to find Nugget sitting up, grinning down at me. Happiness radiated from his perfect face. Aw.
Reaching out, I scratched him behind his ears. Whoa! He’d gotten bigger. I jolted upright and looked him over. He’d doubled in size. At least! No doubt he weighed over twenty pounds now. Goodness. Carry him for miles? Not without wanting to cut off my arms.
“You must be hungry.” I certainly was.
I threw my legs over the side of the bed and padded to the couch. Hmm. No sign of Jasher. His bag was gone, too. Frowning, I searched for any indication of his presence. If he’d ditched me…
A note! I rushed to the dresser and swiped up the piece of paper.
Food for you and the mutt waits in the cabinet. Eat and join me downstairs. J
His penmanship surprised me, though it shouldn’t have. It was exactly like him. No nonsense, bold, and sharp.
All but drooling, I opened the cabinet door and discovered what might be biscuits and sausage gravy, plus another bowl of meat and a pitcher of milk. I fed Nugget before relocating to the table, pleased to find Jasher had cleared away last night’s dishes. How domesticated of the forever bachelor.
As I ate, my mind drifted to my mother. A topic I’d struggled to hold at bay throughout the night. Though the rawness hadn’t dulled, I was going to have to untangle a few details if I hoped to experience peace. I wouldn’t do a deep dive, setting myself up for another onslaught of confusion and frustration. I’d just take a small dip into the shallow end.
Here goes. Sandra—or rather, Queen Sandrine—had once ruled this awful kingdom alongside a man named King Ahav. Maybe she’d loved him, maybe she hadn’t. If history wasn’t skewed, he’d been a man despised by his own people. She’d been pregnant when she fled, but to my knowledge, my mother had given birth to no other children, which ensured one of three scenarios:
She lost the baby. She gave up the baby. I was the baby.
If option three proved the winner, my sweet daddy wasn’t my father.
My next bite settled like a ball of lead. Unless someone came forward with new information, there was no way to glean the truth about my parentage. Here, now, I preferred not to know. No one mattered more to me than my dad. Or my mom, if she lived. Did she?
I glanced at the shadow ring decorating my finger and wondered if she had returned to this world when she vanished from mine. Someone could’ve dragged her back.
Hope lived and died in a single heartbeat. If she were here, someone would have recognized her, and word would’ve spread. Jasher would’ve picked up whispers.
Sadness settled on my shoulders as I returned my dishes to the cabinet. Enough swimming in suppositions. I had a journey to complete.
I used the toilet, cleaned up, and anchored my hair in a ponytail. Though I was tempted to leave the mass hanging free, if only to garner another dazed look from Jasher. Pulling on my boots, I debated what to do about Nugget. Lock him in the room or bring him with me and risk another pistol?
Probably best to bring him. If someone came into the room with the weapon… Yeah, best to bring him. “Come on, Nugget.”
Eager to please, he followed me out the door.
I descended the steps and glided into the lobby, instantly engulfed by the scent of coffee. Rowdy piano music played at greater volume. Women filled the area, sitting at tables and chatting, but they weren’t laughing and making merry. Today, they scowled and snapped their words.
“You’ve won Drogan three times, Leona.” Natalie, the speaker, pointed a finger in the mayor’s face. “A statistical impossibility.”
A chorus of “yeah” rang out.
“Are you fraternizing with him?” someone else demanded.
“Never!” Leona puffed up, clearly going on the defensive. “The first and second wins didn’t happen concurrently, which greatly increases the odds of a third. Now, enough of this. Conversation over.”
Someone bellowed, “You’re cheating, we just don’t know how.”
“I should get a turn with him!” Natalie spread her arms. “He killed my parents in front of me.”
The protests ceased upon notice of my arrival. At my feet, Nugget bared his teeth and growled, his eyes flashing red.
Murmurs of “the rabdogs” broke out. The music halted abruptly. Women jumped to their feet, chairs skidding behind them. Everyone pressed against the same wall. Leona shoved her way to the back, hiding behind her constituents.
“Get that filthy creature out of my town,” she demanded, peeking around a woman’s shoulder.
I braced for a showdown. “I suggest you don’t insult my dog.” There would be consequences. Bad ones. I might look like a fluff of nothing, but I was farmgirl scrappy.
“I suggest you leave with it before I have you jailed,” she snarled. “I’m in charge here, and my word is law.”
At least no one brandished a weapon. Nope. Wrong. Several unsheathed daggers.
“She’s with the royal guardsman,” stated the bartender, who stood at the fore of the crowd.
Natalie nodded. “Both are under his protection.”
The mayor paled, but she also found her courage and shouldered her way forward. “What are you doing with an executioner, girl?”
“That is none of your business,” I replied, trying to cobble together a plan. Make a run for it, hoping Nugget gave chase?
A door shut with a hard thud, saving me from having to act. Jasher and his heavy footfalls entered my sphere. He carried an unconscious man over each shoulder. Men he tossed to the floor. Women rushed over to check out the males, ohhhing and ahhhing. Nugget allowed the interaction without freaking.
“I believe the price is ten silvers each,” Jasher stated, raising his chin.
He looked good. Really, really good. Dark hair tousled. Color high. Weapons strapped all over. A bruise decorated his jaw.
“Ouch.” Before I considered my actions, I reached out and grazed my knuckles over the injury. “You got popped a good one.”
Our gazes tangled as he leaned into my touch. That once sporadic, now constant sizzle of awareness flared between us, igniting flutters of desire in my belly. A skill only he possessed. Not even Theo, the guy from the diner, had roused more than a halfhearted interest.
When Jasher slipped his thumb between my hand and traced the pad over my OZ scar, the flutters amplified into a warm, delicious ache.
“Who did you capture?” I asked, pretending I wasn’t breathless.
“Bounty hunters.” He motioned to the wanted posters with a tilt of his chin without looking away from me. “Others will come until we remove the brand. A task Keren can perform without causing you pain. Not much, anyway.”
“I’ll do it,” someone piped up. Keren, I guessed, glancing over at the blonde bartender. “But in return, you will escort Leona far from this town.”
Leona gasped, rearing back. “You can’t do that.”
The rest of the crowd expressed their approval with genuine cheers.
“We can and we will, if Jasher agrees,” Natalie stated.
Keren arched a brow at the executioner. “Well?”
“That isn’t how this will go,” he stated, a dangerous edge to his tone.
Sensing an opportunity, I announced, “We’ll agree to your terms, but only if you double his bounty fee, too.” How badly did they wish to be rid of the lottery cheater?
As Leona sputtered, I tamped down a surge of guilt. Meet your consequences, Mayor.
“Jasher?” Keren asked, requiring assurance.
He worked his jaw, but he also gave a clipped nod.
The bartender and Natalie exchanged grins before saying in unison, “We have a deal.”



CHAPTER 12
BROKEN CONNECTIONS

“You can’t do this,” Leona called as Keren led my group into a small room that could easily pass for a torture chamber. The furnishings consisted of a table bearing a stack of folded rags, two crooked wooden chairs, and a blood-stained bucket. Zero windows.
I eased into a chair, fighting a flood of unease. Nugget jumped on my lap, rocking our uneven perch, his glare hot on Keren, who took her place at the other side of the table. She unrolled a velvet cloth that contained a scalpel, sewing scissors, a syringe, four vials of liquid, and what might be a mini cauterizing iron.
Jasher stood behind the blonde, his arms crossed over his chest, biceps straining. And I wasn’t upset by his chosen position. Nope. Not even a little. Sure, I could’ve used a warm, comforting hand upon my shoulder, offering moral support as I braved the unknown. Instead, the guy who’d dropped his guard with me the tiniest bit last night preferred to be near the woman about to carve out a hank of my hand. Fine. No big deal. Except, big deal!
“Explain the process to me,” I invited, unable to mask my tremors.
“Exactly what was done to me when I escaped the witch of the north,” Keren muttered, selecting the syringe, and a vial of liquid.
I blinked. “A literal witch?”
Jasher shook his head. “There’s no magic in Hakeldama.”
But. “The water maiden.” She’d materialized the compass around my neck. Among other things.
In the process of reaching for me, Keren froze. Terror glazed her eyes. “If you led a water maiden to our door, I’ll hang you upside down with your skin inside out.”
“Sounds gruesome,” I quipped, not the least bit afraid as Nugget bared his teeth at her. I flipped my gaze to the executioner, silently asking how to respond. The truth might blow up the deal I’d so expertly negotiated.
“The water maiden isn’t a worry, Keren. Proceed.” To me, he explained, “They use trickery, sleight of hand, and often times mind bending herbs.”
Okay, so, which had Iris used on me? It was a combo of all three, wasn’t it? Foreboding chilled my blood, but I shoved the queries to a shadowed corner of my mind, where a thousand questions about my parents brewed. One disaster at a time, thank you.
“Continue,” Jasher commanded. “And Keren, if you speak to my charge in such a manner again, you’ll die screaming.”
My eyes grew as wide as saucers. Such vehemence. He left no doubt he meant what he said.
A visibly shaken Keren filled the syringe with whatever liquid swam inside the smallest vial, then waved her fingers at me. “Let me see your brand.”
Even though I wanted this, I hesitated, clinging to Nugget, my lifeline, giving my ring time to suss out the threat level. When no burn sparked, I stretched out the palm with the scar somewhat reassured. “Tell me you’ve sterilized your equipment, and I might believe you.”
“Remain still.” Keren jabbed the needle into the tip of my middle finger.
Sharp pain tore through my entire body, a scream rocketing from my lips. My insides heated, quickly boiling. In seconds, sweat sheened my brow and dripped into my eyes. “What did you inject in me?” I screeched between panting breaths. I’d expected a number, but this wasn’t that.
“I killed the signal being broadcasted by the nanoparticles,” Keren replied, exchanging the syringe for the scalpel.
They utilized nanoparticles in this primitive land? Seriously?
Nugget growled his displeasure, and I hunched over to press my cheek against his. He calmed and even helped me fight my budding panic as Keren poured the contents of a vial over my hand. Clear liquid frothed into white foam, spreading to my elbow. Icy cold I felt in every bone invaded, no hint of the heat remaining. My teeth chattered. Breathing required great effort, air suddenly thicker than jelly.
“Look at me,” Jasher ordered, his firm tone brokering zero argument.
I ripped my attention from the butcher responsible for my condition and focused on the executioner. My enemy, ally and only friend in this awful world, all rolled into one.
“Breathe with me,” he commanded. He held my gaze captive, forcing me to obey. To center. In. Out. In, out. “Good. That’s good.”
Okay. All right. I could do this. In, out. A flash of common sense. This was this the reason he’d chosen to stand behind Keren. Not to help her but to sooth me. Ooooh.
He didn’t release me from the visual cage as Keren worked, filleting the flesh from my palm, injecting a mystery substance into the pulpy meat, and searing the surface, leaving a charred crust. I felt none of it, thank goodness, until the non-medical professional injected the remaining liquid into my middle finger. Pink returned to my skin, the cold evaporated, and my wondrous numbness vanished.
Only my link to Jasher helped as nerves sang with agony. At least my connection to the Wests had been severed for good.
“Serpens-rosa,” I managed to gasp out. Please! He had one pellet remaining, and it belonged to me. Part of the payment for the compass.
“Do not take any serpens-rosa for twenty-four hours,” Keren instructed, applying thick, clear goop over the wound and wrapping my hand in a bandage. “Or maybe it’s forty-eight hours. Whatever. It will only undo everything I’ve done.”
“Which is it? Twenty-four or forty-eight?” No, it didn’t matter. That serpens-rosa wasn’t for me, anyway, but my father.
“Or maybe seventy-two.” Keren cleaned up, tossing the tools and used rags in the bucket, then wiping her hands together in a job well done.
I closed my eyes for a moment and sagged into my seat, exhausted but relieved.
“Have the mayor at the edge of town in ten minutes.” Jasher strode over and pulled out my chair, allowing me to settle Nugget on the floor and rise. My lack of grace didn’t surprise or embarrass me. I hadn’t toppled; I deserved a reward.
“Who is she to you?” Keren asked Jasher, acting as if I wasn’t in the room. “Why do you protect her with your life?”
“She has my protection, and that’s all anyone needs to know.” He snaked an arm around my waist and ushered me out the door, through the lobby, and outside. Nugget trotted beside us. “We’ll purchase our supplies and go,” he told me softly.
“Yes, please, and thank you.” I just wanted out of here.
We traversed the street, warm sunlight bathing the Wild West strip. The dirt path glinted with a multitude of hues, and when a gust of wind kicked up, I was pretty sure I tasted every color. Grains coated my tongue and tickled my throat. Signs declared the name of each business establishment contained within the buildings.
Hilarine’s Comfort Fashions
Susetta’s Sexy Creations
Cuts and Styles by Redora
Mayor’s Office
Eats by Nili
Better Eats by Patamia
Common Goods
And of course, the Buffet of Wrath.
A handful of villagers meandered about, dressed in loose tops and pants. Some stopped to wave and smile at Jasher. Others stared, weary. A few batted their lashes in clear invitation. Anyone who noticed Nugget didn’t hang around for long.
The rabdog wasn’t that unattractive. In fact, he was total cuteness once you got to know him.
“Do any of these women have boyfriends? Husbands?” I asked Jasher.
“None. Non-imprisoned males are only allowed to pass through.”
I shouldn’t ask. No, no, I shouldn’t. “Do you have a romantic thing going with Keren? Or anyone else here?” Dang. I’d asked.
He stared straight ahead. “I’ve had a single romantic thing in my life, but she died.” His deadened tone hid his thoughts. “Nothing lasts in Hakeldama.”
His confession—warning?—bothered me, resounding in my head as he led me onward. “By the way, this new protective thing you’ve got going is nice.” And hot. Very, very hot.
“You are the compass holder, and you set the perimeters of my duties. You told Natalie I protect you, so I do.”
Well. Way to ruin a good thing. “Thanks for the tip. Note to self, tell people Jasher forages me a seven course meal every night.”
We entered Common Goods, an old fashion general store type establishment. Stocked on the shelves alongside jarred vegetables, swathes of fabrics and gardening tools were soaps, pottery, and medicinal herbs.
Shoppers spotted Nugget, who was busy sniffing everything, and fled as if their feet were on fire. Only the old woman behind the counter remained. She studied the rabdog a good long while before clucking her tongue.
“You let her keep the runt?” she asked Jasher. With her silver hair anchored in a tight bun, her weathered features were on full display. Hooded brown eyes, a bulbous nose, and lips on the thin side.
“I doubt anyone could have stopped her, ma’am.” He braced, as if expecting the worst. “Greta, meet Moriah. Moriah, Greta.”
What was everyone’s problem with runts? “Nugget deserves the same chance to live a wonderful, fulfilling life as his siblings,” I informed her, crouching to stroke the darling’s fur. He licked my cheek, and I fell deeper in love with him.
Other clucks came. “I stocked you up with everything on your list, soldier, plus a few extra must haves.” Greta hefted his now straining pack on the counter. “I also asked around, and no one has had contact with Anders.”
He stiffened but said, “Thank you for checking. And for the extras.” The two were obviously well acquainted and on friendly terms.
“He’s a sweet boy, that Anders. I hope you find him.” Finally, she regarded me fully, examining me with the kind of wisdom acquired only after decades of experience. “Come here, girl. Let me get a decent look at you.”
Out of respect for Jasher, I made my way over, not sure why a looky-loo bore any importance on our situation. Of course, Nugget remained close, growling when the old woman grabbed my hands and studied them in the light.
“Well, well. I’ll be. The princess in the flesh.” Those dark eyes pierced deep. “Stories of your mother’s kindness and your father’s great sacrifice are still whispered about in my family. They were not the monsters so many considered them.”
“You told her?” I swung to Jasher, though Greta maintained a tight hold on me.
His expression revealed nothing. “I did not.”
That meant… I rocked back on my heels and refocused on the other woman. “What makes you think the former royals are my parents?”
“You resemble them,” Greta said, releasing me at last. “Her hair and eyes and yet still his image.”
His image. The king’s. Can’t process. Don’t try. Not here, not now. “Did you meet the royals?”
“Only saw them once when they passed through my former village, but it was enough. A regal sight I will never forget.” She patted my cheek. “If you are interested in learning more about them, ask Leona about the prophecy.”
I perked up. Prophecy? “What prophecy?”
“Go on now.” Greta shooed us toward the door. “I’ve got a living to make.”
Jasher collected his pack and once again wound an arm around my waist, forcing me toward to the exit. Nugget followed. I dragged my feet until we passed the door, my mind repeating the same phrases over and over. Can’t process. Don’t try. Not here, not now.
We strode down the dirt path, heading in the opposite direction that we’d come. I didn’t mean to, but I leaned on Jasher, seeking comfort. He allowed it, even welcomed it, running his fingers up and down my side.
Inviting trouble…
We came the edge of the clearing, where women hurled insults at each other.
“You can’t do this.” Leona’s bellow rose above the others. “It’s not my fault my name was drawn again and again.”
Keren and Natalie stood among the throng. The first caught sight of Jasher and me and nudged the other. The remaining villagers noticed us and parted, revealing the mayor. They’d tied her wrists with rope. Honeyed mane in tangles, clothes streaked with dirt, she struggled for freedom without success.
“She’s all yours,” Keren said, tossing a pouch full of clinking coins at Jasher. He caught it with ease and stuffed in his pack.
“Half of that money is mine,” I reminded the executioner. I’d negotiated for it, and I expected my cut.
“Don’t ever come back,” Natalie warned the mayor.
“Oh, I’ll be back,” Leona snarled, throwing the words at everyone. “I’ll be back, and I’ll punish you all.” She flipped her mane over one shoulder, making me wonder if the cowardly lion was about to join my quest.
“First you have to survive the forest,” the clerk retorted, causing the mayor to pale. “And the royal guard.”
Jasher pursed his lips, saying nothing to anyone. He didn’t even slow his steps as he passed Leona, leaving her behind. Guess I’d have to handle this.
I approached her, unsure how to force someone to travel with me, while protecting an injured hand. Especially when I needed that someone to answer questions about a prophecy. Then Nugget solved the problem for me, growling at Miss Three Time Lottery Winner. With a yelp, Leona ran to catch up with Jasher and use him as a meat shield.
“Good boy,” I praised as I caught up with them. The precious fur-baby preened at me.
“By the way,” Leona said. “You’ll divide the take three ways. If not for me, you wouldn’t have a single coin.”
“You’ll get nothing and be grateful my dog doesn’t use you as a chew toy.”
“Hardly.” Leona lifted her nose. “I’ve been told I’m too bitter to eat.”
Nugget bounded ahead, disappearing here and there, occasionally stopping to tug on a winding root. “Be careful, my sweet.”
“Stay away from me, creature,” the mayor snapped when he neared her, chasing a bug.
“Or what?” I gave her a sugar sweet smile.
She raised her nose higher but said nothing else. Better to wait until she’d calmed down to ask about the prophecy.
The farther we traveled, the taller the trees, the thicker the shadows, and the more Nugget darted off. Those four-eyed birds perched on branches and peeked from between leaves, watching us with undisguised interest.
Eventually my curiosity peaked, and I forgot about waiting. “Tell me about the prophecy.”
Leona’s color drained. “Why would you…I can’t…we aren’t to speak of it,” she finally articulated. “To do so is to invite death.”
Why? “To not speak of it is to invite my wrath, a far worse choice.”
Jasher made a choking sound, as if—no. No way he’d just cut off a laugh.
“What? I have wrath,” I threw the words at him, and he held up his hands, palms out, in a gesture of innocence. “If you aren’t careful, it’s gonna erupt all over both of you!”
“Fine, fine. I’ll tell you.” The ex-mayor extended her bound wrists and smiled coolly. “If you untie me.”
“I can’t untie you with only one working hand. If you tell me, I promise I’ll ask Jasher to do the deed. He always agrees to do what I request sometimes.” Hopefully, he’d say no in this particular instance.
“Untie me,” Leona insisted.
Jasher unsheathed a dagger and slapped the hilt into my unbandaged palm, leaving the decision up to me.
Fine. I sliced the blade through the rope, a far easier task than expected. “Talk.” Rather than give the weapon back, I anchored it to my side. He didn’t complain.
The other woman sighed with relief but missed the fallen branch in front of her and stumbled. Quickly righting, she blew a lock of hair from her brow and said, “A few months ago, a man blazed through town claiming the ultimate sacrifice had been or would be made, providing a way to live uncursed and without requiring an execution whenever an infraction is committed. He didn’t state how or why.”
I waited for her to say more. She didn’t. “So the prophecy involves bypassing the crimen and therefore the storm through this ultimate sacrifice?”
“It must. Days later, two royal guards arrived from Lux City, hunting the guy. They told us anyone who mentioned the prophecy—their words, not mine—would be put to death by order of the Guardian.”
I didn’t have to wonder why the Guardian had gone straight to death. To prevent people from foregoing the sacrifices, thereby bringing the storms and the monstra. Obviously, the great and terrible Guardian acted as the Wizard. But was he a fraud only able to intimidate?
My gaze slid to Jasher. “Do you know anything about this?”
“The same whispers resurge every few years and nothing but chaos and confusion ever comes from it,” he responded, palming the axes crisscrossed over his back. “Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I’ll go kill the trappers on our tail.” The full force of his intensity on display, he swung his gaze in Leona’s direction. “She had better be in good condition when I return.”
She sputtered for a moment. “I’m not going to harm your woman, soldier.”
“I wasn’t talking to you,” he said as he stalked off.
I sputtered, too. He’d spoken to me? As if I would actually harm the mayor! Then I noticed the mass number of birds taking flight from the branches around us. Hold up. Jasher had spoken to them?
And they’d listened?



CHAPTER 13
QUESTIONS AND QUESTIONS

Leona and I watched as Jasher headed the way we’d come, quickly disappearing in the foliage. Worry pricked my nape.
“So,” she said, studying her nails. “You two are secret lovers, huh?”
“He’s my guide, nothing more.” Despite the occasional flirtation, we hadn’t reached the valley of decision.
“Sure, sure. I believe you.” She exaggerated a wink. “Denial is always best with a royal guard, considering most people hate them.”
“And why is that? Other than beheadings and taxes, I mean.”
“Those reasons aren’t enough for you?” She released a pft sound. “They are emotionless yet wild, highly volatile yet unresponsive. They detest commitment and have no mercy. We aren’t even allowed to look at them without permission!”
I mean, she wasn’t wrong. On the other hand, Jasher was the steadiest, most dependable and protective person I’d met in Hakeldama.
“A relationship with him won’t end well,” she stated.
“I don’t recall seeking your opinion.” Before I left for college, Dad shared a nugget of wisdom I utilized to this day. If you wouldn’t trade lives with someone, don’t follow their advice.
“I wouldn’t call it an opinion so much as a fact.”
We lapsed into silence, waiting for Jasher’s return. And waiting. Finally, he arrived, splattered in blood. Silent and stoic, he marched past us. We glanced at each other, wide-eyed, before rushing to catch up with him.
Our threesome resumed the trek, but we didn’t pick up our former topics of conversation. Leona was too busy issuing a rapid-fire stream of questions at Jasher.
“You killed all the trappers, right?”
“Those who tracked us, yes,” he replied.
“Is anyone else tracking us?”
“Not currently.”
“So we’re safe?”
“Never.”
“Do you⁠—“
“Enough.” His flat command finally quieted her.
Amid the silence, I got lost in my thoughts. Facts I’d been previously unable to process demanded consideration. Daniel Shaker wasn’t my biological father. He’d comprehended that truth, surely. My mother would’ve been noticeably pregnant when they met. And yet, he’d never mentioned the lack of a biological tie to me. Never even hinted at it.
My good hand balled. Why had most of the people in this land despised King Ahav and Queen Sandrine, royals who’d been “great” and “kind,” according to Greta? What did the prophecy that wasn’t a prophecy have to do with them? And it must connect to the pair. Why else would the old woman point me in this direction? Critical details were missing from the story. Jasher must know more than he’d admitted.
I wondered if the shadow ring on my finger represented the royal seal. But how did it sense danger and flood me with strength at critical junctures?
Hey! We had deviated from Dead Man’s Pass again. Why?
“—need to rest before I die,” a huffing Leona was saying as I pulled myself from my head. “That’s not too much to give a girl…if you’ve got a heart.”
Jasher remained silent, stoic and didn’t slow. Okay, so, he was in a mood. I didn’t bother asking my question.
Leona sniffled. “How can you be so cruel to me? I just lost my only home, my few friends. My very purpose!”
Been there. I almost—almost—felt sorry for her.
Still Jasher marched on. Nugget returned, chasing a rodent.
Light faded as evening approached. Just when darkness arrived in full force, we came to a majestic section of the forest with huge glowing mushrooms and purple flowers with glittering petals. Tree branches had grown together, forming a row of arches. A narrow river flowed gently at our right.
The beauty wowed me, which meant one thing. Dangerous. I stiffened, waiting for a new threat to appear. Minutes passed without a burn in my finger to signal genuine peril. Dare I believe we were safe?
“We’ll stop here for the night,” Jasher announced, dropping his pack.
Well, okay then. Guess he agreed with the ring. “I approve.”
The executioner dug a fire pit. I gathered sticks.
Not Her Highness, Queen Leona. “I’m starved,” she said, flicking her hair over her shoulder and sitting with the grace of a sovereign, her expression pinched and easy to read. Give me my supper, peasants.
“Then go foraging.” As the fire blazed, I poured Nugget a bowl of milk provided by Jasher, courtesy of Greta. Once the dog drank his fill, he settled in at my side near the warmth of the flames. He fell asleep, snoring softly.
“My skillset revolves around staying out of everyone’s way.” Leona batted her lashes with mock kindness. “You’re welcome.”
I looked to Jasher for help.
“I won’t be preparing a seven course meal.” He crouched nearby, busy riffling through the bag, revealing what else the old woman had packed. A bag of what looked to be carrots, potatoes and onions, plus a bunch of cookies wrapped in cloth I would be devouring at the first opportunity. There was also a small tin with mystery contents, two canteens of water, clean clothes, two thin blankets, a multi-use tool of some sort, and ten fist-size rocks.
As he removed the rocks, Jasher actually snickered.
Confusion set in, and I wrinkled my brow. “Do you usually carry around so many weights?”
“Greta likes to tease me about working harder.” He passed me and Leona a cookie. “There will be two courses. Dessert and soup.”
“Thank you, Jasher!” I snatched it up as fast as humanly possible, sinking my teeth into the treat. Oh, yes! The succulent taste of sugar thrilled every inch of my being.
The mayor shoveled the entire sweet into her mouth, crumbs falling out as she chewed.
“What’s in the tin?” I asked, attempting to savor the rest. In the end, I did just like the mayor and shoveled.
“Rain gear.”
Leona jackknifed to her feet, paling. “You’re expecting a storm?”
“I always expect a storm.” He searched my gaze for a long suspended moment, his irises heating. “But I’ll let nothing happen to you.”
Instant breathlessness. The urge to draw him struck hard and fast. First, though, I needed to trace my fingertips over his face to gain full knowledge of his peaks and hollows. I’d start with his lips. No way they were as soft as they appeared. I forced myself to look away.
“I’m not budging from this spot, so don’t go ripping each other’s clothes off,” Leona muttered, easing back down. “Or do. I’m bored and a distraction doesn’t sound half bad.”
He stiffened and stalked off, disappearing beyond a wall of foliage.
“You are the worst,” I snipped at her, giving chase. Nugget continued snoring.
“Hey! Where are you going?” she bellowed. “You can’t leave me here alone with the creature!”
“If you hurt my dog,” I called, “he’ll be eating your organs by morning. Bitter or not.”
I found the beautiful executioner standing statue-still in a small circular clearing lit by more luminous mushrooms, his face to the sky as he inhaled with purpose. An invisible weight rested on his shoulders.
Oh, man. I’d made a mistake, following. He required solitude. Intending to sneak off, I backed up a step. Not a noise did I make, yet he said, “You’re handling everything better than I expected.”
Okay, so, maybe he’d only sought a break from Leona. Understandable. “Honestly? I’m only handling it well on the outside. My mind is a mess.” I glided to his side and peered up at the sky, too. Colorful stars winked from a sea of black velvet.
“Go ahead. Ask the burning question you’ve somehow contained all day,” he said and sighed.
How well he’d come to know me, so quickly. “What can you tell me about the prophecy the Guardian is willing to kill to hide?”
Jasher’s mood dipped from strained to leery. “Water maidens claim King Ahav’s child is destined to return to Hakeldama and ends storms, sacrifices, and monstra.”
Every word hit like a bomb, exploding inside me. Me, some kind of hero? A promised protector. Please. There was no way this so-called prophecy pointed to me. “The king’s mistress must have given birth.” Yes, yes. A strong possibility. Most kings kept mistresses.
Jasher massaged his nape. “If he had another child, it’s the best kept secret in the realm.”
“Doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.” I rubbed my lips together. “Will the Guardian seek to kill me for my lineage?”
“I don’t know. Could he strike at you? Yes. Could he welcome you with open arms? Yes. Is a strike more likely? Also yes. He takes extreme measures to prevent storms.” A heavy pause. “Does this alter your plans to visit Lux City?”
“No. This isn’t my world. I want to go home.” But honestly? I wasn’t as eager to part with my guide. Jasher had kind of grown on me.
“And if I’m the one ordered to kill you?” Ferocity glazed his features, torching any hint of blankness. “I told you about the only girl I’ve ever loved. She developed a crimen, and I was forced to end her life to save a town.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Do not force me to end yours, too.”
My chest squeezed with compassion. And hope. Had he just admitted to developing feelings for me? “That must have been terrible for you, Jasher.”
“Yes, princess, it was.” Without the mask, he couldn’t hide his emotions. In those sunset irises I saw incredible pain, endless rage…and budding desire.
Tremors cascaded over my spine. “I won’t let you decapitate me. I’ll fight.”
He arched a brow, slightly amused. “You think you can stop me?”
“I do.” Emboldened, I stepped closer to him. So close I breathed his breath and shared my own. Desperate for true contact, I flattened my non-bandaged palm on his chest. His heart raced, proving I influenced him, and the knowledge was heady. “Because you’re going to give me self-defense lessons.”
“Is that so?” He rested his big, calloused hands on my hips. “What will I get in return?”
“More trouble, probably.” My gaze dropped to his lips. How soft, how soft? “What do you want?”
A slow smile spread, and I felt as if I’d won a great battle already. “I want you to stop filling my head with ideas I shouldn’t entertain. I want you to cease surprising me. I want you to not look at me with those stunning hazel eyes, making me feel things I shouldn’t. I want you…safe. Always.”
Head spinning.
“Your lessons begin in the morning,” he said, sliding his thumbs along my pantyline.
My heart raced in time to his. “Thank you.”
He pressed his forehead to mine, a shockingly intimate pose. “For now…”
“Yes?” I whispered.
“We have a visitor,” he finished with a wry tone, lifting his head.
“There you are,” Leona called.
Dang it! I had hoped, well, it didn’t matter now.
“Your creature is growing,” the mayor grumbled, “and I need you to be with me when he wakes up and decides to snack on my liver.”
Her whine grated. “The. Worst,” I grumbled right back.
We returned to the campsite. And yes, Nugget looked as though he’d doubled in size again. “How big is he going to get?” I asked, settling beside my darling to stroke his fur.
“Huge,” Jasher and Leona said in unison.
She rubbed her hands together. “Another cookie wouldn’t be amiss.”
We ignored her. The mushroom clusters illuminated the campsite more than the clearing, ensuring the surrounding gloom never snuffed out the fire as the executioner cleaned vegetables, plucked leafy greens from the root, and removed a pot and bowls from within a hidden compartment in a tree trunk.
“What—how,” I stuttered.
“My brothers and I come here a lot.” As water heated over the fire, he peeled and sliced the vegetables. It wasn’t long before a tantalizing aroma filled the air.
“And he cooks too,” I muttered. “Is there anything you can’t do?”
“There is, yes.” His eyes landed on my lips, and his lids sank low, hooding.
I fanned my burning cheeks. There was no denying it any longer. This man stirred something new, exciting, and unexpected inside me. We might be doomed relationship-wise, considering we came from two different worlds, but we had time before my return home. Perhaps that was enough.
“If you guys will stop staring at each other and finish cooking, I’d appreciate it,” Leona announced.
Jasher pursed his lips and refocused on his task. I did my best to not shake the other woman.
“So. What do you guys know about those horned, winged horses?” I asked.
“The pegacorns?” His brows winged up. “What about them?”
“Yeah,” Leona interjected, her nose crinkling. “What about them? And what about those cookies?”
“Have either of you ever ridden a pegacorn?” I asked.
“How could we? They belonged only to royalty.” Jasher handed a second sweet to the mayor, who squealed and Cookie Monstered the treat. “When the king and queen died, the monstra wiped out their stables.”
Leona nodded emphatically, crumbs scattered over her chin.
Such a casual mention of my parents, without connecting me to their lineage. “The pegacorn are most certainly not extinct. I’ve seen two off and on.”
He went still. Canted his head. “When? Where?”
“After the cannibals. Here and there.”
“Perhaps you saw regular horses and imagined the horns and wings,” Leona suggested. “You’re an otherworlder, and you guys tend to spew ridiculous ideas.”
I worked my jaw. “Have you met many otherworlders?”
“A heaping handful, and you’re all the same.” She reclined against a tree, getting comfortable. “Always so desperate to return home. Like, what’s so special about your land that you’re willing to ruin someone else’s life just to get back?”
I frowned. “What do you mean, ruin another’s life?” 
“The storm brings one and takes one. An equal exchange.” The mayor shrugged. “Think sacrifice and titleholder. A life for a life.”
Whoa. Hold up. Someone from Hakeldama died to allow my entry?
Recalling the man smashed beneath the chapel, I went cold and jerked my gaze to Jasher. “Is this true?”
“Some say yes, some say no.”
But what did he say?
Now might be the perfect time to confess. All I had to do was say, “The chapel crushed someone, and he wore boots like yours.” But I didn’t. Right time, wrong place. Leona did not need to serve as a third wheel. Besides, the dead guy wasn’t Jasher’s brother.
Except, what if he was?
My stomach curdled, and I almost declined a bowl of Jasher’s incredible smelling soup. Almost. In the end, I gobbled up every rich, flavorful drop. But having a full belly while cocooned in comfort welcomed fatigue. And not just for me.
Jasher handed me a blanket, then passed the other to Leona.
The mayor yawned and stretched out before the fire. “Want to cuddle?” She wiggled her brows. “I’ll keep you nice and toasty and you can help me be a better person. Apparently, attempting to rescue my sister Claudia from captivity is a crime worthy of getting kicked out of my village.”
“He’s sharing with me,” I announced without thought. Then her words registered, and guilt pierced me. “Maybe we can help you find her. Where⁠—”
“How dare you! As if I have any interest in discussing my greatest source of torment.” Leona turned to her side, ending the conversation.
Jasher cast me a look and arched a brow, all we’re sharing?
Well, why not? I jutted my chin, basically shouting yes, dang it. “Can’t have you freezing and getting sick.” I spread the blanket on the ground, adjusted my dagger, and cuddled up beside Nugget, awaiting Jasher’s decision. Would he? Wouldn’t he?
A minute passed. Then another. And another. Guess he’d⁠—
He rose, closed the distance, and stretched out behind me. I swallowed a moan as he conformed his body to mine and wrapped a strong arm around my waist, sealing me against him, searing me with his furnace-like heat. His breath fanned my nape. His scent drugged me hard and fast, and his strength awed me. Mmm. The luxury! The sense of safety. The rightness. And oh, the way his (now) steady heartbeat lulled me into total relaxation. A melody more beautiful than the one produced by sirenes.
My breath hitched as Jasher dragged his hand up and wrapped his fingers around the compass nestled between my breasts. Though I agonized over what he might do next—what I wanted him to do—he remained still.
“Goodnight, princess,” he rasped.
“Goodnight, Tinman,” I rasped back, fatigue finally getting the best of me. My eyelids slid closed. As I floated away on an ocean of nothingness, a thought drifted through my mind. What if he comes home with me?

Soft growls awoke me. My eyelids popped open, and I jolted upright, expecting a threat. Trappers. A wild animal. Those winged monkeys or lions.
Sunlight poured over the camp. Leona slept on the other side of the firepit. Nugget sat beside me, staring at rustling leaves. I reached behind me, intending to wake Jasher, but he wasn’t there. Gah! One morning I would enjoy waking up to discover everything exactly as I’d left it.
I swiped up my dagger just as the leaves parted. The executioner came into view, and I sagged with relief. Then perked up with interest. Well, hello, Tinman. His dark hair was askew, his sunset eyes bright. Dirt streaked his brow and sweat wet his shirt, the material sticking to his broad chest. His muscles remained flexed.
Nugget quieted, as if disappointed, but I smiled. Until I noticed the redhead hanging over his shoulder, singing about love gone wrong.
“Patch?” I gasped out, waking the mayor.
The teenager twisted to look at me. Her lids narrowed. “You.”
“Who is she? What’s going on?” Leona demanded.
No one paid her any attention. “What are you doing out here?” I climbed to my feet, a blanket toppling to the dirt. Had Jasher covered me up?
“I caught her sneaking up on the campsite,” Jasher explained.
“Yeah, but only after you chased me around a bit,” Patch boasted, all smirk.
“You know her?” he asked.
“She’s a fellow sacrifice.” I leveled a frown at the surprise intruder. “How’d you escape the Governor’s Guild without causing a storm?”
“Henry and his dad released ten of us from our contracts.” Patch yelped as Jasher dropped her. She landed on her hands and knees with a pff, spit on his boots, then clambered to a stand and straightened her potato sack. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she sauntered past Leona, who scrambled backward.
When the redhead neared, the hair on Nugget’s back stood up like spikes. Patch paid him no heed, lifting the lid on the pot of leftover soup. No. Wrong. Not leftovers. Jasher had prepared breakfast while I slept. A new vegetable medley filled the air with the most amazing scents.
My mouth watered even as suspicions rose. “Why would the Wests do such a thing? I doubt either man suddenly grew a heart.”
“Don’t know, don’t care.” Patch scooped out a generous portion of food into a waiting bowl and dug in. Before she swallowed her first bite, she said, “I took off and won’t ever go back.” Broth dribbled down her chin.
Or the redhead had, in fact, caused a storm. Were bounty hunters tracking her at this very moment? I didn’t see evidence of her mark. Maybe West did let her go, hoping she’d find me and I’d welcome the enemy, allowing her to broadcast my location.
A possibility, though it wasn’t likely the Wests would leave anything to chance.
“I wasn’t aware the campsite was yours, okay?” She spoke while scooping in bites. “I smelled food. And don’t think you can steal my serpens-rosa. West has ‘em. Also, why aren’t you farther along? You had a huge head start.”
“Trappers delayed us,” I replied. And there went my appetite.
“They the reason you have a runt rabdog?”
“How do you know he’s the runt?” Look at him! My big boy had grown so much in such a short time. He was currently the size of a mini-pony.
“The way his eyes flash red. Wait.” She scanned the others with something akin to disgust. “You guys didn’t explain the deal with runts, did you?”
“They did not,” I said as Jasher glared at the girl, attempting to intimidate her into silence.
Patch huffed a defiant noise before licking her bowl and granting herself a second helping of soup. “See, the runt’s grow up to be bigger and meaner than their brethren. Once they make their first kill, a switch flips. They become obsessed with eating their litter mates, mother, and anyone else they perceive as a source of weakness.”
What! No. “Jasher would have mentioned something so catastrophic.”
He deflated a bit. “I hoped, for your sake, this one could be tamed.”
“You should kill him while you have the chance,” Patch said, unconcerned by my increasing upset. “Even the monstra hesitate to challenge them once they’re fully grown. That’s why the runts are left to die without exception.”
My gaze swung to Nugget. He peered at me with his sweet, puppy dog eyes and even wagged his tail. Love for him rose in my heart, a brilliant sun shining its light upon the entirety of my being. No. Just no. He would never harm me.
I jutted my chin. “You’re both wrong.”
“Don’t believe us then.” Patch downed the rest of her meal and belched. “One day, he’s gonna turn on you. But you’ll be too dead to hear me when I say I told you so.”



CHAPTER 14
BOOM, BOOM, BANG

“Take the serpens-rosa and punch me.”
I gaped at Jasher. “You can’t be serious.”
“I am deadly serious.”
We stood in the same clearing as last night, where we’d stared at the stars and enjoyed a private moment of connection. This morning, Patch and Leona sat off to the side, eager to be entertained by my first self-defense lesson.
Nugget hunted a snack nearby, ensuring Patch’s warning constantly clanged inside my head. If he made a kill and turned on his mother…if I had to hurt him to protect myself…
Nope. Not happening. What constituted a kill, anyway? Surely not a rodent he intended to eat. Maybe a person who irritated him. I just had to make sure he kept his cool, and we’d all be fine.
Besides, a survivalist like Jasher would never agree to travel with a rabdog that might morph into a murder machine. But come on! Could I not go one day in this world without having a bombshell dropped on me?
“Moriah,” Jasher grated, snagging my attention. “I know you’re upset about your pet, but worrying won’t do any of us any good. There’s a chance he’ll defy expectation. I have. Now take the serpens-rosa and punch me.”
Bright sunlight glistened on the tiny grain I held in my uninjured palm. “I shouldn’t.” Couldn’t. “You told me this wasn’t for sale.”
“I didn’t sell it to you, I gave it.”
Yes, but I didn’t know why. Or why the frustrating man refused to start the lesson until I took it. “My dad needs it more than I do.” Daniel Shaker might not be my biological father, but he was still my dad, and I would do anything, suffer anything, for his health. Though, yes, the temptation to heal was great. Down the hatch, and all my aches and pains would go away.
Jasher’s features softened the slightest bit. “I’ll bargain for more when we reach Lux. If no one bites, I’ll make some. You’ll have to stay a few days longer, since the concoction must steep, but you won’t return empty-handed.”
He made it sound so easy. “You told me acquiring serpens-rosa is exceptionally difficult.”
“It is.” He rolled his shoulders, preparing for my attack. “But it’s not impossible.”
“I…no. My dad might not have extra days.” 
Jasher snapped his teeth at me. “Take the grain, Moriah, or I’ll leave our tagalongs behind.”
“You wouldn’t.” The gals might not be my friends, but they couldn’t survive this forest without him. No one could.
“Try me.”
“How dare you!” Leona called. Her favorite phrase. “They are my tagalongs.”
“Kiss already.” Patch covered her eyes and peeked through her fingers. “The sexual tension is too much for my young sensibilities.”
Jasher bent to put his nose level with mine. “If you can’t trust me to keep my word, I have no business traveling with you.”
Dang him! He just had to go and deliver a great point, didn’t he? The fact that I suddenly wished to gift him with the compass before we reached our destination only added weight to his claim. Not to mention my unceasing—and growing—desire to do as Patch suggested and kiss him.
“This isn’t life or death. I can learn with a bum hand.”
Anger crackled in his expression, his ferocity a rival to his intensity. “I hate seeing you in pain. So take the serpens-rosa, put me out of my misery, and punch me.”
Oh! His admission stole my good sense. I teetered on the brink of caving and tried one last time to win the argument. “According to your own admission, I’m your boss. My pain shouldn’t matter to you.” There was no way he’d admit he had deep, meaningful feelings for me. Because he didn’t. Right? “Why does this matter so much to you?”
“Because,” he snapped. “Enough questions. I won’t train you while you’re injured. That is a matter of life and death.”
“Why?” I insisted.
“Because.” He snarled this time, baring those straight, white teeth. “Take the grain because I’m your guide, I know best, and I won’t take you farther if you refuse.”
“You’re stubborn,” I complained.
“Thank you for noticing. You won’t win this, so stop wasting time.”
“Fine! I’ll do it. But I expect you to replenish my supply, as promised.” I popped the speck into my mouth and swallowed before I could talk myself out of it.
Patch and Leona cheered for his victory.
His anger evaporated, replaced by frothing hunger. Just a flash of it, but a flash was enough to make my pulse race. “That’s my good girl.” Desire tinged his tone.
Tremors rocked me. “Yours?”
He stepped closer, his pupils spilling over his sunset irises. “Mine today, tomorrow, and every day we are together.”
I lost my breath.
“Are you finally gonna kiss?” Patch cackled with humor.
“Kiss, kiss, kiss,” Leona chanted.
Jasher huffed. “I might leave them behind anyway.”
“I might let you,” I grumbled. Our first kiss, if ever it happened, wouldn’t be witnessed by an audience. I—whoa! A wild, effervescent sensation rushed through my veins, and I swayed on my feet. Though Patch’s serpens-rosa had rolled in with subtlety, Jasher’s crashed in with engines roaring at full power. Nothing had ever felt so amazing!
A laugh bubbled from me. “You have the cutest ears,” I told him.
He rolled his lips between his teeth to maybe, possibly prevent a grin. “The lightheadedness will pass in a few minutes.”
“But what if I don’t want it to pass?” I threw my head back and spun. Wait. I wasn’t spinning, the world was. Another laugh escaped. “This is wonderful! You should ask me on a date. I’ll say yes.”
“Is that so?”
“Oh, yes.”
“You should say no,” he said, his tone tragic. “I’m nothing special. One of many.”
How could he even think such a travesty? “You are everything special.”
He blinked at me, a slow lowering and lifting of his lids.
Hmm. The dizziness was fading fast, my wits returning. Groaned, I pressed a hand to my brow. “Tell me I didn’t compliment your ears.”
“What do you like about them, exactly?” he asked, clasping my wrist and unwrapping my bandage. “Describe them in detail.”
He was trying not to laugh, wasn’t he? “No, I don’t think I will.” I’d rather learn why he thought so poorly of himself.
“That’s too bad.”
This interaction reminded me of our flirtation during the revenge lottery, and it left me off kilter. Even more so when he studied my hand in the light.
“It worked!” Great waves of relief crashed over me. No hint of the brand remained. “The connection to West is severed.”
“Yes. Much better.” Jasher grazed the center of my palm with his finger before taking a step back. “Now punch me so I can tell you what you’re doing wrong and fix it.”
I snorted. Dang, but I liked this boy. “I’ve never punched anyone. But if I did, I’d do it this way.” I balled my fist and softly performed a mock punch.
“Then you would break your thumb and nothing else.” He readjusted my fingers, saying, “In the royal guard, we’re taught three facts within the first hour. If you break your thumb on the first punch, you’ve already lost. If you aren’t prepared for an enemy’s attack, you’re already defeated. If you entertain doubts about your chances, you’re already dead.”
For the next two hours, we trained. He corrected my errors, offered advice, and demonstrated techniques with a gentleness I found endearing. He also showed me how to best utilize the dagger I still hadn’t returned and equipped me with lifesaving information and skills. I admit, my gratefulness got the better of me a time or five, and I hugged him.
He received the affectionate gestures stiffly in the beginning, but by the final, he wrapped his arms around me without hesitation and squeezed. At the end of the session, I wasn’t any kind of expert, but I had a clearer understanding of self-defense, and a new appreciation for my guide. He never lost his temper, seeming to draw from a never-ending well of patience. Even when he could, even when I wished would, he didn’t take undue liberties. He always went to great lengths to ensure he never caused me injury, no matter what we practiced.
“You did good,” he praised.
“So did you.” We shared a smile, and it rocked my world. No one, anywhere, could be half as beautiful as this man when he lit up like this.
“Is it my turn to punch you?” Leona asked, batting her lashes at him.
“It’s only fair,” Patch quipped.
Oops! I’d forgotten about our audience.
“We leave in ten minutes,” he barked, stalking into the heart of our camp. “Be ready or be left behind.”
The change in him proved as jarring as the mayor’s interruption, my encouraging instructor now a military commander. Was he as unnerved by our interaction as I was?
Damp with sweat, I knelt at the riverbank and splashed my overheated face. Hmm. My reflection. Was that… Iris! The water appeared endlessly deep as the water maiden breeched the surface bit by bit.
I cast a furtive glance over my shoulder. No one paid us any attention, pre-occupied with packing.
“How much do you trust your executioner, hmm?” she asked.
“More than I trust a tricky water maiden who hates the only person able to send me home.” As the telltale burn erupted in my ring finger, I considered my options. Alert the others. Use the dagger hooked to my pants. Find out what she had to say? Ding, ding, ding. We had a winner.
Waves rippled around her. “The unnamed favor you owe ensures I do everything in my power to keep you alive, girl. I suggest you thank me rather than complain.”
“Please. You didn’t help me in the trapper village.” And now, the burning shadow ring promised only danger.
“Oh, I helped you. Just because you didn’t see my efforts doesn’t mean I did nothing. Who do you think bought you time while your precious executioner made his weapons?”
A breeze blustered, and I shoved a lock of hair from my face. People kept making good points.
Iris noticed the discoloration on my finger and brightened. “Well, well. Is that a forever key I spy? Now that is a surprise.”
I squashed the urge to hide my hand behind my back. If the water maiden demanded the ring as payment, I’d have to amputate my finger to comply. “What’s a forever key?”
“That isn’t the question you should ask. You want to know what it does,” she purred. A grin spread until her amusement stretched from ear to ear. “I should charge you for the information, but I want you to know. A forever key transforms its owner into the Guardian’s worst nightmare.”
An answer that was a mystery, rousing a thousand other questions I couldn’t afford to ask, plus a tendril of fear I couldn’t shake. Transform how? “Why are you here, Iris?”
Oh, the look she gave me. A schoolteacher with an errant student. “You still have much to learn, I see. But no matter. I’m here to tell you the Guardian has learned of your connection to King Ahav, and he’s offered a prize to whoever brings you to court. Mostly alive.”
Shock and trepidation converged. I shook my head hard. “What does he intend to do with me?” Imprisonment? Execution?
She hiked her shoulders. “I’m unsure. Do you think the trappers told him? Perhaps Jasher sent word. Maybe I’m the culprit. Who’s to say?” Another grin, there and gone. “Trouble awaits you at every turn.”
I ground my teeth. This didn’t alter my plan. If the Guardian was the only one capable of navigating the storms to get me home, so be it. I would risk his wrath. “I’ll turn myself in.”
With an elegant twirl, she offered, “If you’d like me to recharge the compass, so you can bend him to your will, I’m happy to oblige for a second unnamed boon. Practically for free!”
Yeah. Right. “No, thank you.” Even though being able to control the Guardian could serve my purpose. I’d erred before, granting the first promise to her so hastily. Had totally discounted my own strength and abilities in favor of relying on her. A mistake I wouldn’t make again.
“Your loss.” Iris sank slowly, giving me a chance to change my mind. When silence persisted, she sang, “I’ll leave you with a final warning. Death nips at your heels, my dear, and soon he will bite.”
“Is that a reference to the executioner?”
Now she smiled. “You’ll find out.” The top of her head submerged, and she faded from view, leaving only a rosy shimmer in the water behind.
Frustration flared, joining the emotional medley swirling in my chest. First Iris had arranged for me to acquire Jasher’s protective services, then she attempted to cast doubts on his motive. There must be a reason.
A commotion drew my gaze up. Nugget burst from a thicket, sprinting straight for me. His eyes flashed red as sharp tusks extended from the end of his bloodstained snout. Gasping, ring practically on fire, I jumped to my feet.
Run! His switch must have flipped. I planted my heels, refusing to believe the worst of my pet. We’d taken care of each other for days. Now he raced to me for comfort. I’d stake my life on it.
Behind me, pounding footsteps sounded. “Moriah!” Jasher shouted.
Nugget leaped and crashed into me, taking me to the ground. A heartbeat after landing, a spear whooshed through the air and embedded in the dirt mere inches from my head. My eyes widened. If I’d been standing, I would’ve died. “You saved me.”
The rabdog bounded off.
Arrows whooshed next, but they flew over me, aimed at the executioner. "Jasher!”
He skidded to my side and hauled me to my feet. “Let’s go.” Capturing my hand with his, he hurried us to the camp. All around, spears and arrows peppered the ground.
Jasher grabbed his pack with his free hand. Patch and Leona had already bolted. We easily caught up with them, following Nugget, who darted in front, taking the lead. Pounding hooves created an ominous soundtrack behind us as our fivesome entered the woods.
“Mayor,” Jasher snapped, yanking her aside. Whoosh! An arrow embedded in his shoulder. He merely grunted, maintaining his speed, while I cried out with horror, anger, and concern. He’d taken the missile in Leona’s stead, and I wanted him doctored NOW.
Death nips at your heels…
“You won’t escape us, enforcer,” an unfamiliar voice bellowed. “Your only other option is the poppies.”
Cheers met his proclamation.
Heart slamming against my ribs, I cast a glance over my shoulder. At least twenty men and women chased us. They were decked in armor, each laden with a wide arsenal of weapons and riding crimson-colored horses. The riders flashed in and out of sight.
“Who—what—are they?” I asked between panting breaths. Running faster, faster still. “They keep disappearing!”
“Rebels at war with the Guardian.” Jasher gritted out the words. “Their armor is…special.”
“In books and movies, rebels are usually heroes.” A branch slapped my cheek. Others cut my arms. Stings erupted all over my body.
“I don’t know what movies are, but if given a chance, these rebels will chop me up and mail the pieces to the Guardian.” Zero emotion accompanied Jasher’s admission.
My instincts locked on flight. “Faster!”
“Give us the girl,” the same man shouted, “and we might let you go.”
Had they heard of the Guardian’s prize, and hoped to cash in?
As Jasher maneuvered me along the uneven terrain, zigging and zagging, he slammed his palm against certain tree trunks. An action I didn’t understand.
Up ahead, Nugget scaled a tree with unnatural grace and speed. He crouched atop a limb, peering down at the action, safe, and I nearly sobbed with relief when we passed him. Panting, I threw another glance over my shoulder. The soldiers rode hard, gaining ground.
The flashing man in the lead neared my pet’s tree, not that he knew it. He swiped out his arm, intending to snag Leona’s long mane, but the rabdog leaped, clamping onto the would-be assailant’s arm and dragging him down.
The rebel died with a broken scream, and dread coated my heaving lungs. I watched, guided by Jasher. The savagery! And now, the switch had definitely flipped.
Other soldiers rode past their fallen comrade. One swung a sword meant to take Nugget’s head. I screamed a warning, and the rabdog zoomed off, narrowly avoiding decapitation. He circled around, coming alongside us to keep pace. What he didn’t do? Attack me. See! I’d known he would always be my baby.
A sharp sting in my cheek drew my focus forward. Sharp, twisted branches slapped at me, cutting my skin. “We can’t outrun them.” Despite the plethora of obstacles, their horses weren’t deterred.
“Not yet.” Jasher released me to palm his axes. “Brace yourselves.”
Boom! An explosion discharged, shaking the ground. A sizzling gust of hard wind knocked into our group, tossing us several feet. I crashed, eating dirt and choking on smoke.
I blinked rapidly to clear my vision and soothe the burn in my eyes. Spotting the other women, I crawled their way. Both appeared dazed, but other than a few cuts, they were uninjured. “Jasher? Nugget?”
A growl sounded as the smoke parted, revealing Nugget. He flew over us and ripped into a soldier knocked off his horse. As soon as the attacker died, my warrior dog aimed for another soon-to-be victim with glee in his bright red eyes.
“Jasher!” I shouted, lumbering to my feet and helping the women do the same.
Boom!
Another explosion rocked the ground, another wind gust sending me stumbling. I fought to remain upright. “Jasher!”
“Here, I’m here.” He sprinted through the smoke, his shirt soaked in blood and a second arrow protruding from his torso. Not by word or deed did he betray his pain as he collected me and the others. “Run until I say stop.”



CHAPTER 15
PRETTY, DEADLY POPPIES

Only two rebels followed my ragtag team out of the forest. Their horses galloped in the opposite direction. The men were wounded, but not nearly as badly as Jasher. He required immediate tending. If the arrow had pierced his heart… if he had other wounds… He must. Blood soaked him. But stopping to provide medical assistance would get us both killed. So on we ran. The forever key’s burn only intensified.
Cursed to die a violent death for entering the forest? Yeah, the possibility seemed more likely by the minute.
Jasher tripped over a rock, barely preventing a face plant and obviously weakening. I wrapped an arm around his waist and forced him onward. Finally, we cleared the trees. A field of wildflowers loomed ahead, seeming to stretch on for eternity. Golden sunlight bathed the beautiful red petals, turning them into a sea of blood. Bones dotted the countryside, lending veracity to the illusion.
“It’s us or the poppies,” a male boomed out, satisfaction underlaying his tone. It was the same guy who’d taunted us earlier. “We, at least, might let you live. All we want is the girl.”
Leona and Patch decelerated, and Jasher commanded, “I didn’t say stop.”
“We should take our chances with the armed madmen,” Patch cried.
“The glens are a death sentence.” Leona huffed a ragged breath.
I knew nothing about the poppies, other than the warning issued by the bath babes. If you can’t go around the poppy glens, well, you die badly.
“Keep going,” Jasher commanded, his teeth gritted.
Then and there, I made a decision. Trust him, rather than anyone else. He’d kept his word from the beginning, never lied to me, even when the truth stung, and he hadn’t betrayed me. “Keep going,” I emphasized. “But someone tell me the problem with poppies.”
“They are like the sirenes, but worse.” Sweat poured over his face. We leaped over a fallen log, and he winced. “The more you move, the more they strike, injecting you with venom that slowly cooks you from the inside out. Liquified remains are their favorite food.”
A fate worse than death! “Why aren’t the glens plowed and salted?”
“They have been. The poppies only grew back stronger.”
We passed a set of human remains and entered the thick of the field. “Stop,” Jasher commanded.
Boom! A new explosion detonated behind us. The ground shook Jasher to his knees. Since I refused to let him go, I went down with him. Both girls toppled, but we all remained frozen where we landed, too afraid to move. We waited as dark smoke billowed and thinned, unveiling the flowers surrounding us. Their sweet scent proved detectable despite the lingering fumes. Small, sharp pebbles littered the grass—no, not pebbles. I scanned the bits of white and gagged. They were bone shards.
“The smoke is laced with a sedative that only affects the poppies,” Jasher grated, careful to speak for our ears only. “They are currently asleep.”
Did the soldiers know? How much time did we have before the sedative stopped working?
I jerked my attention to the armed combatants, spying them through an overabundance of stems and blooms. Both had stopped just shy of the flowers. One paced before the dividing line, while the other hung back a few feet away. No longer did they flash in and out of view.
“You won’t get far, enforcer. Not with the poppies feeding on you, your wounds bleeding nonstop, and the arrowheads leaking poison into your veins,” the pacer called, his satisfaction redoubled. “Give us the girl, and I’ll give her serpens-rosa, saving her from the poppies. If you beg enough, I might let you and the others crawl away.”
I perked up. They had the all-curing medicine. Hopefully enough to heal Jasher and my father.
“You’ll have to wade through the poppies to get her, Osvaldo.” Pain coated Jasher’s slurred voice. He dropped his backpack and stretched out on the ground, being careful not to jostle the protrusions. “If you use your few remaining arrows on me, you’ll have none for the rabdog when he comes for you. And he will come for you. I hear him stalking through the trees even now. Do you?”
As if to prove his words, screams spilled from the forest, accompanied by frenzied growls. Nugget was ending any survivors, no doubt about it. 
Leona whimpered and curled into herself. “I can’t die here,” she whispered. Fat tears streaked down her cheeks. “My sister needs me. If Drogan is right, she’s alive. Sold at a governor’s auction three months ago. ”
“Sorry, but your sis is probably dead. What?” Patch snapped when Moriah glared at her. “Three months is like three years in substitute time. And she didn’t end up with West, the most merciful of the bunch.”
“She’s alive,” Leona hissed softly. “No one in their right mind would kill her.”
The redhead spread her arms, as if the other woman had just made her point for her.
“Quiet,” I demanded as the second soldier notched his bow and scanned the forest. Six other missiles waited in his quiver. I couldn’t, wouldn’t let him use them to harm my fur-baby. Which meant I must take them—or him—out. First, I needed to stabilize Jasher.
“I’m not surprised you know my name,” Osvaldo called. “My reputation precedes me. I’ve rid the world of dozens of your kind.”
What a horrible person. “Do either of you have medical training?” I asked Leona and Patch.
Leona shrank back, shaking her head.
“Not me,” Patch said.
“I won’t allow a royal guard to win the Guardian’s prize,” Osvaldo announced. “Do you hear me? If I must die to prevent you from escaping with her, I’ll do so.”
Jasher’s brow wrinkled with bewilderment, but he said nothing. So. My tinman hadn’t known of the prize as Iris inferred.
“What’s the prize?” Patch called. I snapped my teeth at her, and the redhead spread her arms again. “Truth is power.”
“Something you won’t need if you’re already dead,” Osvaldo responded. “A lifetime without fear of being killed as a sacrifice.”
Both Patch and Leona gasped, but Jasher didn’t seem to hear. I skimmed my gaze over him. His usually dusky skin was ashen. Glazed irises told a story of inner agony. I couldn’t leave him in this condition, medical training or not.
“The Guardian overrules the governors. He can save my sister with nothing but words,” Leona whispered, and it was clear her mind had already cobbled together a plan. Turn me in for a different reward.
“You can’t trade me for your sis if we fail to defeat these rebels, so, help me, please. Distract the men. Don’t let them shoot at Nugget.”
She chewed on her bottom lip and nodded. “I’ll do it, and you’ll let me turn you in.”
“Same.” Patch popped to her knees and tossed a handful of bone shards. They clinked, drawing Osvaldo’s attention. She repeated the act again and again, in different directions, keeping him busy.
I dug through Jasher’s pack for anything useable. Clothes, no. Weapons, not yet. Strange things I couldn’t identify, no. Toiletries—yes! A first aid kit. Hakeldama version of one, anyway. Inside I discovered clean bandages, a needle and thread, two pieces of a metal ring, salves, and vials of liquid, some fuller than others.
“You don’t happen to have an antidote to their poison in here, do you?” I asked Jasher.
“No antidote. They used phobina.” He grimaced as veins bulged in his neck and cords pulled taunt. “Makes you feel like you’re being frightened to death. Fatal in large quantities. In small doses, it keeps a body stressed, slowing the healing process, keeping you weak.”
“You’re dying, I get it. Now do as the girls and help me save you. I’ll score us some serpens-rosa and we’ll neutralize the poison.”
He flashed his teeth at me. “Do not endanger yourself.”
“Sure. You get better first.” I prepared the bandages, then uncorked the label-less vials to sniff the contents. When I found the one that smelled of disinfectant, I set it aside, at the ready, and wrapped my hands around the arrow in his shoulder. “On the count of three, it comes out.”
He drew in a deep breath. “Fit the pieces of the metal loop around the shaft’s base.”
“Look at you, talking dirty to me,” I teased. I also obeyed. A jolt of electricity shot up my arm the moment the two devices connected. “Uh, what just happened?”
“The arrowhead is shrinking. And when I talk dirty to you, princess, you’ll know it.”
“Something to look forward to then.” I drew in a breath and held it, ready to act. When the arrowhead finished shrinking, I should be able to remove the object without difficulty.
“Why is this taking so long?” he snarled.
“It’s only a few seconds, Jasher. We’re good.”
He bared his teeth. “This is a waste of time. Head north. Soon the smoke will thin, and the poppies will wake. You must be clear of the glen by then. You’ll make it if you run.”
“Just let me know go time.” A click sounded a few seconds later. “Never mind. I can guess.” Yank.
A hoarse shout barreled from him as he bowed his back. I hurried to pour the disinfectant and press a bandage into the gushing wound.
He panted as he met my gaze, his irises glazed with anguish and perhaps a spark of fear. “Run,” he croaked. “Please.”
My stomach and heart traded places. “Stop being a baby. There’s just one more.” I performed the same task, fitting the metal loop around the arrow’s shaft. Another jolt of electricity lifted the fine hairs on my body.
“I’m finished, Moriah. We both know it.”
I shook my head, refusing his offer of grief. “I know nothing of the sort.”
As the contraption did its thing, he continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “One soldier will stay with me, the other chase you, going around the glen. There are quicksand groves he’ll have to navigate, buying you an eight-hour head start.”
Eight hours. Both forever and a too brief blip. “I’m not leaving you,” I snapped. “You will recover, or I’ll bury the compass.”
Glaring at me, he snapped, “You’ll die if you stay here. So will the others. Even if the rebels are dealt with, you can’t go back the way we came. Nugget has enjoyed his first kill. He’ll attack you.”
“Wrong. Nugget loves me. He’ll protect, not harm. And I’ll get that serpens-rosa. Somehow.” Nothing would stop me.
The compression finished. Yank. Jasher released another hoarse bellow. While he wheezed and panted, I cleaned and bandaged the second wound.
“Sounds like time is running out for you, enforcer,” Osvaldo called, smug.
“What if there are more explosions?” Leona demanded of Jasher, inserting herself into our conversation.
“Yeah,” Patch said, nodding. “Even if Nugget isn’t a factor, we can’t risk setting off any more landmines.”
“You’ll be…fine.” Pants worsening, Jasher gritted out, “I caused explosions. Have traps…all through…forest.”
“No more talk of leaving you behind,” I snapped, wishing I’d taken Iris up on her offer. I could’ve misted the rebel into cooperation. But no matter. I had a plan. It was risky. Beyond risky. I didn’t care.
I unsheathed the blade anchored to my side and passed it to Patch. “On my signal, throw this at the guy with the bow and arrow. Your goal is to stop his shots.”
The redhead nodded, understanding and accepting her mission. “You sure you want to go this route?”
No, but I was doing it anyway. I glanced at my finger and double-blinked. The ring. No longer a shadow but an actual ring. The ring. My mother’s, just as I’d suspected. It now circled my finger, the seven gemstones sparkling.
“What should I do?” Leona whisper-yelled.
“Put the pack back together.” The ring wasn’t my main concern at the moment. “I’m giving myself up. Be ready to exit the same route we entered. We’ll go around it and brave those quicksand pits. You two will be Jasher’s crutches at first.”
“Moriah,” Jasher hissed.
Ignoring him, I stood, stretched up my arms and called, “I’ve had enough of the poppies.” Not exactly a lie. “I’m coming out. But only after you show me the serpens-rosa and promise to let the others go.”
Osvaldo withdrew a pouch from his pocket and waved it through the air. “Done.”
Liar. Still, I navigated out of the field, faking a wince with each step, as if I’d been bitten. Just in case this plan failed, I didn’t want the rebels plunging into the flowers to grab my companions.
As soon as I cleared the poppies, Osvaldo shoved the pouch back into his pocket, grabbed my arm and jerked me against him, putting my back to his chest. He pressed a blade against my throat, and yes, he patted me down. “You know what, enforcer? I changed my mind. I’m not leaving until you’re dead.”
“Who could’ve guessed that totally unexpected development?” I searched the treeline for any sign of Nugget. Though I didn’t see him, I proceeded with part two of my plan, anyway. “Help!” I screamed.
As hoped, he sprang from the shadows, zooming toward me, and oh, wow, he’d doubled in size again. His eyes were fully red, the tusks at least twelve inches long. Fresh blood and other wet things coated his fur.
Patch popped to a stand and tossed the dagger a split second after the rebel unleashed his arrow. The rabdog dodged, and the missile sailed past him. The redhead’s aim proved true. Down tumbled the archer, a hilt protruding from his shoulder. Nugget dove through the air, landing on top of him. The man died screaming.
Tremors rushed through Osvaldo as the rabdog turned his attention on us and growled, sharp teeth bared. “M-make him stand down.”
“You’re on your own.” On purpose, I went limp. Unable to hold my weight as well as the knife, exactly as I’d hoped, Osvaldo released me in favor of extending the weapon toward the rabdog.
Nugget leaped, biting off the soldier’s hand while it still clutched the blade. He took the screaming soldier to the dirt and finished him off.
Nugget turned his sights on me. My eyes widened. His constricted to slits. He prowled closer.
No, no, no. I climbed to my feet and extended my arms. “G-good boy. I love you. Love doesn’t make you weak, it makes you strong. Good boy,” I repeated, trembling.
Lowering his snout and baring his teeth, he stepped into my personal space. We stared at each other. Maybe I should have looked away in surrender. I didn’t. I reached up, tentative, and grazed the wet fur on his brow.
His nostrils flared, and he stiffened.
“I love you.” Tears stung my eyes, blurring my vision. “I will always love you.”
Low, guttural noises rumbled from his chest. I didn’t stop stroking, and he didn’t strike. Seconds passed with agonizing slowness, my insides quaking.
“Always, always, always,” I whispered.
With a gut-wrenching cry, the rabdog spun and raced off.
I swallowed a cry of my own. He took a piece of my heart with him. But I couldn’t mourn. Not here. Jasher needed me, and he needed me now. I hurried to him, opening the pouch along the way. Two grains waited inside, and I whimpered with relief. Medicine! One for the executioner, and one for Daddy. This couldn’t have been more perfect.
Jasher had gone still and quiet. Don’t panic! I dropped a grain into his mouth and worked his throat with my fingers, forcing him to swallow.
“Wake up. Please!” If I’d gotten to him too late⁠—
“Hi. Moriah?” Leona said, all kinds of fear dripping from her words. “I think the poppies heeded your command. Their petals are twitching.”
Time had run out. “Jasher!” I bellowed. “Wake up now!”
His eyelids popped open, and he jolted upright. Relief bombarded me, a forceful flood that swept me into his arms. We hugged, just for a moment. Just long enough to right my world.
Color returned to his skin, on the heels of concern. “We must go.”
Right. “Let’s move, people.” As fast as humanly possible, I helped Jasher to his feet.
He led the way out of the glen, with Leona on our heels, carrying the pack, and Patch directly behind her.
Jasher and I exited successfully! Leona, too. The redhead released an ear-piercing shriek as she cleared the edge of the field. Her knees buckled, and she toppled, writhing in pain as soon as she hit the ground. Multiple petals adhered to her bare calves.
Without hesitation, I swiped up the dagger Nugget had spit out and sliced the plants at their stems. The petals withered, falling away.
Jasher scrubbed a hand over his face. “This complicates matters. She can’t travel like this.”
I didn’t give myself a chance to think. There wasn’t time. No telling how many rebels were still out there, determined to finish what they’d started. I removed the final grain from the pouch and shoved it into Patch’s mouth. The girl ceased writhing.
“Now we’re even,” I told her. “Let’s go.”



CHAPTER 16
IMPERFECTLY PERFECT

We didn’t make it far before a freak storm rolled in, darkening the sky and pelting the land with rain and hail. It slowed us, but I wasn’t bothered. The rebels were slowed, too. My trepidation stemmed from another source.
“Monstra?” I cried, racing for cover under a tree as lightning forked overhead.
The others crowded around me, the women pale and shivering. Only Jasher appeared unaffected. Thunder clapped and crashed, reverberating across the land.
“They aren’t headed for us,” he said, dropping the pack at my feet. “Someone in one of the villages outside the forest committed a crime.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Duty calls. I must go.”
I wrapped my arms around my middle. “You’re going to execute an offender.”
His gaze avoided mine. “Stay here. You’ll be safe.”
“You’ve said that before, and I got carted into a trapper camp as the meat du jour.”
“But you were never in danger,” he reminded me. “I was right behind you.” He drew in a deep breath. “I’ll return when I can.”
“Be careful,” I said, but he was already gone. So badly I wanted to give chase and shake him. How dare he put himself in danger after I’d just worked so hard to save his life.
With a humph, I claimed the bag and withdrew the blankets from within. Leona draped the first around herself and Patch, leaving me the second. Though thin, the material warmed me up fast. Even better, Jasher’s incredible scent saturated the fabric.
Getting cozy, I sat and got comfortable. The girls lowered, too, and we huddled together as wet winds blustered. I recalled the rain gear. “Bless you, Greta!” I dug inside the pack again, finding the tin. Took some doing, but I figured out how to open the side flap revealing—hmm. Small squares of black cloth.
“Oh! Don’t mind if I do.” Leona pinched a cloth between her fingers and shook it, the material lengthening, producing a hooded poncho type garment.
Nice! Patch and I each claimed a square and mimicked the mayor’s actions. The redhead unfolded a waterproof covering for her shoes. My choice became a hat, and I frowned. It reminded me of a witch’s hat, pointed up top with a wide brim on bottom. Was I not the Dorothy of this tale but…?
No. Absolutely not! I refused to identify with the wicked witch. Mr. West bore the right name and draped himself in green. He was the witch, not me! Scowling, I tossed the hat into the rain.
“You fool!” Patch admonished. She lifted locks of drenched hair. “You missed a perfect barter opportunity. I would’ve loved that hat.”
I glance at the now soaked headgear and winced. Too far to reach without getting soaked. “Apologies.”
Time passed, worry for Jasher increasing. “Thank you for the assists back there, ladies.”
“I did good, didn’t I?” Leona fluffed her hair.
Not the word I would have used, but okay.
“That reminds me. I owe you something, Moriah.” Patch squared her shoulders, as if she were about to face a firing squad. “Thanks for saving me. There. It’s been said. Now we’re even. Let’s talk about turning you into the Guardian. That is what we agreed to, yes?”
“I mean, we’re going to visit with the man, anyway,” Leona piped up. “We might as well cash in.”
“Stop, please,” I deadpanned. “Your love humbles me.”
“What’s up with you and the royal guard?” The redhead wiggled her brows. “Are you in love?”
Leona heaved a sigh.“Prepare yourself for nothing but denials, P.”
“You asked about sex.” But love? I hooked a lock of hair behind my ear. It was an emotion I’d never experienced outside of a family bond. Something I could not, would not, allow myself to feel for a boy I’d known only a handful of days. But I had considered bringing him home with me.
He wasn’t happy with his life here. How could he be? Forced to sign on as a royal guard. To train as a killer. Though he would hate abandoning his brothers, he might welcome the chance to farm.
Except, one of those brothers might be dead beneath my chapel.
The moisture in my mouth dried. “We’re just getting to know each other.” Mostly. “Are you guys dating anyone?”
Patch snorted. “Love ain’t smart. The boy I thought I’d grow up to marry got sold to Mr. South. Haven’t seen him since.”
“Ouch. That sucks.”
“I agree with Patch.” Leona’s shoulders slumped. “Two years after my wedding, my husband was beheaded for stealing to feed me and my sister. He was a good man, and now I have to live without him.”
And I thought I’d needed a break. “That sucks.”
“What about your obsession with, what was his name? Oh yeah. Drogan,” Patch said, as blunt as always.
Leona scowled. “My feelings might have softened toward him a wee bit. Satisfied now? But he was my first ray of hope in locating Claudia. I believe he would’ve kept his word and helped me find her, if I’d only released him. That was my plan for the third lottery.”
I reached out and patted her hand in a show of sympathy.
“Hey, where’d you get the band?” Patch motioned to my mother’s ring, glittering so prettily from my finger.
“I’ve always worn it.” Truth. I rushed to turn the spotlight elsewhere. “How did you end up in West’s stable?”
“Oh. That.” She dragged a finger through the dirt. “I lost my ma at twelve and struck out on my own. Teamed up with Amell, the boy I mentioned. He protected me and others on the streets. We all looked out for each other. A rival gang captured and sold the lot of us to different governors. West picked me and offered a choice. Agree to his terms or die immediately.”
“That’s awful.” Those poor kids.
“Any of your friends still alive?” Leona inquired.
Anguish flashed Patch’s features. A show of emotion she instantly regretted, as evidenced by her puffing chest. “No, but I’m fine. Fine, I tell you!”
Even expecting rejection, I reached out and patted her hand, too, sharing what comfort I could. Leona rested her head on the girl’s shoulder. To my surprise, Patch teared up, accepting our gestures. But of course, she also wiped her nose on her arm and snipped, “I’m not in the market for new friends so don’t go getting any ideas. I prefer to be warm right now, that’s all.”
Her vulnerability destroyed every bit of resentment I’d harbored toward her. No wonder she fought so hard to remain in her self-imposed solitary confinement. Hurt and betrayed left scars others couldn’t see.
“Brace yourself,” Leona said, “because I already like you. I’m sorry, okay! I couldn’t help myself. You remind me so much of Claudia. I’ve been searching for her forever. She’s my only living family member, and I miss her terribly.”
Wow. Both ladies had swum in an ocean of agonies. We weren’t so different, really, each of us determined to find our way in the world. I missed my father and feared for his wellbeing. Was he taking his medication? Crying over my loss? Worsening?
I missed Nugget, too. I’d only spent a couple days with the rabdog, but I loved him.
You’ve known Jasher longer.
I inwardly sputtered.
The storm died as quickly as it started, the sun casting bright golden rays through the canopy of leaves. A substitute had died.
We stood, stored our blankets and waited in terse silent.
And waited.
A twig finally snapped in the distance. I palmed my dagger. Leona scrambled behind me, and Patch put up her dukes, ready for combat.
Jasher stalked through a cluster of gnarled branches, and a ragged noise left me. He was wet, streaked with blood, and grim-faced, but I didn’t care.
I sheathed the weapon and threw my arms around him, clinging. “You’re okay.”
Just like he’d done in the clearing during the first part of training, he hesitated before returning my embrace. But oh, when he did it, he engulfed me, burying his face in the hollow of my neck.
“What happened?” I asked.
“I helped another guard find the culprit,” he replied, gruff. “The man deserved what he got.”
I tightened my hold. We stayed like that until Leona cleared her throat and Patch made gagging noises.
“Let’s go.” He swiped up the pack and stalked off. He also picked up the hat as he passed it, spun, and plopped the piece on my head.
You know what? Yeah, okay, I’d wear the dumb hat. I wasn’t wicked or a witch, but I did have power within. Look at my resume. Survived a world-changing tornado. Attended public beheadings. Negotiated with a water maiden. Escaped a human stable. Helped raze a cannibal gang’s village. Raised a runt rabdog without dying. Faced a rebel army without flinching. I could do anything, even navigate the series of quicksand groves we entered. Yawn.
Maybe I understood Jasher a bit better, too. He no longer struck me as an unfeeling robot but a living, breathing man making the best of a bad situation. His bravery knew no bounds.
Our group did little talking at first. I think we’d all revealed more of ourselves than we’d meant to today. Plus, I couldn’t help but expect the next wave of danger as we slugged up a hill, splattered with drying sand. I held my hat in place, on the lookout for rebels.
Jasher stopped dead in his tracks when we came to—what in the world? I bumped into his back, and he reached around to catch and steady me.
The girls stopped behind us and gasped. “A lion pride,” Patch whispered.
“With winged monkeys,” Leona croaked.
“These are the creatures you feared?” I whispered fiercely.
“Shhh,” the others demanded at once, and each meant business.
The ten “lions” were the size of housecats, lazing beneath shade trees. Buzzing around them, laughing hysterically, were winged monkeys only a little bigger than Tinkerbell.
We tiptoed away, as quietly as possible. Only when we were a good distance away did my companions sigh with relief. I wouldn’t ask what the creatures could have done to us. I didn’t want to know.
I focused my attention elsewhere. “I think we should discuss the Guardian’s reward.”
A muscle jumped in Jasher’s jaw. “Don’t worry. I don’t need it.”
“Good, because she’s already promised it to us,” Patch said.
“No one is turning her in.” A succinct warning. “I’ll be speaking with him first.”
Still protecting me. I petted his back in thanks. “I want you guys to turn me in. You deserve a reward, too. Maybe something for your brothers.” And there it was, the perfect opening to bring up the man who died beneath the chapel. Whether or not the victim was his brother, he’d want to check. He should check, just in case.
“We’ll do it my way or not at all.”
Uh-oh. He’d used his no arguments tone.
Nervous perspiration dampened my palms. How much would he hate me for waiting so long to confess? “I need to speak with you the next time we’re alone.” Forget the consequences. Better to do the right thing. “It’s about something that happened the day I got here.”
He helped me over a fallen tree, frowned, and gave me a stiff nod.
There. Now I couldn’t not confess.
As we motored around smaller pits of quicksand pits, a pleasant heat uncoiled in the center of my chest, drawing me in another direction. I rubbed my sternum, confused.
When we cleared the grime, Jasher led us to the left, following Dead Man’s Pass. But the tug. It strengthened exponentially, urging me to go right.
“This way,” I said, waving him to the opposite route. “Please.”
He glanced at my hand, and I realized I was twisting the ring. The forever key. Something else we needed to discuss.
“You are sure?” he asked, brow arched.
“I am.”
With a nod, he headed in the direction of my choosing. I stayed close with Patch and Leona lagging behind a bit.
“Isn’t the City of Lux that way?” The redhead pointed to the course Jasher originally wished to travel.
“If my internal compass is correct, yes!” Leona dragged her feet, as if they’d gotten too heavy to lift. “We shouldn’t detour.”
In no scenario did I think mentioning the forever key was a wise move. Then, I didn’t need to answer. Between one step and the next, an invisible curtain fell from the atmosphere, and a breathtaking oasis came into view. The tugging in my chest ceased. I’d reached the desired destination.
I gawked, marveling as I spun. This was the stuff of dreams and legends. Gemstones lined the bottom of pale pink waters: pools circled by flat, jagged stones. Lush, dewy plants dotted with sweet-smelling lavender flowers flourished through cracks. Palm-like trees heavy with huge green leaves and azure fruit cast shade upon a small beach with golden sand as soft as velvet. Toward the back, forming a half-moon partition, massive boulders of limestone had been hollowed out, turning each into a cabana. Murals decorated the walls between them.
Dazed, I tripped forward. I recognized my mother’s work.
“What is this place?” Patch spun, taking everything in.
Leona did the same. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Jasher caught my arm, stopping me. “I’ve passed through this forest thousands of times, and I’ve never come upon this haven. Nor has anyone mentioned it. This is some kind of trap. It must be.”
“It’s not.” I knew that I knew that I knew. “I’m not sure why it’s remained hidden from you until now, but I do comprehend we’re safe here. My mother painted those.” I motioned to the murals with a tilt of my chin.
He released me, and I crossed to the cabanas to study the images up close, depositing my hat on a stone along the way. Wow! Such incredible detail. Scene by scene, they revealed a story. One of the fairytale stories she’d told me as a child. A kingdom ravaged by terrible storms that rained balls of fire. Monstra utterly destroyed villages, feasting on the charred remains. A handsome, strong king took action, entering the battle while beaming rays of light. He wore a golden crown and purple robe.
The biggest of the monstra closed in on him and spewed flames, but the heat did no harm. Other monstra joined their comrade, surrounding the king, laughing as they stabbed him with their razor-sharp wings. Crimson blood poured from his wounds when he collapsed, wetting the ground.
They’d killed him. The monstra killed King Ahav, the man most likely responsible for half of my DNA.
I sniffled and swiped at my damp eyes. The urge to peer into the eyes of his killer and do something bombarded me.
In the last scene, he disintegrated, his ash floating through the air, snuffing out their flames. The storm ended, and the monstra vanished.
A hot tear trickled down my cheek. Had my mother witnessed the death of her husband before making her escape? I remembered her tinge of sadness as she’d woven the tale, but I’d assumed she was in character. Here, now, I felt the dear woman’s pain in every stroke of the brush.
I reached out with a trembling hand and grazed my fingertips over an image of the king. In the darkest recesses of my mind, I heard my mother whisper, It’s not enough to know your enemy, darling. You must first learn your birthright.
A memory?
Leona set her sights on the painted king. “Do you think this has something to do with the prophecy?”
Maybe. The king’s sacrifice—and that’s what it looked to be—negatively affected the monstra. Clearly. I pressed a hand over my belly. Perhaps his only child was supposed to repeat his act.
“Excuse me.” Not ready to answer any questions, I stalked off. The girls stayed behind, but Jasher followed, his footsteps offering a soft alert.
I didn’t stop until I reached a cabana hidden in the corner beyond a row of bushes and trees. The structure looked upon a private pool with a waterfall and hot spring. Steam curled from the surface, illuminated by a sun descending on the horizon. Varying shades of pink, purple, blue, and gold spilled over the sky, painting the hideaway as vividly as my mother painted those murals.
A lovely spot for a meltdown.
Screams of frustration, confusion, helplessness, and homesickness lodged in the back of my throat, cutting off my airway. I fought for every breath. For control.
Jasher dropped the pack and wrapped his arms around me from behind, a solid presence at my back. A comfort as his scent and heat formed a force field around us.
We stood in silence for a long while. Part of me expected Iris to rise from the water at any moment. Another part of me hoped she did. As desperate as I felt, I might beat answers out of the maiden who absolutely knew more about the situation than she’d let on.
Jasher rested his chin on the top of my head. “Tell me how to comfort you, and I’ll do it.”
Compassion from the Tinman. I didn’t deserve it, or him.
As soon as I was able, I pushed a response from my tongue. “Stop being nice to me.” I spun, facing him. “You don’t know…I haven’t told you…” Squeezing my eyes shut, I rested my forehead against his sternum. “The storm brought me to Hakeldama inside a chapel, and that chapel landed on an executioner, killing him. I didn’t see his face, only his boots. They were the same as yours. What if I killed your brother, Jasher?”
He cupped my jaw and lifted my face, caressing his thumbs over my cheeks, gentle, so gentle. A frown marred his countenance. “This is what you wished to tell me?”
The only thing I could do at the moment? Nod.
Sunset irises glowing, he explained in the softest of tones, “Even if the victim were my brother, which it isn’t, you wouldn’t be at fault. You didn’t steer the chapel.”
“It wasn’t Anders?” A smidgen of hope peek from my upset. For a man who thought he needed help giving comfort, he certainly did an excellent job on his own. “You’re sure?”
He brushed the tip of his nose against mine. “I’m sure.”
“How?”
“I just am.” He said no more, but worry infiltrated his expression, as if he feared I might start pushing, and he would react, ruining the special moment.
Okay, so, he clearly had a secret of his own. Which wasn’t an indication of betrayal. Everything depended on the secret and the purpose behind it. Maybe, for whatever reason, he dreaded my reaction, as I had dreaded his. Perhaps he’d promised his brother never to share the details of their connection. Or he hoped to avoid Patch and Leona overhearing. There were a thousand innocent motives. Bottom line? I either trusted Jasher or I didn’t. A truth that resurrected another matter.
“When we reach the next village,” he said, “I’ll get word to my commander, and he’ll send someone to discover who died.”
“Thank you.” His kindness lit a fuse deep inside me, torching my defenses. Every part of me wanted him to know how special every part of him was. “Here,” I said, removing the compass and anchoring the leather strap around his neck. “I want you to have this.”
He blinked down at me. “I don’t understand. We haven’t reached Lux City yet.”
“I know. But I believe you are honorable, and you’ll keep your end of the bargain, despite receiving payment beforehand.”
What little remained of his emotionless mask fell from his features, revealing gut-wrenching vulnerability. As if he’d never dared hope someone might see something of worth in him. As if he’d waited his entire life for such an outcome.
Without my defenses, things inside me cracked. Here, now, I didn’t care. Enough heaviness. After enduring days of turmoil and danger, and we deserved a break. What better location than this gorgeous oasis?
“Swim with me.” I kicked off my boots and lifted my arms, inviting him to remove my shirt. “We have a head start on the rebels, if any gave chase. We’ve got time.”
“You’re right. We’re safe for now.” He searched my gaze, hesitated a beat more, then raised my shirt over my head, revealing my plain beige bra. A leftover from our stay in the Wild West Inn. Slowly but surely, he discarded his weapons, one after the other. The axes. Daggers. A mini-whip I hadn’t noticed. A collapsible crossbow.
I watched, awed. When he finished, he raised his arms, issuing his own invitation.
Yes, thank you. I worked to remove his tunic, but the material pulled tight over his wealth of muscles. Eventually, I managed it. The compass hung between his pectorals, an adornment I wished I’d given him sooner. I gave it, him, a stroke.
His nostrils flared. When I stepped back, he toed off his boots. We watched the other unfasten and shed their pants. I revealed the bra’s matching panties while he killed in a pair of loose-ish black boxer briefs with a string tie instead of an elastic band. Tattoos even covered his legs. While his chest boasted images of limbs with dangling heads, his thighs displayed more of the trunk. Twirling roots decorated his calves. He was a tree of life and death. A temptation like no other.
He ran his hot—and heating—gaze over my curves, giving me the same once-over I’d given him, his pupils gobbling up his irises. New flutters erupted in my belly.
“Tonight, I don’t want to think about unanswered questions, the murals, my bloodline, curses, or monsters. Let’s be a fun farmgirl and a super-hot soldier on leave.” As I spoke, I backed up, entering the water. The warmth delighted me, but I liked his reaction more.
Raising his chin, emitting pure intensity, he squared his shoulders and stalked closer. Water splashed as he entered. “You are a farmgirl. Agreed. But I’m not a soldier on leave. I’m a soldier on a mission.”
“Mmm.” I smiled at him. “Do tell.”
“Operation Capture the Farmgirl is a go.” He lunged for me.
With a laugh, I reared back. He swiped only air. Living in the moment, I scooped handfuls of water and splashed him.
He paused to rub a hand over his face, removing the droplets from his eyes. “That’s how you want to play this, eh?”
“Try and stop me,” I taunted.
Seizing the advantage, he pounced, diving into me, taking us both under water.
“You fiend!” I laughed as I breached the surface. I shimmed from his hold and swam off. “I’ll make you pay for that.”
“Farmgirl, this soldier is determined.”
After that, we played like children, splashing about, taking turns chasing and evading. But it wasn’t long before our laughter ceased. My desire to evade him fled. Every time we brushed together, I swallowed a breathless groan.
With his intensity on full display, Jasher pressed me against a smooth rock. Chest to chest. He captured my hands and kissed my knuckles before pinning my wrists over my head. My heart raced with purpose.
He traced the pad of his finger over my ring, his gaze hot on mine. “Where did you get this?”
“It was my mother’s,” I replied, honest. “I thought I lost it. Then I came here and suddenly it appeared. First as a shadow, then as the real deal. Iris called it a forever key.”
“I’ve never heard mention of a forever key.” He slid a thumb down, down my arm, stopping at my mouth. Eyelids growing heavy, he plumped my bottom lip. “I want to kiss you,” he all but growled.
Yes! Do it.
His nostrils flared. “But I won’t.”
“What if I ask nicely?” I rocked against him, wrenching a ragged moan from us both. His strength. His heat. The perfection!
Birds squawked overhead, and he stiffened. “I would hate myself later, but I’d say no. I’m not in a position to form an attachment.”
“Good thing I’m not asking you to attach.” But wasn’t I doing just that? A kiss—or more—without any kind of connection meant less than nothing. A momentary pleasure with only enough fuel to fan the flames of discontent. I had no desire for that. With him, I wanted more. To be valued. Seen. Known.
He dipped his chin. “What are you asking, princess?”
I opened and closed my mouth. Because I didn’t know!
“Exactly why I won’t risk kissing you,” he stated, not hiding his disappointment.
The denial hurt as much as it soothed, and the incongruity confused me. Though it shouldn’t, I supposed. At the moment, I felt as if I were two separate people. The girl from Kansas, and the woman in Hakeldama. They craved different things.
“This is probably for the best.” He released my wrists but didn’t back away. “My kind never experience a happy ever after.”
The low, husky admission struck a chord deep within me. His kind. Meaning the royal guard or a citizen of both Hakeldama and Earth?
I glided my palms up his muscular chest, offering comfort of my own. “You could come with me.”
He closed his eyes, as if he couldn’t bear to face me. “I can’t.”
I told myself to let the subject drop. Putting pressure on him wasn’t smart. Or honorable. But a question tumbled from me, anyway. “Can’t or won’t?
One second passed. Two. Three. When Jasher opened his eyes, his mask was fixed in place, but still he didn’t look at me. “Will you consider staying in Hakeldama?” he asked in lieu of an answer.
“No.” I refused to lie. No matter how much part of me longed to stay with him, to explore the lives of my parents and aid their people, I wouldn’t. My loyalty belonged to another. “I won’t abandon my father.”
“I understand.” He hesitated only a moment more before he removed the compass and returned the leather strap to my neck. He fingered the ornament, saying, “Keep this with you for now. I like seeing you wear it.”
“Jasher,” I croaked.
He exited the water, leaving me more confused than ever, shaky and sad.
Reprieve over.



CHAPTER 17
THE MONSTRA

Jasher and I bedded down inside a cabana with Leona and Patch sleeping nearby. He wore pants; I wore a shirt. The best and worst combination. I luxuriated in the crook of his arm, warm and safe as I dozed on and off, knowing I would forever yearn for more nights like this.
But one after another, rainbow birds arrived in flocks, covering the surrounding roofs and shattering my sense of tranquility. “Jasher,” I whispered, giving him a little shake. I hadn’t forgotten his face-eating warning.
“They won’t harm us,” he muttered, rolling us to our sides, becoming the big spoon.
Okay. All right. “I trust you.” I also liked him more than I should. Without a doubt, I would forever miss the Tinman who’d seemed to find his heart.
When morning arrived, bringing a lovely golden glow to the oasis, Patch and Leona went swimming. I remained tucked into Jasher’s side, feeling more refreshed than I had in ages. Not even sore muscles nixed my smile as I stretched. But a thought did. To the City of Lux we must go.
I sagged into the ground, my attention dropping to the forever key. My ticket home. If it did what Iris claimed, the Guardian must desire it more than a political prisoner who had no designs on his throne. All I needed was a chance to explain matters and pay for my passage.
I slid my gaze to the irresistible Tinman, and longing shivered in my chest. He slept on his back. With his eyes closed, his usually harsh features soft with sleep, he appeared so boyish and innocent, sublimely at peace.
Soon, we would be forced to say goodbye. I’d have to say goodbye to Nugget, Patch and Leona, too. Friends I’d come to love. Depression knocked, seeking entrance. I barred the door.
Though I refused to remain in this land, I could absolutely savor the days I had left. In fact, I would prepare breakfast for once. Yes, that was exactly what I’d do. Except. Hmm. A strange red glow began to flash beneath the surface of Jasher’s skin, riding the waves inside his veins. A frown formed as I traced a crimson line with the pad of a finger. Sizzling!
He jolted upright, instantly awake, all trace of his serenity erased, and the rainbow birds finally took flight. “Someone will break a law in a village just outside the forest,” he stated, leaping to his feet. “I’m the chosen executioner.”
My guts knotted. Not this again. Leona and Patch were distracted, splashing around, and paid us no heed. “How do you know a crime is about to be committed?” What had those temporary flashes meant?
“Because I do.” He didn’t glance my way as he collected his weapons. “You and the others will stay here.”
The sight of the blood-stained axes emboldened me. “No, I’m coming with you.”
“The offender may have a substitute.”
And I would protest the death, yes. “I’m coming,” I insisted.
“I’d rather you didn’t.” He gathered his toiletries and knelt at the bank of the pool, where he brushed his teeth.
Something is wrong. The unceasing cry filled my mind. He might fear my reaction to the execution of an innocent, but I believed the problem went deeper than that.
“I understand you must do what you must do. I won’t like it, but I understand.”
He spit the paste into the water, tugged a shirt over his head, and stood. “That’s right. I must do it. Once a titleholder and a sacrifice reach an agreement, a great exchange takes place. In every way that matters, the sacrifice becomes the offender, and the titleholder is rendered innocent.” He worked his jaw. “There isn’t a way around it.”
Suddenly the problem was clear. A tug of war was taking place in his mind. He didn’t want to do this. And what of the prophecy? “I’m coming,” I repeated.
“Then we leave in ten minutes.” He didn’t glance my way. “If you aren’t ready, I’ll leave you behind.” Off he marched. Where he headed and what he intended, I didn’t know.
Forget breakfast. I let the girls know, then hurried to brush my teeth, dress, and pull on my boots. I even anchored my hat in place.
“I’m coming too,” Leona said, voice hard with determination. “This is the break I’ve been hoping for. Someone might have information about Claudia.”
“Guess I’m tagging along too.” Patch pursed her lips at me. “You gonna break down on us during the execution?”
“Maybe.” Probably.
Jasher returned at the nine-minute mark, and it took only a single glance at him to know he’d used the time to prepare his mind. Before me stood the emotionless robot I’d met on day one. Except, I knew that I knew he wasn’t emotionless. He hated this.
“Move out,” he commanded, grabbing the pack and stalking off.
We traveled through the dense woods. For once, we encountered no incidences. Though, yes, more than once I felt as if we were being watched. A figment of my imagination most likely, since no one else seemed to notice and the forever key never heated.
Within two hours, we reached the village. A Candyland-esque refuge with an abundance of pink and blue I would forever consider Gum Drop Lane. From the houses built to resemble mini-palaces to the plethora of gardens with flowers in the shape of swirling ice-cream cones and tufts of cotton candy.
“I mean, it’s not as fortified as the Frontier,” Leona said, anchoring her hands on her hips, “but it’s not terrible. I’ll be a great mayor here.”
“Color me interested in moving in forever,” Patch exclaimed with awe in her eyes.
Jasher’s veins flashed a lava-like glow beneath the surface of his skin again, and he hissed. “The crime has been committed, a death required.”
Thunder rattled the land and concerned villagers spilled from the buildings. A learned response to the first signs of storm, I supposed. Everyone aimed for the town square, where a dais and blood-stained chopping block waited, a perfect replica of the market in the bazaar. Murmurs arose, the people speculating about the perpetrator. I searched the sea of men in suits and women in ruffled dresses for any sign of the crimen.
When lightning flashed, fear skittered over my nape. I’d never seen a monstra in person. Drawn them, yes. Countless times. Spied the Wests’ trophies, also yes. I’d even beheld the creatures in my mother’s paintings as I’d dressed this morning. But none of those sightings had come with a side of danger and death. To see a winged beast meant a life had been spared but others would suffer. I didn’t envy Jasher his dilemma.
“I sense her.” Jasher scanned the gravel streets, tensing when a young woman with tangled white hair emerged from a home.
I pressed a hand over my stomach, those knots now leaking bile. Bruises marred her golden skin and rips littered her yellow gown. When others noticed the telltale sign of guilt hovering over her head, they pointed fingers of accusation. Her eyes glazed with shock and acceptance.
“What did you do?” someone demanded.
“Kill her!” another commanded.
More thunder and lightning. Collective anxiety cranked to unbearable heights.
Chin high, the woman strolled to the dais. She climbed the steps, clearly accepting her lot.
Jasher handed the pack to Leona and followed the woman up at a steady pace. As the crowd gathered round about, he positioned himself behind the offender, who couldn’t hide her tremors.
Tears streaked down her cheeks. “When my husband died, he left me drowning in debt. The tax collector came to take my baby in payment. To make her a sacrifice for Governor North. I…the stories I’ve heard. The horrors. My dear one is only three years old. I couldn’t let him take her. He wouldn’t let her go so I…I made him. Please, don’t kill me for it.”
“Where is your daughter now?” Jasher asked. The emotionless of his tone froze me to the bone.
“My aunt has her. They are long gone, so don’t bother searching for them,” the mother replied, her tremors infiltrating her voice.
Jasher’s grim gaze cut to me before he withdrew an ax. Everything inside me screamed in protest. He wouldn’t, couldn’t do this. I toyed with the ring. No burn. No flood of strength or evidence of power. No solution.
A cry of despair left the mother when thunder and lightning intensified, coming faster.
“Kill her now!” a woman shrieked.
Jasher white-knuckled the weapon’s shaft. “A sacred law has been broken, and a price must be paid.” Ice cold raindrops pattered over the crowd. Several splashed on my overheating brow. “Will anyone show mercy and take this woman’s place?”
I heard a faint note of hope in his voice, and the cracks he’d forged in me last night widened, welcoming light. An idea came to me. Something I shouldn’t consider. Too dangerous. A risk like no other. But I did consider it. Jasher needed my help. He’d saved me from myself countless times. Now, I had a chance to return the favor.
“Anyone?” he echoed, the hope gone.
Not giving myself an opportunity to ponder the end results, I called, “I will. I’ll do it.”
All eyes swung my way. Patch and Leona gaped, even shook their heads in negation, but the executioner glared. Would he kill me?
We would find out. Because I couldn’t let him kill an innocent. And this young mother who’d only sought to protect her child was innocent. I removed my hat, thrust it at Patch, and raised my chin. “I will,” I repeated.
The mother collapsed to her knees, sobbing. When the crimen above her head faded, I knew it took residence over mine; an awful, eerie energy pulsed against my skin.
For Jasher. For Tandi. For me.
The crowd parted, creating a path for me as I made my way forward. Up the steps and onto the stage. “Go,” I told the mother. “Find your aunt and child and never come back here. Stay hidden.”
She sprinted off as fast as her feet would carry her. Good.
The rain increased. Every droplet stung like a needle prick. Jasher held my stare as I willingly approached the chopping block.
“What of your father?” he snapped. “How will you transport serpens-rosa to him when you are dead?”
When, not if. “Why are you talking? The storm comes. Kill me.” Brave talk. I knelt down and rested my cheek on the wood. Tremors plagued me, but I didn’t cry. Not even when I caught sight of Leona and Patch. Both looked ready to vomit.
“You don’t think I will?” Fury laced Jasher’s question. “You’ve tied my hands, Moriah. Ensured I must end someone else I care for. How could you do this to me?” he hissed.
The confession rocked me in ways I couldn’t have guessed. “I care for you, too, Jasher.” Very much. The sky darkened until being electrified by forks of lightning. “You’re running out of time,” I reminded him, merciless. I had to be.
“You have none left,” he snapped.
From the corner of my eye, I watched him raise the ax. I bit my tongue, tasting blood. If he did it, he did it. I died. End of story. At least I’d made a difference in someone’s life, stood up for what I believed, fought against the wrongness I despised, and taken a chance on a man worthy of the risk.
“You have ruined me, princess.”
His guttural admission wrecked me. “I take that as a compliment, tinman.”
Wind whipped up, blowing locks of my hair around my face. An animalistic roar sounded not too many miles away, sending the crowd into a frenzied panic.
Shouts rang out. “The monstra!” “Kill her!” “Kill her before we’re destroyed!”
One roll of thunder bled into another. Still Jasher hesitated. Other roars came louder and louder. My ring heated at last.
With a roar of his own, Jasher finally did it. He swung.
The blade sliced into the floor of the dais directly beside the chopping block, avoiding me entirely. “Run,” he commanded the crowd. “The monstra come.”
The people dispersed, screaming and dashing for cover in the woods. Only Leona and Patch remained. The mayor dropped the pack and floundered, as if torn. Patch let the hat fly away and held up her fists, ready to fight.
Shock reverberated in my bones. Jasher hadn’t beheaded me. Had let me live. Had risked utter destruction. Now, the girls were hanging back, putting their lives on the line to help us.
Gripping the neckline of my shirt, Jasher hauled me to my feet and shoved a dagger hilt in my hand. “Lead as many as you can to the oasis,” he instructed, each word dripping with fury.
I’d saved him from himself, but he might not forgive me for it.
“I won’t leave you to battle the enemy on your own.” I wasn’t a skilled soldier, and yet otherworldly confidence accompanied the ring’s heat. A strength I’d experienced only once before, only in greater measure. Suddenly the dagger felt natural in my grip, as if it had become an extension of my arm.
“Lead as many as you can to the oasis,” he repeated, tossing a crossbow to Patch, who caught the weapon with ease. He lobbed a mini-whip at Leona, but she dropped it.
“I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Patch announced over the thunder.
“M-me either,” Leona squeaked on a raspy plume of air.
All but spewing fire from his nostrils, Jasher jerked his ax free of the wood and withdrew the other from its sheath. “If any of you die, it’s your fault. I’ll accept no blame.”
The ring’s heat amplified to blistering, and I heard myself say, “No one is dying today.” The words spilled from deep inside my being, from a well I hadn’t known I possessed.
As rain beat upon us, the chorus of roars increased in volume. With the next flash of lightning, I spied them. The monstra. By a miracle I didn’t yet understand, fear remained at bay. Three creatures streaked through the sky, as grotesque as advertised. A twisted amalgamation of a dragon, bull, and wolf whose incarnations hailed from nightmares rather than nature. They were even bigger than the stuffed mounts in West’s office with gnarled black horns spiked from their heads. Their crimson eyes were whirlpools of hatred. Smoke wafted from their nostrils.
Leona whimpered. Patch banged a fist into her temple, as if trying to beat out the terror.
“If you fail to survive this battle after I’ve risked everything to save you,” Jasher snarled at me, stepping up to my side, “I will be displeased.”
“Same, Tinman. Same.”
Closer and closer the monsters came. I breathed deep, bracing for impact, now understanding why he’d intended to save the serpens-rosa. We weren’t coming out of this without injury.
“Keep your eyes on your opponent every second,” Jasher commanded us all. “When a monstra makes eye contact, they can’t look away until you do. It will be mesmerized, unable to harm you or think past getting free of your gaze.”
Twitters of excitement replaced their roars as the beasts spotted us. They swooped low, coasting through the air, gliding closer… The one on the left seemed to smile before unhinging its jaw. The scales covering its throat flared and brightened, as if fire brewed beneath.
I can do this. “Patch,” I screamed. To my relief, she comprehended my order and unleashed a surge of arrows as the monstra sprayed its flames over the dais.
Those missiles hit the underside of the creature’s chin, disrupting his aim, allowing Jasher and me to dive to the ground and roll to safety. I flowed to my feet as if guided by invisible hands. The fire raged, unaffected by the rain.
A glittering golden light pulsed from my ring, and the creature looked my way, as if it couldn’t help itself. Our gazes locked, a surprise to us both. Determination met hatred, and the beast jerked. It passed over us, so close I could’ve reached up to touch it. No more flames escaped it. There was no swipe of its claws. It even spun mid-air to maintain our visual contact.
Jasher handled the beast in the middle, moving with a speed I couldn’t track in my periphery. Leona brandished the whip, successfully winding the end around the neck of the third until it sprayed yellow-green flames across the gravel streets. To avoid frying, she released the weapon and dove for cover.
On my creature’s second pass overhead, I jumped and swung the dagger. Metal sliced into a hoof tipped with claws. Thick, dark green blood spurted from the wound as the beast squawked with pain.
Patch used the last of her arrows, but none met their mark as the monstra thrashed in the sky. I was tempted to focus on the surrounding inferno but releasing my captive meant certain destruction. Then it happened through no fault of my own. Smoke billowed between us, breaking our connection.
Another roar sounded, this one familiar. I tensed as Nugget leaped through the gloom, slamming into Leona’s opponent before it could unleash a second stream. Rabdog and monstra rolled across the dirt, biting and clawing at each other.
The one I’d injured cleared the smoke, spitting fire. Flames consumed me.



CHAPTER 18
FLY, FLY AWAY

Iscreamed, expecting pain. But… I felt good. Better than good.
Looking myself over, I marveled. Shiny golden armor covered me, the metal seemingly poured onto my flesh, one with me. Before my very eyes, the dagger I gripped elongated into a sword. It, too, thrived inside the flames.
How was this even possible?
The monstra swooped down, opening its mouth to consume me with a single bite. But it shrieked and reared back, tumbling from the sky, crashing into the ground.
I didn’t know what happened, but I should probably rush over to remove its head before it recovered.
The thought came, and a split second later, I stood beside the injured monstra. Just boom, there I was. Dizziness, shock, and confusion struck, but I didn’t let the tide stop me. Drawing strength from the ring, I raised the sword and oh, the way I moved! A fluidity I’d never before exhibited.
Sensing my nearness, the creature attempted to rise. I wasted not a second, striking. Metal sliced through scales, fur, muscle and bone like a hot knife through melting butter. Its head separated from its body, its dark green blood spurting from severed arteries.
Satisfaction in a job well done acted as fuel. Now to help my friends. Or not. I stood rooted, pelted by rain unable to tame the flames still crackling over me and flabbergasted. Jasher hacked at a monstra with the ferocity of a thousand soldiers. Unable to fly with broken, mutilated wings, his challenger couldn’t escape his strikes. It, too, died by beheading.
Nugget’s opponent realized its brethren were toast, hurried to disengage and fly away. Well then. No help necessary. Battle won.
To prove it, the tempest downgraded to a light shower. Then the droplets tapered, and the sun materialized, shining brightly.
“Victory!” I raised my fist to the sky and cheered. “Everyone is good?” I called.
Leona sank to her knees and cried. Patch hunched over, attempting to catch her breath, and flashed a thumbs up. Nugget huffed and puffed, the tendons in his neck pulled taut. Jasher stood next to a slain monstra, splattered with blood and staring at me as if I’d grown a second head.
With no prompting from me, my sword returned to dagger form. The flames snuffed out, and my golden armor faded, vanishing. Strength abounded me, too. My legs buckled, and I dropped. Upon impact, air exploded from my lungs. When I could breathe again, air sawed between my lips. I sprawled on the ground, quaking from top to bottom.
“Moriah!” Jasher rushed over, skidding to my side to pat me down, on the hunt for wounds. A frown of confusion accompanied his efforts. “You are unharmed. You caught fire, but you aren’t even singed.”
“I’m fine.” A fact I couldn’t explain. I eased into an upright position. “Are you?”
“I sustained a few minor abrasions and burns.” His gaze cut to the headless carcass of my opponent, and his frown deepened. “Without training, you killed a fully grown monstra.” The astonishment in his tone could not be measured; there was simply too much of it. “The crimen is gone.”
Had it burned away in the flames? “I don’t know what happened. The flames hit, liquid armor appeared on my body, strength filled me, and… ” I waved to the corpse. “This occurred.”
Jasher rubbed a hand over his mouth, leaving streaks of crimson. “The prophecy claims a crime can occur, but an execution won’t be necessary to stop the storm. I couldn’t imagine such an event taking place, yet here we are.”
“The Guardian must have answers.” I pressed a palm against my churning belly. How would he react to my newfound abilities?
Nugget’s fury cooled, and his body went lax, revealing his injuries. Deep wounds littered his chest and arms.
Unacceptable! “I’m coming, baby.” I climbed to my feet.
With a whimper, he limped toward me.
“No.” Stiff as a board, Jasher angled in front of me. “No closer.”
My pet stopped and bared his teeth, growling.
“Enough!” I rushed around the executioner and to the rabdog’s side. “We’re on the same team.” Nugget had returned. Had protected us. I wouldn’t punish him for it. “Someone bring me Jasher’s first aid kit. Please.”
Leona hesitated before zooming to the pack, swiping it up and sprinting over. Nugget stayed where he was, but that was okay; I went around Jasher.
“Lay down for me, baby.” With the gentlest pressure, I urged him to stretch out on the ground. He offered no resistance and allowed me to clean and bandage each wound. Though, yes, he did bare his teeth a time or two.
Jasher hovered nearby, at the ready just in case. When I finished with the task, I kissed Nugget’s adorable face. He nuzzled my cheek, uncaring as the villagers returned, slipping into town to gawk at the slain monstra.
“I know I said I’d never call you Toto,” I whispered to him, “but that’s who you are. My Toto. I love you.”
The rabdog lumbered to his feet, but he didn’t dash off. He met my gaze, and in that moment I knew. This was goodbye. He wasn’t going to kill me, but he wasn’t going to stay with me. Wasn’t going to follow me anymore, either. We’d reached the end of the road.
Hot tears brimmed. “I love you,” I repeated. “I’ll miss you all the days of my life.”
He bowed his head as if he understood and entertained the same sentiment, then bounded for the woods. His loss was an arrow to my heart, but I, too, understood. Our lives were on different paths.
Jasher gently wiped the droplets of sorrow from my cheeks. “Just because something is hard doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”
“Yes, but this still hurts.”
“I expect a commendation after this,” Leona mumbled, peering from one fallen monstra to another. “A star of honor. Ballads sung about my bravery. Legends repeated for eons to come. Something!”
“I’m shocked we’re all still alive. But you.” Pale and trembling, Patch pointed a finger of accusation at me. “You caught fire. Materialized armor. Golden armor at that. Not even water maidens can do that.”
“I can’t explain it.”
Villagers peeked through the trees before returning to the town square in groups. “You’ve heaped punishment upon our heads!” someone shouted. “The royal army will come.”
“How did they kill the monstra?” Wonder and distress coated the question.
Sounds of agreement arose, quickly morphing into a song of rage and fear. Other bellows breeched the uproar. “Go!” “Leave us!” “We don’t want you here!”
“Did you forget we stopped the storm and prevented the death of one of your own?” I demanded. “Does a young mother with everything to live for ring any bells?”
The citizens of Gum Drop Lane meant business. They swiped up pebbles and rocks and hurled them at us, as if we’d ruined their lives rather than saved the day. A rock whizzed narrowly missed my cheek, rousing anger and hurt.
Jasher clasped my hand in his and, with the pack slung over his shoulder, propelled me along the same trail Nugget had taken. Patch and Leona stayed close to our heels. I wasn’t even surprised when we came upon the hat, allowing me to reclaim my property. Rather than wear it, I folded it into a square and pocketed it.
“Not to repeat myself, but Moriah caught fire, and she’s not a heap of ash,” Patch said, her voice tinged with hysteria.
“Keep yourself together until we reach camp,” Jasher commanded.
He maintained his clasp on my hand, shoving past sharp branches while the ladies hustled to remain five steps behind us. At some point, however, those branches seemed to move out of our path of their own accord. Insects and singing sirenes went quiet. Even rainbow birds kept their distance.
“I think the forest is afraid of you,” he muttered for my ears alone. Tension radiated from him.
“Me?” But that was ludicrous. A woodland wasn’t sentient. Was it? No, no. It had displayed no type of personality before this. “A forest is just a forest.”
“I’ve never seen it react to someone this way.” He picked up his pace. “We’re two days from Lux. Four if we go around this grove, which I think we should do. As the villagers proved, those snared by fear can do terrible things.”
Doubling our journey wasn’t an option. The longer I stayed in Hakeldama, the more danger I faced. I’d even begun to throw myself into life and death situations with utter abandon. For Daddy’s sake, I should leave as soon as possible. “We will be acting in fear if we forgo the shortcut. We’ve overcome every obstacle so far. That isn’t going to change.”
A long while passed before he nodded. “Very well.”
We continued on until sunset and made camp. Too exhausted for conversation, we ate the last of the jerky and fell asleep around the fire. I slept in the crook of Jasher’s arm again, clinging. But he clung to me, too.
When morning arrived, we cleaned up and set out, forgoing breakfast. Despite the lack of nourishment, everyone else’s mood was much improved. I felt as if I were being watched again.
Leona teased Patch about her tangles, and Patch seized every opportunity to poke me, shake her head, and muttered about otherworlders. Jasher whistled under his breath. I constantly glanced over my shoulder.
“Why are there so many birds?” Patch shooed a flock. One squawked at her, and she yelped, hurrying on.
There were a lot of birds about. They flew here, there, and everywhere, growing more and more agitated. Ultimately, they shot into the sky in unison, as though frightened away. Amid the sudden quiet, our group stopped.
“Something comes.” Menace radiated from Jasher as he palmed an ax.
I unsheathed my dagger, ready.
Up ahead, branches parted and leaves rustled. A pair of majestic black and white horses trotted forward, each bearing a single horn between its eyes. The black one possessed white wings and the white one possessed black wings, each feathery masterpiece arching backward.
“Pegacorn,” Leona breathed.
“Told you,” I sang. Not extinct.
“They were—are—known to be vicious,” Patch whispered, a tremor in her voice.
The cool metal of my ring told a different story. Did the pegacorn sense my connection to the former king and queen?
I took a step toward them, but Jasher tightened his hold on my hand, keeping me at his side. “They won’t harm us,” I promised. “Trust me.”
Seconds passed before he freed my fingers. I lifted to my tiptoes and kissed his cheek, surprising us both. His gaze swung to me, but I only smiled before approaching the pegacorn. Both bowed their heads, allowing me to pet their snouts. Such soft fur. The gemstones in my jewelry glowed, as if thrilled with the contact.
I gasped, my heart leaping. “They offer us a ride to the City of Lux.” The knowledge burned within me, as if they’d spoken out loud. “We’ll reach our destination in two hours rather than two days.”
“And let them drop us from the sky?” Leona shuddered. “No thank you.”
“Stay here, then. I’m going.” The black horse kneeled and slightly flared his wings, helping me mount with ease. “Jasher?” I arched a brow at him.
He jutted his chin. “I’ll go.” As he stalked over, the girls followed him. He helped the pair mount the white horse before climbing behind me, adjusting his pack, and wrapping his arms around me.
What an amazing development. “Did you ever hope to travel by pegacorn?” I asked my co-rider, anchoring my fingers in the animal’s mane. “Wait. Never mind. Until today, you believed they were extinct.”
“So did the rest of the world,” he remarked.
“Well, get ready for a delightful experience.” I’d flown to my grandparents on my father’s side, who’d moved to Florida when they’d retired. There’d been turbulence, but unlike other passengers, I hadn’t cared or worried. Being in the air had felt natural.
The pegacorn turned and kicked into a gallop, moving faster and faster through the forest. Dodging trees. Spreading further and further apart until… They leaped and flared their wings, catching a current and gliding up, up. Flapping and flapping, soaring higher and higher. Wind whipped through my hair, and I laughed.
Jasher tightened his hold on me. “This is not delightful,” he grated into my ear, and I laughed again.
“Is the ice cold Tinman afraid of flying?”
“I assure you, I’m not ice cold or afraid of flying.” He nipped my lobe, a gesture meant in jest that sent ripples of pleasure cascading through me. “Falling on the other hand…”
I’d already fallen—for him. All amusement fled. There was no denying the depths of my feelings. I liked him. Maybe even loved him. Yet we were closer than ever to saying goodbye.
I twined my fingers with his. “Come with me to Kansas,” I pleaded, pride no longer a factor.
His hold on me tightened. He nuzzled his cheek against mine and placed our joined hands on my torso. The heat of his skin seeped through my clothing, warming my bones. “There are things you don’t know about me, princess.”
“Tell me then.”
He didn’t. “Consider staying. The people of Hakeldama need you.”
That… no. “I’m just one person. What can I do?”
“Kill more monstra and recruit others.”
“You are well able to do that.”
“Yes, but the forest has never provided me with an oasis or paid homage to my nearness. The pegacorn aren’t here for me, but you. I can’t produce liquid armor from thin air or stand in an inferno of flames.”
The warmth dulled bit by bit, and I shivered. “My father⁠—”
“Can be brought here, as you were.”
But would he want to move? Did I want him living in this dangerous land? “He wouldn’t survive travel or be okay with an innocent dying in his place.” A life for a life. I hadn’t forgotten. “Neither am I.”
“That isn’t always the case.”
“Well, if we can avoid the death thing, and I can find a way, I can maybe possibly come back after Daddy is...” I let my words trail off, shamed I’d even entertained such a thought.
“Yes. Maybe.”
Judging by Jasher’ flat tone, he didn’t think I would. But I’d overcome worse odds.
Our group came to the end of the forest, but not Dead Man’s Pass. Other crumbling roads extended from various parts of the forest, but all led to a colossal dome seemingly made of smoked glass and big enough to cover an entire state. The only visible landmark was an equally large iron gate studded with emeralds, rubies, sapphires, and diamonds. Currently closed. No one stood nearby.
“The grand entrance to the City of Lux,” Jasher said and sighed.
My breath caught. We had arrived. But what awaited us inside the dome?



CHAPTER 19
THE WONDERFUL CITY OF LUX

Tension pulsed from the pegacorn as they descended, but our landing proved smooth. They galloped from air to land, slowing and stopping in front of the glittering gate. Jasher dismounted and helped me do the same.
Somewhere deep inside, in a corridor of my heart open for the first time, I discerned the winged beauties intensions. They’d taken us as far as they could go and must now leave. I even recognized why. They didn’t trust the Guardian.
What I couldn’t discern was the reason for their lack of trust. If they had observed him doing terrible things, or if they simply didn’t know him.
“Did you serve my parents,” I asked, petting them both. “Do you miss my mother as much as I do? Did you witness the king’s death, as the mural indicated?”
Soft whinnies met my questions, but the answers never formed.
I nuzzled and kissed their snouts. “Thank you for shaving days off my trip and for providing such a lovely ride.” A chuckle bubbled up as a pegacorn nibbled on my hair and the other rested his chin on my shoulder. “Next time—” My smile fell as the words died. There might not be a next time. Choices paved the road of destiny, and I’d made mine. I would try to come back, but I had no guarantees.
“Thank you,” I repeated. “I’ll always remember your kindness.”
They backed up, turned and galloped toward the forest. As they neared the trees, they stretched their wings and launched skyward, soaring higher until disappearing into the clouds.
I faced the gate, suddenly feeling as if I balanced on a precipice of something great and terrible. Jasher approached my side and slid his hand into mine, giving me a squeeze.
“Don’t say it,” I rasped.
“Don’t say what?”
“What I’m going to miss if I leave.” I knew.
“If?” he echoed, and I realized my mistake.
“When,” I corrected.
“So how do we get in?” Patch asked, running her hands over the iron.
“We knock,” Jasher replied, rapping his knuckles against the center crack in the gate. The sound rang out as if it traveled through a hundred different tunnels.
I examined the dome up close. Stone, not glass. I knocked it, too. A light rap of my knuckles that produced the same discordant song.
Only seconds later, gears began cranking and creaking. The huge double doors swung open slowly on rusty hinges, and out marched a band with members dressed in a rainbow of colors, feathered plumes rising from their top hats. The scent of cupcakes accompanied them.
Jasher tugged me backward, out of the contact zone. The lines separated, one going left, the other heading right. Their bright, cheery music filled the air. When the last player found his mark, women wearing gauzy dresses danced out, each throwing colorful flower petals that twirled to the ground, creating a soft carpet and filling the sweetened air with a floral perfume.
In a mimic of the band, two lines of armed guards decked out in full silver armor, followed. The shields on their helmets hid their faces. They, too, split down the middle and branched off, joining the band while the women continued to dance all around in time to the music.
Leona laughed, clapped, and reached up to catch petals while Patch stood stiff and uncertain, as if preparing to fight everyone. Heart thumping, I inched closer to Jasher. To my great delight, he tightened his hold on my hand.
Comfort rained over me. “Is this a standard welcome?” I whispered.
A muscle in his jaw jumped. “Not even close.”
A tall, leanly muscled and very familiar man with dark waves of hair and eyes like a sunset emerged with a toothy grin, his arms spread wide. “Welcome, welcome.” He was an older version of Jasher. An exact copy, actually, aged thirty or so years, and he wore a white tunic and beige leathers. “I am the Guardian of this great city.”
Shock. Betrayal. Wariness. Those and a thousand other emotions hit me all at once. When the synapsis in my brain started firing again, I twisted on my heels, glaring up at Jasher. “The Guardian is your father.” No wonder he didn’t need a stable of sacrifices.
He released me and jutted his chin. “He is not.”
“You should have told—” Wait. “He isn’t?”
“Please, call me Ian.” The Guardian turned his focus to his younger doppelgänger. “I’m not his father, no.”
Leona squealed and waved to catch his attention. “We brought Moriah. I believe there was mention of a prize.”
“For each of us,” Patch interjected.
The Guardian—Ian—held up his hand in a bid for silence. “You’ll have your reward, ladies. We’ll discuss it tomorrow at breakfast. For now, there are more important matters.”
The mayor nodded with exuberance. “As long as we do discuss it.”
“All royal soldiers are my clones,” Ian told me. He waved a hand, and the armed men removed their helmets, revealing faces identical to Jasher’s.
I shook my head. Blinked. “You…this is…why?”
Lines of sadness bracketed Ian’s mouth. “When rebels will pay any price for your death, you can trust no one with your protection but yourself.”
Jasher remained as still and quiet as a statue, staring straight ahead.
Thoughts in my head whirled and jumbled at record speed. A clone. Of the Guardian. And there were numerous others. Countless others. Of him. The clone. Of the Guardian. The madness of it all confounded me. “You told me you were a triplet.”
“The truth wouldn’t have changed anything but the way you viewed me.” His expression revealed nothing. Still he didn’t meet my gaze.
“That you believe such garbage about me is the reason I’m ticked.” I trusted him, but he’d never trusted me. Without trust, we had nothing.
He swallowed before telling his maker, “Anders is missing.”
“Not any longer. He’s here.” Anger marred Ian’s features. An expression I’d seen Jasher adopt, too. “Your brother got drunk in a village and passed out. His uniform was stolen and found beneath a chapel, strapped to the thief. Anders must learn the error of his ways before he’s allowed to return to his post.”
I flinched at the mention of the chapel. At least we had an answer now and Jasher had found his brother.
“How did you clone so many soldiers?” I asked the Guardian.
“We might not have the same technologies as your world, but we aren’t primitive, my dear.” He motioned to Jasher. “Join your brethren.” Despite his jovial tone, there was no mistaking his command.
Jasher gave no verbal response and didn’t glance my way, just stalked to the group, taking a spot among them.
Dots connected, and realization slapped me. When he wore his armor, I wouldn’t be able to tell him apart from the others.
The Guardian clasped my hands, drawing my attention. His gaze dropped to my wringing fingers, to my heating ring specifically, and his lids narrowed. I stiffened. If he decided to take my treasure, I’d have nothing to offer him in trade for his aid.
Better to offer him a deal first. “I’d like to make a bargain with you.”
His eyes flipped up to mine, and he nodded. “Yes, you wish to return home with serpens-rosa to heal your father. I’m willing to help you do this for nothing more than conversation. However, I can’t open and navigate the portal until tomorrow evening. So. Until then, you’ll stay in my home as my honored guest.”
Suspicions immediately surged. How did he know about my father? “From everything I’ve experienced in Hakeldama, your offer is too good to be true.”
He laughed with what seemed to be genuine humor. “No reason to fear, my dear. I’m not some greedy water maiden hoping to deceive you to score an unnamed favor. Speaking of, I can have Iris hunted and imprisoned to ensure she’s never able to collect.” He lowered his volume. “I know who you are, you see, and I believe it will be better for all if you return to the home your mother chose for you. A final act of gratitude for the pair who once led us.”
But that made no sense. Why not demand the ring the water maiden claimed he despised?
“Just say the word,” Ian prompted, “and Iris will be dealt with.”
“I…no.” Maybe Iris, in her hatred for him, had lied about his intentions toward me. “I don’t want her punished. She offered her terms, and I accepted. Besides, a strike against her would be considered a crime, bringing a storm.”
“Not necessarily. Just know you aren’t the first person she’d taken advantage of, later demanding they slay me. None have survived, taken out by my loyal guard, so she continues to try. If she tells you to strike, I hope you’ll inform me. There are ways to combat such manipulations.” As he spoke, he hooked an arm through mine and led me forward, away from Patch and Leona. The latter beseeched me with a watery gaze.
“Don’t worry about your friends, my dear.” Ian patted my hand. “I’ll see to their comfort and care.” Lifting his free arm, he snapped his fingers, spurring two guards to rush over. An escort for each woman. Neither of which was Jasher. Something I could tell only because he wasn’t wearing armor. Yet. Would I ever get to speak with him again? Did I want to?
Regret clogged my throat. Yes, I did. I needed to speak with him. We had unfinished business to settle. He’d done his job, and now I would pay up.
I swallowed and forced myself to move on. “We’re searching for a woman named Claudia. She was sold at a governor’s auction three months ago.”
He arched a brow, so much like Jasher I floundered. “And you wish me to buy and free her?”
“Yes.”
“Then I shall.”
The simple statement threw me for another loop. How could he be this kind? This good? He must be acting. But to what end?
Ian escorted me down the center of the band members and soldiers. We walked along a gold brick path, and I cut off a snort. Well, well, well. The infamous yellow brick road Dorothy traveled with her crew.
I cast a final glance the Tinman’s way. Or tried to. He’d already disappeared in the masses, one of dozens. My stomach twisted.
“How do you know who I am?” I asked the Guardian. “I only just found out.” Jasher couldn’t have told him.
“There are no secrets here. Not from me.” A four-eyed bird landed on his shoulder. It glared at me, then chirped in his ear before flying off. Ian’s smile slipped the slightest bit. “There’s been a development.”
A new realization dawned. “You commune with animals.”
“Only with the birds. If I’ve learned anything from your father, it’s to listen to what’s being whispered in the shadows, else rebels will catch me unaware and harm my people.”
So he spied via birds? Did Jasher communicate with the creatures, as well? He must. Too well did I recall the time he’d issued a command, and the birds had obeyed.
“You don’t resent the former king and queen?” I asked. “I’m told history doesn’t paint them in a favorable light.”
Ian waved, unconcerned. “Rumors are often exaggerations and distortions told by those attempting to paint themselves in a better light. Besides, I have a journal written by the king,” he admitted, verifying what Jasher told me. “I know how good he and his wife were. How much they loved the people. If you’d like, you can read the passages in the morning, after I’ve taken care of kingdom business.”
He seemed to entertain zero fears that I intended to seize control of his crown. However, my suspicions of his motives were far from alleviated. Appearances could be deceiving. That Ian was so accommodating, while the ring remained warm…
Yeah, best to keep my defenses raised and ready.
“That would be lovely,” I muttered. “Thank you.” I’d waited days to see the journal. I could wait one more.
Ian led me to what looked to be a sheet of glass laid upon our path. We stepped upon it, and the pane lifted off the ground. I marveled as we rose several inches above the golden bricks and swept forward magic-carpet style.
“Technologically advanced, indeed.” I glanced back to see Patch and Leona atop sheets of their own, each clinging to their guard.
“Isn’t it wonderful?” Ian asked, indicating the landscape as we surged forward. “The higher up you are, the more you see.”
The splendor of our surroundings registered. Flowers of every color covered the dome’s ceiling. Buildings made of tinted stone-glass came in a multitude of shapes and sizes, some towering, some sprawling, but all glorious. People abounded, each laughing and dressed in exquisite finery—velvet, brocade and satin. Not a potato sack to be seen.
Once we passed the lively town, the flying podium picked up speed. The gold brick road ended at a great mountain topped by a breathtaking crystal palace, with a top that disappeared inside the dome’s greenery. Before I could wonder if I should risk getting trapped up there, we ascended.
I had a choice. Go up or jump. I went up. Those rainbow birds watched from the crystal perches, and yes, they still creeped me out.
Ian gave my hand another pat, his fingers lingering a little too long on the ring. “I wish to hear all about your adventures through Hakeldama. Especially your run-in with the monstra and lost a crimen. But first, you must be eager to see the male who raised you. I’m happy to say I can show you what he’s doing right this very moment.”
My heart skipped a beat. “Yes.” That. What I longed for more than anything. “Please.”
With no directing on our part, the sheet docked on a flat balcony near the top of the palace while my friends docked somewhere below.
Ian led me onto the balcony, through a set of arching double doors, and into a spacious room. The only things inside it were an elaborate throne made of crystal and a marble pool. Mist curled from the water, glittering. Even without a breeze, ripples moved over the surface. Energy charged the atmosphere, at odds with the soft, subtle scent of sweetness in the air.
Our boots thumped against the shiny floor as we approached the pool. The closer we came to it, the more my stomach churned. Fine hairs on my nape stood at attention.
Ian anchored a knee upon the ledge, bent over, and scooped water in both hands. Water he tossed into the air. Shockingly, the droplets didn’t fall. They drew together, forming a shimmery veil. Colors sparked inside it, an image forming.
How was this even happening? According to Jasher, Hakeldama had no magic.
“Daddy,” I cried when the image finished forming. He lay in bed, covered by the pink comforter, staring out the window. He’d lost weight he couldn’t afford to lose, and his eyes were sunken, his skin sallow. “Where’s the portal? I need to get home.”
“In good time, my dear,” Ian replied. “Good time. Look.”
I took in the rest of the scene. A uniformed policeman sat in the chair across from the bed, a notepad and pen in hand. Reading from the paper, he listed locations around the diner where I worked. “My deepest apologies, sir, but though we found her vehicle, we haven’t been unable to locate her bo—her.”
The cop almost said “body.” They thought I was dead. My father thought I was dead.
“You can see yourself out,” Daddy intoned. He sounded as if he’d given up the will to live. Looked it, too. Grief etched every line of his being.
I pressed a hand over my mouth. His lips parted as he geared to say more, but I never heard the words. The water droplets fell into the pool, and the image of him vanished. “Bring him back,” I croaked, a command as much as a plea.
“I’m sorry, my dear, but I can’t. I probably should have explained this beforehand, but the waters only reveal an individual once, for a specific amount of time.”
Homesickness seared the center of my chest.
“Thankfully,” he added, “I’ll be opening the portal tomorrow and personally ensuring your return to him.”
The Guardian’s eagerness wasn’t lost on me. Yeah, he was absolutely ready to be rid of a political rival.
I couldn’t blame him for taking such a route. Easy, quick, and done, no harm, no foul.
He held out his arm in invitation. “Until then, allow me to show you to your room. You can clean up, eat, and rest. In the morning after breakfast, I’ll take you to King Ahav’s journal and Queen Sandrine’s secret room, which we discovered mere days ago.”
The ring buzzed, something it had never done before, and I gasped.
“Moriah?” he asked, concerned.
“I’m fine,” I assured him. But what did the buzz mean? The fact that a “secret room” had been unearthed only after my arrival in Hakeldama, just like the private oasis, proved extremely curious, too. A coincidence that couldn’t be a coincidence. “Would it be possible to see the journal or ring now?”
He winced. “Unfortunately, a band of rebels was hot on your heels, and they must be dealt with before they manage to enter the city. You understand, I’m sure.”
“I do.” Having seen firsthand the cruelty of the rebels, I comprehended it was better to deal with them sooner rather than later. I forced a smile and accepted his offered hand. “In the morning is perfect.”



CHAPTER 20
DOUBLE THE TROUBLE

Ian stopped in front of a door with two deer carved into its center and an unarmored guard posted on each side. He grinned at me. “I’ve chosen one of the best chambers in the palace for you, my dear. Your friends are stationed in the rooms beside it. You have only to open the doors between your suites to see them.”
“I’m to be locked inside?” I demanded, scanning the faces of the soldiers, seeing Jasher, and yet not. Not a strand of dark hair was out of place, and their sunset eyes lacked the sparkle of humor and hints of warmth I’d come to expect. Few had tattoos peeking out from beneath their clothing. “Made a prisoner?”
“Absolutely not,” the Guardian assured me. “They are here for your protection only. And if there’s anything you need, you have only to alert them. They will see to your every whim, as I would do if I were here.”
Okay. All right. “I’d prefer Jasher stand as my guard.”
“Of course. I’ll send him your way after he’s briefed me on his encounter with the very rebels now attempting to harm my people.” Ian lifted my hand and kissed the air above it, never pressing his lips against my skin. “We’ll pick up where we left off at breakfast.”
With a final, firm nod, he released me and strode from the hall. I faced the soldiers. Both stared straight ahead, giving total on-duty vibes. “Hello. What are your names?”
They didn’t speak or glance at me. Fine. I sighed, turned the knob, and entered the room. The door closed automatically with a soft snick. Oh, wow. My room was as spacious as the throne room, with three distinct zones. The sleeping area, a parlor, and a dining nook. Glorious furnishings filled each.
In the sleeping area, stringed lights hung from the ceiling, creating a canopy of stars around a massive bed flanked by two immense columns. Strips of fluffy white carpet stretched between two columns. The ends split into sections and coiled like the lollipop tree roots I’d noticed my first day. A vanity and its large oval mirror trimmed in gold flowers complimented a dresser and chaise lounge, also trimmed in gold.
In the parlor, a pink velvet couch paired with two recliners, one a creamy yellow, the other a rich lavender. They formed a half circle in front of a gold leaf coffee table, all resting atop a lovely blue rug. The pieces looked upon an ivory water fountain anchored to the wall. In its center, a full-scale woman wearing a gauzy dress held a basket from which the water flowed. I didn’t know the mechanics of Iris’s ability, but I prayed this wasn’t an access point for her.
My gaze returned to the coffee table, where a pad and pen rested. Don’t mind if I do. I strode over and flipped open the cover, finding the sketch of Jasher I’d made during our stay at the Wild West Inn. As I studied the image with fresh eyes, I noticed the tragic dignity I’d captured in his expression. The clawing need in his beautiful eyes. The uncertainty and hope in his bearing. How had I missed all this?
My kind.
Nothing special.
My hurt and anger dulled. No wonder he’d kept his origins a secret. It hadn’t been a matter of trust in me, but lack of confidence in himself. How refreshing it must have been to be seen as an individual rather than carbon copy. I wouldn’t have wanted to ruin such a dream come true, either.
My reaction to the news must have stung in a million different ways. I’d owed him so much better. When I had confessed about the chapel, he’d given me understanding and comfort I hadn’t deserved.
Now I wanted only to tell him I understood, I’d be forever grateful we met, I would desperately miss him, and when possible, I would do everything in my power to find a way back to him. If he’d have me.
Before I broke down and started crying, I dropped the pad and continued my visual tour of the room. In the dining nook, Patch and Leona sat at a round table with a tree-shaped base. Many different platters of food and several bottles of champagne covered the glass top. One bottle lay on its side, empty. Both women talked and laughed as they stuffed their faces, currently unaware of my entrance. It was nice, seeing them so relaxed and happy.
Behind them, a set of open double doors edged with voluminous, translucent curtains led to a terrace, allowing a cool, floral-tinged breeze to waft inside.
“Moriah! You’re here.” Leona motioned me over with great enthusiasm. “Come. Eat! In all my days, I’ve never tasted anything as delicious.”
Patch nodded her agreement, crumbs falling from the corners of her mouth.
My stomach issued a distinctive protest. “I’m not hungry.”
“More for us, then.” But Leona’s grin faded, and she slumped in her seat. “This is Claudia’s most fevered dream. I shouldn’t enjoy it while she suffers.”
“I’m happy to report the Guardian promised to free her.” I certainly hoped he came through.
“Truly?” Her whole countenance brightened. She jumped to her feet and rushed over to hug me. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. This calls for a celebration!”
“On it!” Pop! Patch drank the second champagne straight from the bottle.
A cheering Leona skipped back and danced around her.
I made my way to the balcony. Unlike the one in the throne room, this possessed a sturdy iron rail. High up the mountain, I had a perfect view of the land beyond. Armored soldiers, all the same height and build, marched along the gold brick road. Was Jasher among them? Chest clenching, I tightened my grip on the rail.
Sensing the approach of another, I cast a glance over my shoulder. Patch sidled up to me, holding two flutes of champagne. She drained one. I reached for the second, thinking yeah, okay, I might as well enjoy a taste since she’d offered, but the redhead drained that, too.
A laugh escaped me, spurring a burst of merriment from her. The shared moment of humor lifted several hundred pounds of tension from my shoulders.
Leona joined us, bringing me a flute. We stood there, each of us leaning on the railing, peering out as soldiers vanished in the distance.
“I didn’t want to like you, otherworlder,” Patch eventually grumbled. “Why’d you have to go and be so not terrible? First you tame a runt rabdog, then a royal guard. Then you save my life, kill a monstra, and draw extinct pegacorns from hiding.”
I snorted. “You’re pretty not terrible yourself.”
“My turn! Now praise me,” Leona said, finishing off her champagne, then claimed mine and drank it too. “Remember how I wielded a whip and raced over with Jasher’s backpack after the monstra battle?”
The neediness in her tone wasn’t lost on me, and I patted her shoulder. “I do, and I’m still grateful. I’ll miss you both when I’m home. And who knows, if I make it back, we can go on another adventure.” I would never give up hope. “I’d love to meet Claudia.”
Patch puckered her lips as if she’d sucked a lemon. “Those who leave never come back.” Clearly uncomfortable with the surge of emotion, she returned to the table for another glass of bubbly. “I’m going to bed.” She stomped through a side door, which she didn’t bother closing.
“I love you, too, Patch,” I called.
Leona wrapped her arms around me, the spontaneous hug as surprising as it was welcome. “You could’ve abandoned me at any time, could’ve refused to help me with my sister, but you didn’t, and I will be forever in your debt.”
“You are wonderful. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”
“I don’t.”
We shared a smile before she, too, abandoned me for her room.
Alone, I sighed and padded to the parlor, thinking to sketch for a bit. Halfway there, the sounds of splashing water reached my ears, and I groaned. Iris.
Sure enough, the water maiden rose from the shallow depths, standing in full glory. With a seashell top and a pearlescent skirt, she eased onto the marble ledge and stretched out, getting comfortable. “Miss me?”
“Not even a little.” Deep breath in. “Here to offer a new favor?”
“It’s collection day.” The pink-skinned beauty bared her teeth in a parody of a smile. “Why else do you think the leader of the rebels attacked Lux today?”
“You wasted a boon.” I ground my molars. “They’ll never get past the guards.”
“I don’t need them to. I only needed the Guardian distracted so I could breech his barriers and have this moment with you.” Iris glided her fingertips over a ruby choker. “I’ve decided what you’ll do for me. And you will ask me no questions about it. You will simply shove this into the Guardian’s mouth the next time you are with him.” The water maiden stretched out her arm and revealed a small white disc resting in her palm. “Use any means necessary, and do not warn him of your plan beforehand.”
Though empty, my stomach curdled. “I’m not a murderer. I won’t let you make me one.”
“He’s evil incarnate. You won’t be a murderer but a hero.” She shook the disc, a silent command to take it.
I longed to ask a thousand questions, I pinched the offering between my fingers. What was it? What would it do? Nothing good, that much I could guess. Which meant I couldn’t do as she requested. Not if I hoped to get home. Not if Leona’s sister had any chance of being found and freed.
“Ask me for something else,” I beseeched. “Anything⁠—”
Iris was already gone.
Agonizing over what to do, I retrieved the hat square, folded the disc inside it, then crammed the material into my pants pocket and paced the room. No way I could do as the water maiden demanded. But if I didn’t? What happened then? Ian claimed there was a way around it.
But I couldn’t tell him. I was bound by Iris’s demands. And if I did kill him? Was Ian a bad man or a good one?
My gaze snagged on the table. On a bowl filled with fruit akin to apples and oranges. The Guardian and Jasher were fruit born of the same root. An orange tree couldn’t grow apples and vice versa. If Jasher was good, the Guardian must be too. Maybe. Probably.
When I tired of pacing, I showered and dressed in clean undergarments and a long, white nightgown. The only sleepwear available in the dresser drawers. Thankfully, there were undergarments for tomorrow too, as well as a shirt and leather pants folded and ready for tomorrow. I relocated the hat square and disc to a pocket in the leathers. Just in case.
Still my thoughts refused to settle. Failing to keep my word to Iris would make me a liar. Liars developed a crimen and summoned storms. Did I really want to fight more monstra? But wouldn’t killing the Guardian summon the monstra as well? And if not monstra, the entire royal army.
How might Jasher feel if I harmed the man who must be as significant to him as Daniel Shaker was to me?
Ian hated the monstra. How could I slay an ally against the plague upon Hakeldama?
Frustrated, I stroked my compass…which I needed to return to Jasher, who might not wish to speak with me.
I turned off the lights and climbed into the soft, soft bed, where I thrashed about, unable to sleep without the executioner’s strength and heat. Even when I finally found a position comfortable enough to settle, I did nothing but swing from one decision to another. Do feed Ian the disc. Don’t. Do. Don’t.
The constant upheaval exhausted me, and my eyelids grew heavy. Heavier. They began to slide shut until I caught sight of a moving shadow outside the canopy of falling stars. Instant awareness. Did I detect a soft pad of footsteps? My heart raced with anticipation. Had Jasher come for a visit? I didn’t move, too afraid of scaring him away.
The shadow slinked closer. Closer. Hmm. I didn’t detect his scent.
My ring heated to sizzling in a blink. Danger! Fear sparked, my mind castigating me for my lack of foresight. In my distraction, I hadn’t kept a weapon nearby.
The intruder stopped at my bedside, and I heaved with relief. Patch. Except, she lifted a dagger—and swung. I screamed as I rolled to the other side of the mattress and scrambled off. My feet tangled in the hem of my nightgown, and I tripped forward.
By the time I righted, she was ready. We faced off. It was then I noticed the chair pushed beneath the handle on the door, stopping any guards from entering.
“Why?” I demanded, darting my gaze. Weapon, weapon, where was a weapon? The table! Knives.
Torment glazed her features. “If you go home, I’ll have to return to West’s stable. I promised I’d kill you before you left. It was the only way to gain my freedom. I-I can’t go back. I’m so sorry.” Though crying, she lunged, taking another swing at me. “I’m bound by my word.”
Utilizing a move taught by Jasher, I blocked and launched a strike of my own. Contact! Knuckles met cheekbone. The girl’s head lurched to the side, blood and spittle spraying from her mouth. She fell but didn’t drop the knife.
I wasted no time, sprinting to the kitchen table. Argh! The knives and forks were gone, only spoons remaining. Not knowing what else to do, I slammed a champagne bottle against the table edge. Glass shards rained to the floor.
I stretched the broken bottle in her direction. “Don’t come at me again. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”
A trickle of blood leaked from the corner of her mouth. “I can’t let you live.” She crawled closer, standing along the way. “I’ve made my move. Ensured Leona sleeps. Blocked the guards. I won’t get another chance.” She picked up speed.
The moment we reached striking distance, we slashed at each other. I cut her; she sliced me. Then we were grappling, crashing into a recliner, the floor. The bumps and cuts I acquired barely registered as adrenaline surged, dulling the worst of the pain.
The bedroom door burst open, wood shards flying. Guards rushed into the room, hurrying over to tear us apart. Strong, tattooed arms banded around me. A familiar heavenly scent filled my nose.
“Are you all right, princess?”
Jasher? Panting, I spun, facing the guard who held me. Yes! His hair wasn’t quite tamed, and concern glowed in his sunset eyes. With a cry of despair and relief, I threw myself against him.
“What happened?” he demanded, one hand in my hair, the other pressed against my lower back.
“Patch promised West she’d kill me in exchange for her freedom.”
Muscles all over his body bunched with tension. “Lock her below,” he commanded the other guard, who looked exactly like him but also somehow oh, so different. Colder. “The Guardian can decide what to do with her when he returns.”
The guard obeyed, dragging a struggling Patch from the room.
Conflicting desires warred within me. Part of me wished to help her, despite everything. A protest even ascended my throat, but it died on my tongue. She’d brought this on herself.
“I’m sorry,” the redhead screamed. “I didn’t know what else to do. Had to keep my word. I’m sorry!”
Jasher kissed my temple. “Let’s get you doctored up, yeah?”
Yes. No. I could have died. Again. I wanted…I needed…
Him.
With a ragged mewl, I surged to my tiptoes and slanted my lips over his.



CHAPTER 21
THE STUFF OF DREAMS

Itangled my fingers in Jasher’s silken hair, our tongues thrusting together. As we tasted each other, shivers and warmth overwhelmed me. My every nerve ending buzzed, coming alive with energy, propelling me from desperate to frenzied in seconds.
At my hips, he fisted handfuls of my nightgown. A single tug of the material brought me closer. And I needed to be closer. Needed his nearness more than I needed my next breath. I didn’t mean to, but I sank my nails into his scalp to keep him with me.
He cupped my face, tilted my head the way he desired, deepening the world-rocking kiss, and absolutely, utterly devoured me. Melting, I poured myself over him.
With every flick of his tongue, my control frayed a bit more until all I could do was cling to his incredible body. Knead his powerful strength. Ever increasing heat radiated through his clothing, creating a cocoon around us. A sweetly scented oasis made for Jasher and Moriah.
One of his hands slid into my hair. He groaned. The most delicious dizziness swept me up, up and away. I’m getting drunk on him. I needed… required….more. More of his touch. More of his everything. More Jasher. Not get attached? Ha! An impossibility from the start. There was no denying my feelings for him. This wonderful man meant something to me, his life precious.
Will never be the same. Forever changed.
I’d been stalked by death since my arrival in Hakeldama. Perhaps even before, considering the tornado had set a course straight to me. How ironic that this once emotionless executioner had swooped in and saved me. How could I give this up—give up him—even temporarily?
With a hoarse groan, he wrenched his face from mine, ending our wild exchange. Our ragged pants blended.
“Jasher,” I rasped and moaned. “I ache for you.”
“Why do you want to be with me?” His ragged tone possessed a guttural edge.
I gripped his shirt. “You’re a special, one of a kind, once in a lifetime contradictory treasure. Cold but hot. Ruthless but merciful. A protective executioner. Kind when you don’t have to be. Smart. Beautiful inside and out. You are my Tinman. ”
Cracks spread through his expression, revealing his own desperation. “And you’re my princess. I would war with the Guardian, my brothers, and our laws for more time with you.” He fisted a handful of my locks and slipped the other around my waist, holding me tight. “But I refuse to war with you. Your love for your father is commendable, and I won’t try to stop you from returning to him. Unless we continue this kiss. Then I’m not sure I’ll be able to help myself. ”
I suspected I fell wildly, hopelessly, forever in love with him right that second. Had lovelier words ever been spoken? “I will find a way to return to you,” I vowed. Whatever it took, I would get back to him. I caressed his cheek. “If you want me to come back.”
Sadness burrowed into his expression. Like Patch, he must doubt the possibly of a return. But no matter. I would prove him wrong. “I’m fighting everything in me not to toss you into that bed, princess. I do want you to come back.” His pupils dominated his irises as he dipped to gently nip my bottom lip with his teeth. But he didn’t linger. He released me and closed his fingers around the compass. “You probably wonder about my mother and the history of my cloning.”
A subject change. I understood. “Yes.”
“I’m not sure how the Guardian grows so many clones at once. We are his second batch, and he taught only his chosen replacement, who will take over upon his death. Only that one was separated from the rest of us upon our birth. We were given in packs of three to women he selected, then raised in a special village, where we stayed until the age of ten. Then we came here for training by the guards birthed before us. An otherworlder named Emma cared for me along with Anders and Reese.”
Emma. Perhaps a connection to Aunt Em. As gently as I was able, I asked, “How did Emma die?”
“She wished only to return to her home. A place over the rainbow she said.” His knuckles skimmed my skin, just under the compass, setting off a new chain reaction of delicious sensations. “Rebels invaded our village. They took her, among others. The royal guard in operation at that time gave chase, but it was too late.” Pain flashed over his features. “All the prisoners had been executed, my mother included.”
A tragic tale that made me long to hug the boy he’d been. The people needed help. My people. While the Guardian had done what he could, his system failed the most vulnerable of citizens. Look at what it had done to Patch.
There was another option, as I had proven, and I wouldn’t stop until all sacrifices were freed and offenders were punished for their own crimes in a fair and just manner. Justice would start with the governors. No longer would the Wests and those of their ilk impose their reign of terror.
“Here,” I said, reaching for the compass’s chain. “This belongs to you.”
“No. I’d like you to keep it. Maybe it will remind you of me.” He pressed his brow against mine. “I will miss you every moment of every day you are gone.” He kissed me before lifting his head. “While the Guardian is busy at the dome, I was able to locate Queen Sandrine’s secret room. From the whispers I’ve heard, it was discovered the day of your arrival. Would you like to see it? Though I warn you. It’s locked, and I have no idea how to open it.”
The perfect evasion. I couldn’t resist. Just seeing a door my mother had utilized thrilled me. “Yes, please and thank you. Give me two minutes to change.”
I hurried over to the dresser to collect the stack of folded clothes, then darted into the bathroom, where I changed. When I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror, I flinched. Goodness gracious. I looked everything and nothing like I was used to seeing. A cut marred my brow and dried blood smeared my cheeks, but my dark eyes sparkled with excitement, my lips forever changed from the kiss branded on my soul.
I should tell him about Iris’s demand. The water maiden had only mentioned I wasn’t to disclose her plan to Ian. But thanks to the clone thing, Jasher was Ian, wasn’t he?
I scrubbed a hand over my face. I needed to come clean to Jasher but wasn’t sure I could risk it, crimen-wise, even though he might be the only one able to help me figure out a solution. Except. Hmm. Iris hadn’t demanded one boon; she’d requested three.
I’ve decided what you’ll do for me. And you will ask me no questions about it. You will simply shove this into the Guardian’s mouth the next time you are with him. Use any means necessary, and do not warn him of your plan beforehand.
The first: ask her no questions. The second: shove the disc, whatever it was, into the Guardian’s mouth. The third: do not warn him. But I owed her only one favor, which I’d granted by asking zero questions.
My breath caught. Was the answer truly so straightforward and uncomplicated?
Triumph bloomed at the possibility. Once I secured my boots, I practically skipped back to Jasher. What a day! From the lowest of lows to the highest of highs.
My executioner hadn’t budged. He spotted me, and his jaw went slack.
“What?” I asked, skidding to a halt.
“Happiness oozes from you.” He roved his gaze over me. “I like it.”
“Well, I’m with you. I’m pretty sure I’ve outsmarted Iris, and I’m about to see a secret door my mother used.”
His chin lowered. He peered at me through the thick shield of his lashes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my origins, princess.”
“You are forgiven.” I cupped his cheeks, the way he’d done mine. “I understand why you didn’t. But if you have any more secrets, now is the time to reveal them. I promise not to erupt…more than a little bit.”
Greater tension swept over him. “There is something, but I cannot share it without becoming a liar.”
Well. That same tension wrapped around me. I tightened my hold on him. “Are you promised to another? Dying? Working against me? Planning to hunt Nugget?” The worst things I could think up.
He nuzzled into my palms. “No, no, no, and no.”
“Then I guess I’m okay with your secret,” I said, lowering my arms.
We exchanged a smile, and his face lit up. I lost my breath all over again, and I swore then and there to make him smile every day we were together.
He clasped my hand in his and started for the door, only to pause, sigh, and release me. “I shouldn’t show such familiarity with you outside this room while I’m on duty. You’ll have to follow me.”
Happy to. Except, “Will you get in trouble for this little midnight excursion?”
“With the Guardian at the gate, fighting off the rebels, I’m currently the highest ranked among us.” He kissed me once more, a swift peck I welcomed. “No one will gainsay me. Plus, I haven’t been ordered to stay away. In fact, I was dismissed from the frontlines with orders to protect and serve you, however you request. I was told you demanded my presence.”
And the Guardian acquiesced, despite the danger outside. Good of him. I wondered how he would react to my newfound dream of tweaking kingdom laws. Welcome my ideas or go to war with me?
Jasher winked and led me out of the room. There were no longer any guards posted in the hallway. Guess they were dealing with Patch.
An ache cut through me. “How long were you at my door before I screamed?”
“Less than an hour.”
We navigated the halls, taking a left here, a right there, venturing down staircase after staircase. The abundance of space and wealth proved staggering. White columns decorated with hand-carved flowers. Breathtaking vases on display. Diamond encrusted side tables. Golden sconces embedded with emeralds, rubies, and sapphires. Paintings, as well as marble, bronze and alabaster busts of the Guardian. Judging by the sheer number of depictions, he might be a wee bit self-absorbed.
We came across no soldiers. Everyone asleep? Out on patrol? And yet, even though we were alone, I felt as if I were being watched. The same sensation I’d experienced when Nugget and the pegacorns followed me through the forest. Had one or all come after me, despite our goodbye? If anyone harmed them…
“What’s wrong?” Jasher demanded, glancing at me over his shoulder.
“I might sense Nugget or the pegacorns.” Or the birds? But I looked here and there and spotted nothing suspicious.
“If any of the three are here, I’ll make sure they remain safe. You have my word.”
Relief bombarded me. “Thank you.”
Finally, we reached the catacombs. Wide tunnels with arched, open pathways. A crumbling stone wall created a dead-end and featured a mural with woman and a closed, knob-less door bracketed by two genuine torches. Light danced with shadows, flickering over the colorful space. It was obvious attempts had been made to open the entrance. Scratches and dents abounded, with sections of rock scattered over the floor along with layers of dust.
I closed in, eager to examine the details. Oh! A true-to-life self-portrait! In it, Sandra—Queen Sandrine—wore golden armor and stood bathed in flames. Wait. My eyes widened. The flames bore King Ahav’s likeness. Even his crown was detectible. He appeared translucent, outlined by the inferno and superimposed over the queen. Except, as torch light glowed over the paint and I altered my angle of sight, the queen became…
I gasped. The queen morphed into me. Moriah.
What—how—what? I looked. Looked again. We’d always resembled each other, but we weren’t exact copies. Not even close. Painted Moriah held the sword in one hand. With the other, she reached out, motioning to the door, revealing her palm to the viewer.
“From reports, I know attempts to demolish the entire wall have failed,” Jasher told me.
Demolish this amazing artwork? No. That, I vowed to prevent. I gave the door a more thorough examination. But again and again, my attention returned to, well, myself. If my mother had painted the adult daughter she hadn’t yet birthed, that meant she’d had an inkling of the future or she’d returned to Hakeldama when she disappeared from Kansas, hoping I might follow her and one day stand in this spot.
The queen would have wanted her own flesh and blood to enter, yes? Would have forged a way. Maybe a path only I could access.
My focus settled on the outstretched palm. Hey! The ring. The forever key.
Key. Lock…
With the ring banded around my index finger, I reached out to fit my trembling hand against the painted one. A perfect fit. Heat sparked from the metal, fueling hope. When the grind of turning gears registered, I stumbled back, grinning.
Jasher thrust me behind him, acting as my shield. He unsheathed a dagger. I rose to my tiptoes to peek over his broad shoulder, watching in amazement as the door slid backward and to the side, creating an opening. A musty scent coated the air.
“You did it,” he breathed, and kissed my temple.
I pressed a hand to my belly. “What do you think is inside?”
“We’ll find out. I’ll go in first and make sure everything is safe.”
“Give me a dagger. We do this together.” I didn’t wait for his agreement but confiscated a spare blade strapped to his body and stepped to his side. “Okay. I’m ready.”
He heaved a sigh and grabbed a torch. We stepped forward, entering the shadows. As light chased away darkness, I braced, waiting for the big reveal.
Hmm. An armory. Shelves encased in glass covered the walls, each filled with gold armor, swords, spears, bows and arrows, daggers, shields, plus many other items I couldn’t identify. No matter what the pieces were, they were the finest I’d ever beheld, obviously made with expert hands. And there, in the center of it all, was a podium, within another glass case, with a clear vase containing rings exactly like the one I wore.
Confusion hit and hit hard. “Why did my mother give me this?”
“To kill me, I’m certain.”
The Guardian! His voice came from behind me. I spun, watching as he marched into the chamber with a cluster of soldiers. My heart became a war drum. All trace of affability was erased, his mien as blank as Jasher’s in the beginning.
“Surrender Moriah,” Ian said, not even sparing me a glance. He brightened when he noticed the rings. “Bring her to me, Jasher.”
“Yes, sir.” Jasher didn’t miss a beat, pushing me toward Ian.
“I don’t understand.”
“If you think I care whether or not you understand, you are more foolish than your parents.” Ian grabbed my wrist and flattened my palm against the case.
When nothing happened, he frowned and increased pressure. Still nothing happened.
Scowling now, he ripped the ring from my finger. “Bind her. Take her to the dungeon and lock her with the others.”
“Yes, sir,” Jasher repeated, stalking closer.
I remained rooted, glaring at him. He’d meant it when he’d kissed me. Meant it when he’d admitted he wanted me to come back. I knew he hadn’t lied, and not because there was no crimen or storm. Because I trusted him. Which meant, what? He was on my side, but he had a part to play right now? That he couldn’t help me if the Guardian suspected him of betrayal? Yes! That must be it.
He grabbed me, a little rougher than I expected. But then, he had to really sell this. I fought for the same reason, but in the end he tied my wrists behind my back and nudged me toward the door.
I wrenched from the contact. “Don’t touch me, traitor!” Too much?
His blank expression remained as cold and unconcerned as Ian’s. He evinced not the slightest hint of guilt or remorse. Still I trusted him.
“Ah, did someone think the handsome executioner was a hero?” Attempting to open another case, and failing, the Guardian told Jasher, “Go ahead. Show her what you and all the others are. You have my permission this once. Perhaps then she’ll accept her fate.”
“Show me what?” I demanded.
A muscle ticked in Jasher’s jaw a split second before he changed. Horror gripped my throat and squeezed, choking me. His body grew, his bones elongating. Warping. Scales appeared over his flesh, his teeth lengthened and sharpened, and his back produced gnarled wings.
In a matter of seconds, a monster jumped out of his innermost being and overtook his outer shell. “Monstra,” I croaked.
With his narrowed gaze focused somewhere beyond me, he huffed and puffed. Smoke streamed from his nostrils.
Strangled sounds left me. “You’re one of them. A living nightmare.” A destroyer.
With hatred filling his eye sockets, he lifted his head and roared.



CHAPTER 22
A VICIOUS CYCLE

My shock only magnified when my escorts pushed me inside a prison cell already occupied by a bedraggled Patch and an anxious Leona. A soldier shut the metal bars in my face before he and the other took up posts only a few feet away. As if I was in any condition to figure out a way of escape.
I’d just gotten a peek behind the curtain, and my mind was nothing but a jumbled mess. Jasher wasn’t my friend, my partner in rescue or the love of my life. He wasn’t just a clone, either; he was a monstra. A creature of death and destruction who’d once killed one of his own, pretending to aid me while escorting me to his leader, the father of all royal guards. The father of all monstra. Evil. The Guardian and his clones were the beasts terrorizing towns and townsfolk. The killers decapitating innocent sacrifices.
A humorless laugh burst from me. No wonder the royal guard forced everyone to keep their eyes downcast. Jasher was the Guardian. Fruit of the same tree, exactly as I’d supposed. According to my mother’s stories and paintings, the Guardian and his monstra killed King Ahav. My father. And now the army from hell planned to kill me. No way they would leave me alive after this. I was only surprised my end hadn’t yet come. They must need something more from me.
“What’s going on?” Leona demanded. Moans of pain echoed, spilling from other cells. “Why am I locked in a dungeon?”
“We’re here because I trusted the wrong person and led you to slaughter.” I shoved the words between my clenched teeth. “Patch is here because she tried to kill me.”
The mayor gasped. “What?”
The redhead huddled in a corner, her arms wrapped around legs drawn up to her chest, saying nothing. Tear stains marred her cheeks.
Her remorse only fueled my anger. Too little, too late. Now I was trapped inside a small cell with the betrayer who’d plotted my murder from the beginning.
“The Guardian is pure evil,” I said. “His royal guards morph into monstra. At the moment, we are their greatest enemy.”
“But.” The color drained from Leona’s face. “That can’t be true.”
“It is, I assure you.” I perused my new accommodations. Dirty water dripped from a rocky ceiling, leaving puddles on the dirt floor. One wall was comprised of those metal bars, while the other three made of stone. Some kind of mossy green foliage grew over the rocks. There was a bucket for bodily functions.
“So the Guardian isn’t going to free Claudia?” Leona asked with a whimper.
Gut punch. “No. But you should be glad about that. He’s worse than any governor.”
She pressed a hand to her mouth and crumpled to the floor.
Splashing water drew my gaze to the biggest water puddle. Stiffness spread through my limbs. Of course. Iris had decided to join the party.
The scowling water maiden rose from the shallow depths, no longer pink but scarlet. “You are a liar!”
Patch scrambled to press herself into a corner. Leona was too busy sobbing to notice the intrusion.
“I might be a fool, but I’m not a liar,” I snapped. “I kept my end of the bargain and fulfilled your first demand. Don’t ask questions. I didn’t ask anything. Therefore, I owe you nothing else. We’re even.”
Rage blazed in the water maiden’s eyes. “You could have saved this world. Instead, you damned it.”
“How would the Guardian’s death save anyone?” And that’s what the disc would bring about; I had no doubts about that now. “There are countless others just like him, ready to take his place.”
“When the leader dies, they all die! To prevent a coup from those who share his aspirations, he made sure of it.”
So Jasher would die along with the Guardian. Well, I didn’t care. I didn’t! Let all the monstra perish. The pit in the bottom of my stomach meant nothing.
“You deserve what’s coming,” Iris hissed. “When the Guardian invaded this world, your father failed to stop him and you mother ran like a coward, leaving us to our doomed fate. That’s the real reason they are so hated. Now, here you are, their daughter, too weak to act.”
Bombs of fury detonated. “My mother was no coward. She was pregnant when she watched her husband die and probably desperate to protect her baby. Ahav did what none of the rest of you have even tried. He faced the enemy head-on. And he wasn’t ineffective. He did something the monstra can’t overcome. I’ve experienced it.”
My words had no impact on the water maiden. “Sandrine could’ve returned, gathered support, and led us to victory. I served her for years and would’ve helped. But because of her absence, the Guardian was allowed to spread his lies. Most citizens see him as a beloved liberator, the truth of his motives and actions forgotten. Only those of us who witnessed the death of our king know better. Now we work tirelessly to stop him, but it’s a losing battle. We kill one soldier, and he makes ten more. Citizens fight us, because his deceptions run too deep.”
And the shocks kept coming. “Why didn’t you tell me this from the beginning?”
“So you could doubt and question me, then spill my secrets to lover boy?” she spat. “No, thank you.”
A blush burned my cheeks. Yeah, I would’ve spilled.
Iris narrowed her eyes. “You were so determined to return to a home that isn’t yours. You wouldn’t have listened to anything I said, especially if I suggested you stay and fight the big bad on behalf of people you knew nothing about.”
Facts I couldn’t refute without lying.
“I gave you time, a protector, and experience, and this is how you repay me.” She scoffed. “If you are anything like your father, you’ll do what’s right, no matter the fate awaiting you.” She executed a mock curtsey. “Not that you have much longer to live.” Bit by bit, she sank into the puddle, disappearing.
My stomach curdled when I detected the sound of marching bootsteps. My cellmates jumped to their feet as soon as the Guardian, Jasher, and their gang of lookalikes rounded a corner. The minions marched behind them.
Jasher met my glare, rousing thoughts from the mire of my mind. He was monstra. Meeting my gaze was dangerous to him. I could hold him captive as long as I wished. But still he’d done it, as if he hoped to relay a secret message.
Or trick me into trusting him again.
Could I risk being fooled again? I released him, setting my glare on the Guardian. “Miss me?”
One of the stationed guards unlocked and opened the cell door. The Guardian and Jasher paused while six soldiers strode inside, wrenching me and the others to our feet and restraining us two by two. Only then did Ian enter, with Jasher directly behind him. My heart raced, the beat becoming erratic.
“Ah, but their fear is delicious.” The Guardian closed his eyes and breathed deep, savoring. “My favorite feast, I admit.”
Just a figure of speech to up the drama, or was he saying he fed on fear? Did it matter? I worked to project—to feel—nothing. “You must need something from me. Why else would you be here, conversing with a girl more reckless than her parents?”
He flashed a humorless non-smile. “Your mother left me a note. In it, she claims you are the only one capable of opening the case, and then only if you are willing. I want those rings, Moriah.”
“Why?”
Another flash of that non-smile. “Now, that’s not any of your concern, is it? Because whatever the reason, you will open the case for me, or I will kill your friends.”
“I will do nothing for you, no matter what you threaten.” The moment I complied, he would kill me, too. My best option right now was to buy time and find out how he opened the portal.
“Ah, but I never threaten. Only promise.” He dug the hat square from my pocket, and my blood iced. I’d forgotten it was there. “Bring me the one who attempted to kill the princess,” he said as he freed the disc from its wrapping and dropped the dark cloth to the floor.
“Princess?” Leona mouthed, her eyes going wide. “I thought it was a term of endearment.”
I gave a violent shake of my head, locks of hair slapping my cheeks as the guards forced the protesting Patch closer to the Guardian. “Don’t do this. Please.” I glanced at Jasher.
Though he stared straight ahead, he lifted his nose in the air, as if he sensed my attention. A vein budged between his eyes, and the cords in his neck pulled taut. Fighting to remain still?
“Don’t do this,” Patch echoed. “I only wanted⁠—”
Without hesitation, Ian shoved the disc into the redhead’s mouth and forced her lips to close. “Let’s find out what you and the water maiden planned for me, shall we?”
Dread skittered over my spine. No one moved for several seconds. An eternity. Color drained from Patch’s already pale skin, her freckles becoming stark. Tremors rocked her lithe frame. Eyes going wide, she began to gasp for breath she couldn’t catch. White foam bubbled from the corners of her mouth, and her knees gave out. She hit the ground, convulsed, and went lax.
The horror I experienced before? Nothing compared to what I felt now.
A screaming Leona struggled for freedom.
“Leave the corpse here,” Ian told the guards while staring at me. “If you refuse to obey when I return, the other female will die. Then I’ll go get your father from the otherworld.” He turned his glare to Jasher. “Talk some sense into her.”
Out the Guardian marched, the soldiers following him. He waited until Jasher shut and locked the cell door before leading his minions out.
Pressed against the back wall, Leona crumpled. I dropped to Patch’s side and felt for a pulse, hoping... But no. There wasn’t a telltale thump. Already the girl’s body cooled.
Remorse stabbed me. “Do you feed on fear, too?” I snapped, my gaze jerking to Jasher.
“I did. Once. Listen to me,” he said, a tinge of urgency in his tone. “I didn’t know about the disc. Had I, I would’ve destroyed it. We need to get you out of here or he will kill you, too.”
Scowling, I straightened. “I’m supposed to trust you now? You, the lying monstra?” He flinched, but it didn’t stop me from continuing. “How did he learn I’d put Iris’s disc in the cloth?”
“He watched you in the pool, I’m sure. But I was unaware he trailed us to the secret room. Couldn’t foresee he would take the ring and imprison you. Had I acted any way but loyal to him, I’d be dead or locked up with you and unable to render aid. What’s more, Anders and Reese would’ve been killed.”
A plausible tale. The perfect reason to use it. “Let me out, then. Right now.”
“I can’t.” Torment glazed his sunset irises. “I’m without a key in case I succumb to your wiles.”
Likely story. “So what can you do?”
“Tell you why he wants those rings.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “A royal’s actions represent those under his command. From what I’ve unearthed, Ahav’s ring acts as a piece of him. A symbol of his reign. Since he was innocent of all wrongdoing when he gave his life for his people, his sacrifice voids the crimen for each of them.”
So much to unpack. Truth or more lies? Either way, he wasn’t done.
“There are conditions to the wearing of the ring and actually making it work, as you did in the battle with the monstra, but I haven’t learned what those conditions are. I’m not sure the Guardian is aware, either.”
I turned away, giving Jasher my back. He’d given me a lot to ponder. Leona huddled in front of the wall where she’d crumbled, but she’d stopped crying. Thin sections of the greenery had wiped off as she’d slid to the floor, leaving small gaps. Something red glinted beneath them. Another painting?
Like a bull in a ring, I charged over. I scraped the edges of the hole with my nails, removing more foliage. Other colors appeared, a picture forming. “Help me,” I demanded.
Leona lumbered to her feet and, though she moved at a snail’s pace, she worked to remove the moss, too. Bits and pieces of rock tumbled to the floor.
“Keep going,” Jasher encouraged.
“Planned on it,” I grated, picking up speed.
When we finished, I marveled. A new mural, yes, painted around an actual door. Thank you, Momma.
I looked to Leona, who looked to me.
“Go ahead,” she said, motioning with her chin. “Open it.”
Tentative, I turned the knob. Hinges squeaked as the door opened, revealing a dark void. A soft breeze carried the scent of must.
“An escape hatch?” Leona asked.
“Maybe.” Probably. I didn’t enter but backed up to view the mural with the new opening. In it, Sandra Shaker gestured to the door with one hand and held onto a small rock with the other. Only, the rock wasn’t made of paint. Like the door, it was an actual object.
Unsteady, I detached the rock from the wall. Light weight, with a crack spanning the center.
“Let me.” My cellmate took the rock and pulled on both halves, which separated, revealing a tiny, yellowed paper and a velvet patch.
I caught the paper before it hit the floor but missed the pouch, which clinked against the stone. Tremors plagued me as I retrieved and opened the material, finding a ring exactly like the one the Guardian had stolen and two serpens-rosa, marveling at my mother’s foreknowledge. I returned the grains to the holder, stuffed the pouch into my pocket, and anchored the band around my finger.
The tremors worsened as I unrolled the paper. Familiar handwriting caused tears to well.
To my darling daughter,
You must wonder how I know of you before you are even born. You must wonder about a lot of things. But I think we both understand now isn’t the time for a long, detailed letter. Take the tunnel. What occurs next will hurt, and I’m sorry for that, but there’s no other way out. You must survive, return to your father, then take your place as queen of Hakeldama. Tell the people the truth. War comes, whether they are ready or not.
I love you, Rye. Always and forever.
I pressed the paper to my chest. My heart cried, I love you, too, Momma. The hurt, whatever it was, I could bear. I would escape. Return to Ozworld, heal my father, then come back to Hakeldama and save the people. There was a way. Mom all but guaranteed it.
“Moriah,” Jasher rasped, as if he sensed our end.
I cast him a final glance. He watched me with heartbreak in his eyes. “Have a good life, Jasher.” I swiped up the cloth the Guardian had ignored and shook it until the hat reformed. Once the headgear was anchored to my head, I offered Leona a hand. “Join me?”
The mayor rolled back her shoulders and accepted. “Please.”
“What happened here?” Ian’s voice echoed, and I twisted to see him and his minions rushing to the cell. “Stop her!”
Urgency whipped me.
Jasher called, “You will not touch her.”
“Reece,” Ian snapped, and a guard quickened his step.
Jasher’s brother.
Both men roared and morphed into their monstra form. Jasher stood guard at the bars, daring his brother and the others to try and pass him.
Reese raked his claws over the floor, flames sparking from his nostrils.
Would Jasher truly fight his beloved brother for me? This could be an act, another trick, but…I believed him enough to hang back. The remaining soldiers morphed, too, and flanked Reese.
The brother lunged first, slashing and biting at Jasher. The others followed suit. A savage battle erupted, many against one, and I cringed inside.
Only the Guardian remained unaffected by the chaos and aggression. None of the beasts attacked him. Rather, they allowed him to step out of the war path. He observed me with slitted eyes. “This won’t save you. But it does mean the end of Jasher. Unless you’d like to stay and bargain for his life, of course.”
An endeavor that would only get us both killed, no doubt.
“Moriah?” Leona tugged me onward.
A broken sound ripped from me. Though it hurt, exactly as my mother had predicted, I seized the opportunity Jasher had provided and entered the void.



CHAPTER 23
GOING, GOING…GONE?

Monstra roars filled the enclosure, fierce, piercing, and violent. Leona and I jogged…ran…sprinted through the narrow corridor, our panting breaths joining the chorus. My new ring burned, and adrenaline spiked. But…
Guilt pursued me and soon caught up, ravaging my determination to escape. Since the beginning, Jasher had protected me from danger. He might be a monster, but every time I’d needed him, he’d come through for me. Had saved me from the beasts. Rescued me from cannibals. Fed my pet rabdog. Remained my guide through Lawless Forest when he could’ve and probably should’ve ditched me. Killed his brethren to spare me.
How could I ditch him when he needed me?
“I can’t do this.” I slowed, stopped, and released the mayor. “I can’t leave Jasher behind.”
Leona jogged in place and waved me on. “Come on! You’ll die if you go back.” Fear drenched her words. “He’s strong enough to take care of himself.”
“One monstra against ten?” Probably more by now. I had no doubt others had rushed in. “I can’t leave Jasher behind,” I repeated with a firmer tone. Decision made. I threw my arms around Leona, giving the other woman a hug. “You go and find your sister. Maybe one day we’ll see each other again, and you can introduce me to her.”
“Moriah—”
“Goodbye, mayor.” I turned on my heel and stalked toward the cell. Confidence solidified with every step. Yes, this was right. As I lifted my head, tingles erupted over my body. I didn’t have to glance down to know the liquid armor poured over me. My father’s armor? Had he— or his spirt?—joined with me? Because I could feel love and peace, true power, radiated from each piece.
A hilt materialized in each of my hands, and I held them tight. Blades stretched into swords.
My ears twitched. The roars ended, giving way to scrabbling sounds, as if the monstra now chased me. Oh, yes. The beasts turned a corner, gunning for me. Realization and horror beat at my composure. They’d gotten past Jasher. Had hurt him, possibly killed him.
Righteous fury consumed me, bringing a rumbling growl to my throat. I surrendered to instinct and quite possibly Ahav himself, allowing a force greater than myself to infuse my cells. Flames rushed over me from head to toe. I didn’t need to see it to know the hat burned to ash, leaving behind a golden halo. Those flames even spread over my swords. If my life had a been a movie, an action soundtrack would’ve played in the background.
Words burst from me. “I am Princess Moriah Shaker Ori’Emet, only daughter of Queen Sandrine and King Ahav, and you will pay!” Like Dorothy, I’d had the ability all along. I’d just had to tap into it.
The Guardian wasn’t great and terrible. I was.
The moment the beasts reached striking distance, I acted. Moving with the grace of a dancer, I wielded the weapons. Off with a monstra’s head. As it died, I spun and decapitated the next. Thick green blood sprayed over the corridor walls.
The remaining monstra attempted to glom upon me, but I ducked, dived, rolled and struck without pause. They died like their brethren, one after another. Not a single beast managed do more than scratch me. Though winded, I stomped over the bodies and strode from the destruction, ready for anything thrown my way.
Light shone at the end of the tunnel. I picked up speed and prepared for the next battle. But when I exited, entering the cell, no one waited to challenge me. I scanned the devastation. Monstra bodies and body parts filled the area. Thick pools of green blood collected here and there.
Where was Jasher? Worry cooled the heat in my veins. In seconds, the halo and armor faded. The hat did not return. My weapons vanished too, and there was no willing them back. A concern I’d need to deal with as soon as I found my Tinman. The only creature still intact and breathing attempted to rise, but not to harm me. A gaping wound in his chest prevented him from succeeding, and he sagged to the floor.
“Jasher?” I croaked.
Wings and scales faded, bones retracted, and the man I loved reformed naked. His hair was a mess, his eyes were glazed, and his skin tattooed with a tree and its various face-flowers.
“Jasher!” I cried, rushing over to crouch at his side. He was ashen. The gaping wound in his chest hadn’t healed with his transformation. His sternum had been cracked down the middle and pulled apart, exposing his organs. His beautiful heart barely beat. Was even slowing…
Who could survive this?
No! No, no, no. I wouldn’t let him die. I refused. I petted his cheek, demanding, “You will heal, Jasher. Understand?”
A slow, pained smile formed. “You came back.” He coughed, blood leaking from the corners of his mouth. frowning. “You shouldn’t be here.” Again he attempted to rise. But again, he lacked the strength to do so.
“Y-you’re going to be okay.” I dug out the serpens-rosa and popped a grain onto his tongue. Don’t be too late, don’t be too late, don’t be too late. The mantra played inside my head on repeat. But seconds bled into minutes and nothing happened.
Maybe he required a stronger dose?
I didn’t hesitate. Though I’d dreamed of smuggling a grain back to my father, I refused to let Jasher die while I possessed the power to save him. I fed him the last grain, and my mantra changed. Please work, please work, please work.
Once more, seconds passed with no change. I gathered his limp hand in mine, drew it to my face, and kissed his battle-roughened knuckles. “I will never forget you. Will always…” My throat tightened on the words. “Get better. Your princess demands it.”
He dragged in a sharp, ragged breath. Then he roared. But color spread over him, health and vitality chasing away infirmity. The split bone drew together and knitted, along with muscle and flesh.
Relief obliterated my worry. The liquid armor reappeared. My weapons, too. Fear kept them at bay? “Where’s your brother?”
“With Ian. Reese pretended to deliver the final blow.” As Jasher sat up without problem, I sheathed the swords and threw my arms around him. He hugged me back but said, “You should have let me die, princess.”
“Never. Now where’s the Guardian?” Perhaps I should end Ian and his chosen protégé before returning home. A princess protecting the people her queen mother had so adored.
“I don’t know.” Determination hardened Jasher’s voice. “But I do know where the portal is, and how to activate it. I’m forbidden from using it, but that hardly matters anymore. You can go home today.”
Jasher stood in all his naked glory and helped me to my feet. Twining his hand with mine, he led me out of the dungeon, up flights of stairs, through hallways. Along the way, we discovered multiple royal soldiers lying on the floor, either dead or dying. The stench of death stung my nostrils.
I pressed my free hand over my mouth. “What happened?”
“The Guardian is worked into a rage.” Jasher stopped to confiscate clothing from one of the fallen. Anguish etched every part of him. “This is what happened to the soldiers who came before us. He claimed the corruption of one proved corruption in all, and they needed to be extinguished.”
A form of manipulation to keep them in line. Evil on every level. Were the replacements being trained even now?
The entire palace rocked suddenly, nearly sending me to my knees. An alarm screeched to life. “What’s happening?”
“The rebels must have breached the dome.” He swiped up a discarded sword. “Let’s go.”
He took the lead, and together we sprinted up other flights of stairs.
With every floor we cleared, I was able to glimpse out of a window. War had indeed erupted outside the palace. Royal soldiers against rebels, and the death count was rising. The soldiers must not know what the Guardian had done to their brethren.
Soon, we ascended so high I spied only clouds. Despite my father’s aid via the ring, my limbs began to shake and burn, and I lagged. Didn’t help that the castle shook again and again, coinciding with the explosions occurring outside. “How much further?” I asked between sawing breaths.
“Almost there,” he promised, taking my hand and tugging me along behind him. At the door, a set of closed double doors loomed.
He released me and pushed through. We entered a capacious space, and the air instantly electrified, raising the fine hairs on my body. Like the throne room, there were no furnishings, but a surprising centerpiece could not be missed. A clear glass tube large enough for three people to stand shoulder to shoulder while inside it. The base anchored to the floor and the top cut through the ceiling. Great whirling sounds emanated from it. Perhaps because a tornado spun without cease, banging against the glass. Off to the side was a small pedestal with buttons. The control panel?
Must be. Jasher raced to it. With the press of a few buttons, the glass parted, creating an opening. Wind kicked up, whipping through the room. Locks of my hair flapped about, and I stumbled back.
Jasher battled the gusts to return to my side. “All you must do is enter.” He had to shout to be heard over the roar. “If I retraced the former path correctly, you should land where you were taken.”
My stomach knotted as he twined our fingers and steered me to the tube. At the entrance, we paused and peered into the wild whirlwind. He released me, and a cry lodged in my throat. Here it was, the moment of truth. All I’d fought for. All I’d wanted. But I continued to hesitate.
Jasher set his knuckles under my chin and urged my attention to him. We locked eyes and spoke without speaking, both of us seeming to say the same thing. It’s okay. Thank you for everything. I’ll miss you. I must do this. I understand.
He pressed a soft kiss into my lips. “Don’t come back. Not for me. Promise.”
“I’m coming back.” My mind mimicked the fervency as the wind. “If I go home, will I cause someone from home to be brought here in a tornado?” Wait. If?
“No.”
“But something will happen? To cause balance?”
His nostrils flared. He closed his eyes. “The portal doesn’t demand balance but blood. The Guardian uses the deaths of sacrifices to operate the device. And since they are dead before they are killed, we don’t consider it an actual death.”
That explanation made no sense for this trip. There were no substitutes here. Unless…
One of many.
I balled my fists. Now I understood. Jasher was the sacrifices. Alive, and yet for all intents and purposes, also dead. But his life and death mattered to me. I couldn’t, wouldn’t, sacrifice him or anyone else. Not even to save my father. As I’d told Patch, the end never justified the means.
“I’m staying,” I bellowed. I would find another way to reunite with my father. Until then, I could help my mother’s people. The Guardian must be stopped. The sooner the better.
Jasher blinked at me, as if he didn’t believe what he’d heard.
Movement from the corner of my eye. I followed it and jolted. The Guardian raced into the room, his royal robe stained and wet with crimson. He made it to the control panel just as I computed what I was seeing.
“No!” Jasher yelled, releasing me, intending to stop his leader from doing whatever he planned.
Before he’d taken his second step, the cyclone sucked both Jasher and me inside. We spun around and around without hitting the glass, gaining momentum until being catapulted out of the tube.
Dizziness overwhelmed me. I tried to grab Jasher only to lose sight of everything but whizzing lights. Even those blurred together and expanded…
Boom! In a burst, the beams swallowed me, and my world went dark.



CHAPTER 24
HOME AGAIN KINDA

Igroaned as consciousness returned little by little. I blinked open my eyes, aware of small aches and pangs throughout my body.
A voice penetrated my awareness. “—need help?”
I frowned as I focused. A concerned older woman wearing a retro red dress stood over me.
“What happened? Where am I?” I eased into a sitting position and examined my surroundings. The wedding chapel. Wait. Memories surged, and I gasped. The same wedding chapel I’d ridden into Hakeldama. Only different.
So much had changed. A flowery archway replaced the podium, and red and white bouquets hung from the end of every cushioned pew. Dark shag carpet covered the wood floor. The walls gleamed with a garden mural.
How much time had passed since my disappearance?
My armor was gone. My swords, too.
“This is Heavenly Heights Chapel,” the woman said. “Are you hurt? How’d you get inside? The door was locked when I came in to prepare for the wedding, yet here you both are.”
Both? Jasher! I scanned…yes! There he lay, sprawled out between two pews.
Ignoring the other woman, I scrambled to Jasher and gently tapped his cheek. He better be okay. “Jasher. Wake up. Please.”
He didn’t appear injured. Well, other than the drop of blood staining his clothing. At last he blinked open his eyes, and I breathed a sigh of relief.
“Moriah?” With a soft smile, he reached up to caress my cheek.
I nuzzled his hand and returned the smile with one of my own. “You’re in the otherworld. With me.”
“Otherworld?” he echoed, frowning.
“I called for help,” the woman continued. “A doctor should be here any moment.”
A doctor…and police? Not good. Jasher had no ID. “We got caught in the tornado, that’s all. We’re fine now. We’ll be going.”
“What tornado?” she asked, wrinkling her brow.
Okay, so, enough time had passed that the citizens had forgotten about the tornado altogether. How to explain the blood then? “I apologize for any trouble we’ve caused you, but we’re fine,” I repeated. “I promise.” I helped a confused Jasher stand and noticed the lack of a certain ring.
No! Had I lost it? Or absorbed it again? A potential travesty to unravel later. “We’re leaving. No reason to involve others, especially medical professionals or authorities.”
Tinman wobbled on his feet, so I wound an arm around his waist. “This is truly your world?” he asked as I led him toward the exit.
“Yes. And we’ll discuss what happened when we’re safe at my farm.”
We reached the door just as a woman with rollers in her dark hair entered. I recognized her and ricocheted backward as if I’d hit an invisible wall of shock. My mother. My very pregnant mother.
My eyes widened, and my jaw went slack. “You’re…you…”
Queen Sandrine “Sandra” Ori-Emet Shaker stopped to meet my gaze. A soft smile of welcome fell into a frown of confusion. “Hello. Do I know you?”
I drank in the twenty-something beauty. Flawless skin bloomed with health. Hazel eyes glittered with curiosity. Delicate, doll-like features. Elegance all but seeped from her pores. She wore a plain T-shirt that stretched over her rounded belly and baggy sweatpants. Flip-flops adorned her feet. It was as far from royal attire as one could get. And yet, there was no mistaking her heritage. Confidence kept her spine straight and her shoulders squared, her chin tilted just so. Things I hadn’t noted as a young child.
“Moriah. Princess,” Jasher said. “You’re staring at the woman.”
Right. Yes. Unsure what to say, to do, but afraid I might upset a delicate balance of time and space, I blurted, “Excuse us,” then rushed around her and out of the chapel. Where I headed, I didn’t know. Cars sped along the roars—I ground to a halt in the middle of the parking lot as the sights registered. What… why… what?
Jasher gave chase. He stopped beside me and forced me to face him. Shock etched his features. “That was your mother. Your pregnant mother.”
“I know,” I rasped. “And this is Ozworld, my home, but not Ozworld.” I waved to billboards and businesses I remembered seeing as a child. All replaced, demolished, or abandoned by the time I grew into an adult. The shoe store where I’d gotten both tap shoes and sneakers. The ice cream parlor that was flattened in a freak tornado two springs ago. The Stewart house, a condemned home where teens partied now gleamed with a fresh coat of paint. Baskets of flowers hung from the porch railing.
“Look at me.” Jasher cupped my cheeks. Fading evening sunlight illuminated a face that would make me breathless all the days of my life.
“I don’t understand. It shouldn’t be this way.”
“We will figure this out, I promise.”
The comfort in his expression nearly proving to be my undoing. “I think…” I swallowed, clinging to him. “Jasher, I think we arrived in the past.”
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